
        
            
                
            
        

    



Miss Suri Thurston knows the pain of abandonment. Intent on confronting the grandmother who tossed her to the lions, she travels from England to her birthplace in India. Her plans run afoul when she encounters the man who, ten years prior, left a mark on her soul with one stolen kiss. But he is a duke, and far beyond the reach of even her dreams.
The Duke of Ravenswood, secret head of the British Foreign Service, has no time for relationships. His one goal is to locate and eliminate key insurgents involved in an uprising against the British East India Company before it’s too late. But when Suri appears in Delhi, his resolve is tested as he finds his heart forever bound to her by the one haunting kiss they shared once upon a time.
With Suri’s vengeful Indian family looking for her death, and insurgents intent on mutiny tearing their world apart, can their love rise above the scandal of the marriage they both desperately want?
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To my beloved Hans
There are times when I can feel you hovering nearby,
smiling down on me and whispering in my ear, “Brava.”



CHAPTER ONE
BRIDGEFORD HALL—BEDFORDSHIRE, ENGLAND, 1847
“Blast it all, ladies get kissed, they do not do the kissing.” Suri flopped back onto a pile of hay in a shadowy corner of the stable and waved off a cloud of dust. “Before you know it, you’ll have ruined your entire coming out over a trifle.”
Her half sister shoved an errant curl behind her ear and lifted her chin. “Not knowing how to kiss would hardly be insignificant should my future husband be amongst our guests.”
“Oh, for pity’s sake, Marguerite. I thought a morning ride might do the trick, but no, you’re still a bundle of nerves. Yesterday you were all aflutter over the floral arrangements. What’ll it be tomorrow? Deciding you need a different gown?”
At Marguerite’s crestfallen look, Suri softened her words. “Have you forgotten that a gentleman might prefer you were innocent of such intimacies?”
Mischief carved little lines at the corners of Marguerite’s eyes. “There’s always our groomsman to teach me. He’s got a fine mouth.”
Suri pushed up on her elbows. “And a nasty habit of flapping that fine mouth. Davey would have every stable boy within a day’s ride racing here with their tongues hanging to their knees hoping for a bit of what he got. Not to mention, Papa would have your neck if you got caught. You cannot be serious.”
“If only I were,” Marguerite sighed. “But whether I am good or bad at it, I intend to taste my first kiss tomorrow night, and that’s that.”
Suri picked bits of straw off her skirt. “Perhaps you should’ve settled on a masquerade ball for your coming out.”
“And lose out on wearing my exquisite gown? Why ever would I want that?”
“Because costumed, you could’ve stolen kisses from a knight in shining armor or some fallen angel with gilded wings. Then you could have changed into your ball gown before the unmasking with no one the wiser.”
“There’s a splendid idea you should’ve thought of sooner.”
“Ah, but then you’d not have the scandal you’re obviously itching for.”
“Don’t be impertinent. I’ve made note of every shadowy corner outside the ballroom. Threat of discovery concerns me little.”
The air shifted.
A shadow loomed over the two girls, blocking the morning’s long shaft of sunlight streaming through the open doors of the stable.
Marguerite sucked in a breath. “Mercy, me.”
Suri cupped a gloved hand over her eyes and squinted. Her heart skipped a beat. Could she actually be regarding the most gorgeous man she had ever laid eyes on? Or was this some figment of her imagination—the knight in shining armor—or the fallen angel? She stared while Marguerite scrambled to her feet and flapped her hands, straightening her skirt and jacket, sending a storm of hay and dust to swirl about.
“A dilemma, ladies?” His voice came low and clear, smooth as honey, and filled with a hint of amusement.
Definitely not the angel. Suri looked him over as boldly as he scrutinized Marguerite. He was tall, long-legged—at least he appeared that way from her supine angle. She sat upright. Yes, definitely long-legged. And well built. She had never seen such a fine cut of a man in the flesh.
He finished scrutinizing Marguerite and turned to regard Suri, his clear gray eyes filled with humor. And a sudden glimmer of something else. Interesting, that flicker…of…what?
His brown knee-high boots appeared expensive, and new, judging by the stiff and shiny leather. His suede breeches hadn’t seen many days, either. Snug fit…a dapper? His blue super-fine jacket lay open to reveal an exquisitely stitched white waistcoat buttoned tight over a flat stomach. A snowy white cravat, tied just so, emphasized golden skin that looked as if it received a fair amount of sun. He wore no hat atop dark locks that curled softly over his collar.
One corner of his lips twitched as he watched her study him.
His mouth caught her complete attention and sent a small quiver running through her. Full and invitingly supple, the top lip swept in gentle curves resembling an archer’s bow. And his bottom lip—was that a dimple in the middle? Whatever the little dip was, it certainly was comely. I wonder what his kisses taste like. An odd warmth flowed through her at the thought.
He laughed at her—the laughter entirely in his eyes.
He read my mind? Suri’s heart skipped another beat. Refusing to rise, she only sat up a bit straighter. “Who are you, and how did you get past the groomsman?”
His eyes fairly sparkled with mischief. “If you intend to be kissed, ladies, fair warning—it would behoove you to know the rules.”
Whoever this stranger was, he was quite comfortable in his own skin. Perhaps a bit too cocksure of himself.
“Did you not hear me, sir? How did you manage your way past the groomsman, and who, pray tell, are you to march in here and intervene in a private conversation between two people you have never met? Why, we haven’t even been properly introduced.”
He folded his arms over his broad chest and slowly, ever so slowly, ran his gaze the length of Suri, from her head to the tips of her dusty riding boots and up, settling on her lips.
Something…something…rolled through her lower belly like a storm hell-bent on ravaging the landscape. Heavens.
A lazy smile tipped one corner of his mouth.
Marguerite’s sharp intake of breath caught Suri’s ear. Would her sister never learn to contain herself?
“I’ve an appointment with the Duke of Bridgeford.”
“Impossible,” Suri said. “Our father is engaged in an annual meeting with a peer.”
“Would that be the Duke of Ravenswood?”
Suri’s spine stiffened. “I daresay, you are quite bold, sir. Who are you?”
“Ravenswood was my father. He met his demise, and I’ve come in his stead.” He glanced at his sleeve, dusted it with a gloved hand. “I arrived a bit late, but I am here nonetheless.”
“Then you are now His Grace?” Marguerite asked.
“Fortunately, no. I am merely Lord John Fairfax, second in line. My brother had far too many appointments this week, and I was sent.”
“I am sorry for your loss.” Suri made to rise.
He motioned for her to remain seated. “Please, do not stand on my account. His Grace died eleven months ago. Enough time has passed to have adjusted. Now then, ladies, back to the subject at hand.” He turned to Marguerite. “I take it you are to attend your coming out ball? And you expect your first kiss?”
“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Suri said. “’Tis none of your concern.”
“Ah, none of my concern, perhaps, but I would wager I am more trustworthy than your groomsman. So you are sisters? You look nothing alike.”
His scrutiny was bolder than bold this time, but Suri refused to take her eyes off him. No doubt he was busy comparing the vast differences between the two. While Marguerite was nearly a head taller than Suri with wayward curls winding about her head like red corkscrews, Suri’s black hair fell thick and straight to her waist. And then there were the eyes. Marguerite’s were a lovely sable brown flecked with gold, but Suri’s were so green she’d been told they resembled cut emeralds.
She smirked. “We’re twins.”
Soft laughter escaped her sister’s lips. “Actually, we are half-sisters who happen to be exceedingly close—in age and otherwise. I am Lady Marguerite, and this is Miss Suri Thurston. Although we share no resemblance, Papa says we may as well be twins since we are never apart. Thick as thieves, he calls us.”
“A titled lady and a mere miss?” Lord John asked.
Suri shot her sister a scowl meant to silence, but it did no good, as usual. Marguerite continued. “Papa had an affair with a high caste Indian who died in childbirth. Her family was shamed so her grandmother tossed the babe to the lions. Our father rescued Suri and brought her back to England, where I had been born some months before his return. Obviously, I was conceived just prior to his departure.”
“Obviously,” Lord John drawled. He gave Suri another once-over.
“The entire event was a great scandal,” Marguerite continued. “However, Mother forgave him in the end, and even though Suri is illegitimate and therefore cannot hold a title, my mother raised my half sister as her own.”
Suri rolled her eyes. “Despite our parents’ repeated tries to civilize Lady Marguerite, she still cannot manage to understand how the word discreet could apply to her tongue.”
A faint grin passed over his mouth. “Are you treated well?”
“Treated well?” Marguerite put in. “She’s downright spoiled. Most likely because she’ll not have a husband, seeing as how she is illegitimate as well as a…” Her mouth clamped shut.
“A half-caste,” Suri finished. “And don’t look so stunned, sir. There is little that Lady Marguerite can say that angers me.” The sisters looked at one another and grinned.
“And it may disappoint you terribly to learn that I have no wicked stepmother, no spiteful half brothers to torment me, nor a father who treats me ill, thank you. And my dear sister tells this story at every turn, so do not consider yourself special to have heard it, having just met.”
“You won’t marry?” The depth of his gaze intensified and traveled over Suri from head to foot again. “Surely there are suitors falling over one another for your hand.”
She knew what was coming next—she’d heard this time and again from Papa. Still, she played the game. “And pray tell, sir, why is that?”
He raised a deliberating brow. “The beautiful daughter of a powerful and wealthy duke asks me why? I assume you are also due a substantial portion? I’d think any question of legitimacy or heritage would be easily overlooked in your situation.”
Ah, yes, marry someone after Papa’s money. Then give birth to children scorned by society as half-breeds no matter their status—children who then stumble across proper ladies gossiping behind their fans about how they were considered worthless and tossed to the lions. If God threw Adam at her feet, she would not bear his children and submit them to a lifetime of what she had endured.
She conjured up a look of disdain. “If your words were meant to flatter, Lord John, they leave much to be desired.”
That wicked mouth she could not take her eyes off lifted at one corner. “Suri. Unusual name. Does it carry any special meaning?”
“It’s Hindustani. Means babe with the pointed nose. My father named me.”
He chuckled, lifted her chin with his fingers, and examined her profile. “’Tis a fine nose, not pointy a’tall.”
A visceral shock tore through her. She jerked her chin from his grasp. “Were you given permission to touch me?”
His eyes danced. “Ah, yes, I touched you. Forgive me.” He dropped his hand and turned to Marguerite. “Now, then, if you will allow me, I shall teach you how to accept a proper kiss so as not to lead a man on, nor to send him scurrying in another direction.”
Marguerite’s cheeks blazed. “I…I…”
“Up, girl.” He gave an upward motion of his hands. “And put your gloves back on. A lady does not go bare-handed for her first kiss.”
Suri arched a brow in the manner of her father before he was wont to issue a setdown. “Are you a hapless second son eager to be caught kissing the daughter of a duke?”
He turned to her. Something between a smirk and petulance framed his mouth. Oh, my, he knows how to use that mouth. Liquid heat ran through her veins.
He placed a hand over his heart. “You wound me.”
Another sultry jolt swept through her. What the devil was wrong with her? “Oh, get on with things, then. Show her how to kiss and be done with it.” This, she had to see.
He took hold of Marguerite’s hands. “For the man to take your hands in his is quite acceptable. In fact, it is an agreeable means by which to preserve your good reputation, providing both sets of hands are properly dressed, of course. As you can plainly see, with our hands held between us, a gentleman is forced to keep his distance. And it is up to you to see that he touches only hands and lips. Ready?”
Marguerite nodded.
“Good girl. Now then, here we are, ready for the kiss.” His voice lowered, and he smiled at her. “Take in a slow, deep breath and exhale just as slowly.”
Marguerite complied.
“Slow and gentle movements are best,” he said. “Lift your chin a bit, let him know you are willing to receive his kiss. And whatever you do, do not open your mouth.”
“Open my mouth? For heaven’s sake, why would I do such a thing?” She pressed her lips together until they formed a slit.
A corner of his sinful mouth twitched. “You are a green sprout, aren’t you? Relax the muscles in your face. Pursed lips indicate rejection or a kiss as hard as pecking a wall. That’s it, chin up. And when a gentleman’s lips touch yours, count to five and pull your head back slightly to indicate the kiss has concluded. Much longer would be improper.” He leaned over, and touched his closed mouth to hers.
A shiver ran through every nerve in Suri’s body. Silently, she counted to five.
Marguerite pulled her head back, let go of the man’s hands, and splayed her fingers across her stomach. “Oh, my.”
Lord John turned to Suri. “Your turn.”
“My turn? Thank you, no. I believe I have seen enough to know what to do.”
His head tilted, and that winsome quirk of his mouth shot another twinge through her belly.
“Ah, my dear, if I am to serve both you ladies well, then I must insist on showing you the improper kiss, the kiss that would cause scandal, the kiss that should you be caught unawares, could lead to your ruin.”
His words set Suri’s lips tingling. “The very idea. You think me a dunce?”
That heart-stopping smile captured his mouth once again. He raised an eyebrow. “Oh, anything but.” With the same uplifted wave of his hand he’d given Marguerite, he signaled Suri to rise. “Up, and remove your gloves.”
This time it was she who tilted her head. “Remove my gloves?”
“Indeed. I will demonstrate why a lady’s hands should not go bare on her first kiss. Are you observing, Lady Marguerite?”
Marguerite fairly danced in place, her eyes glittering. “Oh, I shan’t miss a moment.”
Suri stood. Curiosity could be a powerful little beast at times. Besides, she was never one to back down from a challenge. Slowly, she tugged at each finger. Tossing her gloves aside, she extended her hands.
Instead of clasping them, he kept his gaze steady on hers as he, too, did away with his gloves and threw them on the hay. “Breathe, darling,” he murmured and stepped closer. “Ever so slowly, so as not to faint in my arms.”
Her lungs quivered. She caught his scent—male musk with a faint hint of bergamot—and it held her immobile. “You are beyond arrogant, sir.”
“No, merely knowledgeable.” He enclosed her cold fingers within his hot hands.
His touch could have been a naked embrace for the shockwave it sent screaming through her body. Good heavens! She took that slow breath, as much to fill her exhausted lungs as to steady her knees.
Cradling her upturned hand in his, he exposed her wrist. “Never allow a man access to this pulse point.” His voice had grown husky.
“What pulse point?” She was afraid to look.
“This one.” He bent and pressed his warm mouth to her wrist, swiped it with his tongue.
Her head buzzed as a rage of passion swept through her. Nothing in the world had ever felt so delicious.
His tongue swept her wrist once more.
Hot. Her skin was about to burst into flames.
She blinked furiously to keep her eyes open, to keep from swooning. She wanted to shout, “Again!” but said nothing, only stared at him.
“And never allow a man access to your palm.” His words were liquid velvet now, and she knew the direction his lips were headed. She closed her eyes as he buried his mouth in her palm and swept his tongue in tiny circles.
The air burst from her lungs. “You are quite mad, sir.” Nonetheless, she stood there, incapable of removing her hands from his. Where Marguerite stood, Suri did not know, did not care. All she knew was that this man’s head was bent over her hands, and his hot mouth was the devil’s playground, licking fire through her veins.
And then he did the most outrageous thing—he took her thumb in his mouth and sucked. Her world exploded. A small moan escaped her lips.
This time she heard a squeak, like a tiny mouse caught in a trap, but she cared not a whit that Marguerite was close at hand. She opened her eyes as his head came up. His lips had plumped from what he’d been about.
He leaned closer. “Open your lips to me, Suri.” His words were a bare whisper, a husky directive.
A sense of helplessness stole her reserve. Nothing so potent had entered her life until he had stepped through the stable doors. Her chest shuddered on her intake of breath while her neck bent back and her lips parted of their own accord. She stumbled backward. His hand came up, caught her at the waist, while his other hand fit behind her neck.
He stepped closer to her. “Close your eyes,” he whispered.
She did.
He urged her against him, so painfully slow she wanted to shout. She stifled another moan. But then his hot breath touched her mouth, and her muscles melted, and the moan came of its own volition. His arm around her waist held her upright. She thought she heard Marguerite again, but she didn’t care. She wanted to know what it was like to have this man’s mouth on hers—a mouth that at first glance had told her rightly so—here was trouble come a-calling.
His lips brushed hers, warm and feather soft. A shiver ran through her, all the way to her toes. She felt and heard a small groan escape him. She couldn’t breathe at all now. Drawing her closer, he settled his warm, sweet mouth on hers, his body heat permeating every inch of her.
He pulled her closer still, until her breasts pressed against his chest, until their stomachs met and something hard wedged between them. All thought scattered until only the feel of him remained, in her mouth, on her tongue, against her skin. Was she even wearing clothes any longer? That couldn’t be his heat penetrating through her very clothing. Could it? When did her arms go around his neck? When did her tongue match the movements of his? When did she want to pull him atop her in the hay? Why?
She whimpered and leaned into him, lust churning through her body.
“Oh,” she whispered into his mouth as the stark realization struck her at what was occurring. Her head cleared. What in blazes had got into her? With all the strength she could muster, she slid one hand to his broad chest and pushed—but not with the strength she ordinarily possessed, for she had little left, neither in conviction nor musculature.
He released her, his lips glossed from their encounter with hers, his cheeks flushed, his eyes a dark, storm gray. And filled with an expression she could not decipher. His gaze fell to her mouth and flicked back to her eyes. His countenance filled with self-containment once again, and his breathing returned to normal. “You see? Never allow a first kiss with gloves removed.” He stepped back, turned his front side away from them, and headed for the door. “There you go, ladies. A lesson you had best not forget.”
A whoosh of air escaped Suri’s lungs. She steadied herself on trembling legs and watched him disappear from sight.
He’d done it. This stranger had opened a door she had never wanted unbolted, and she had waltzed right through it without thinking. Harsh tears pricked her eyes at her own folly. She would suffer because of this reckless moment. He had left her with a terrible yearning, but there was nothing beyond the chamber he’d unlocked in her heart that could ever be hers.



CHAPTER TWO
DELHI, 1857—TEN YEARS LATER
Suri swiped her damp brow with the back of her hand and shoved a limp curl behind her ear. “Oh, Marguerite, I do believe India is about to do dreadful things to my disposition, not to mention my hair and clothing. It is so blazing hot and humid I may suffocate before the day is out.”
Marguerite sat in a plump chair under a large overhead fan made of carpet, slowly being turned by a native boy. Soft laughter erupted as she smoothed the colorful silk that draped her lap. “Wait until the monsoons hit, dear. You’ll think today was a slice of heaven. You really must remove your stuffy English wear, especially your corset and petticoats, whilst in private.”
She glanced toward a petite, dark-skinned woman standing off to the side. “Munia, find one of my saris for Miss Thurston, and help her out of her travel clothes. Something in a blue would do. Oh, and some cool jasmine tea before you show her to her rooms.”
With a silent nod and bow, the maid exited through a richly carved door.
Suri moved to where she caught more of the fan’s breeze. “How have you managed to survive these two years over here? I do not recall a single complaint in your letters.”
“That’s because I had nothing of which to complain. You know how I detest the horrid English weather. Besides, with all Harry has provided me here, I should be horsewhipped if I were to issue even the smallest grievance.”
“Indeed you should.” Marguerite’s opulent lifestyle could rival that of a royal. Suri ran her hand over an ivory inlaid table and had to admit it was remarkable. Exotic plants brushed up against wood carvings of many-armed figures hanging on three walls, while the fourth opened to a lush garden. Somewhere beyond her sight, she heard the rhythmic splash of a fountain. “This certainly is a different world from whence you came.”
Munia stepped back into the room with a tray balanced on her fingertips. Atop the tray stood a tall and narrow glass of tea, a sprig of mint attached to the side. She waited in silence.
“Your maid, or nauker, as they are referred to here, will show you to your rooms. Allow her to bathe you or her feelings will be hurt. You will feel much better after a nice scented bath. By this evening, you’ll be ready for our little dinner soirée.”
“A dinner party? Oh, heavens, I am in no condition to—” She stopped, fisted her hands on her hips, and narrowed her eyes. “How many?”
“How many what?”
“You know exactly what I mean. If I recall from your letters, you relish giving little dinner parties—of fifty or more.”
Throaty laughter escaped Marguerite’s lips. “My dear, tonight is a simple thing, really. Numbers don’t count when invitations are off the cuff, so to speak. You arrived three days early.”
Suri used her most commanding voice. “Marguerite!”
“Not quite fifty.”
“I would rather have a tooth extracted.”
“Don’t be a dunce. You must come. Listen to this—one of my guests is the Duke of Ravenswood. Does the name ring a bell?”
One moment Suri’s head was clear and the next it was filled with a buzzing sound that raced along every nerve she possessed. How could the name not have meaning? She’d never forgotten his beguiling brother or that kiss he’d bestowed upon her. Not for a single day. Or night. “Kin to that insolent man who kissed us in the stable the day before your coming out? I’d forgotten.”
A winsome smile touched Marguerite’s mouth. “Kissed us? My dear, what the man gave me was a mere peck. The kiss was entirely yours.” She raised a finely arched eyebrow. “And don’t try to convince me you don’t remember him or his name. No woman forgets something as earth-shattering as what he did to you.”
Suri wondered if he ever thought of that day. Or of her. “Well, that little peck he gave you, and the lesson that went along with it, certainly had its rewards.” She swept her hand about the room. “Look at you and what your first kiss brought you. You simply glow with happiness.”
Marguerite propped an elbow on the arm of the chair, rested her fingers on her temple, and studied Suri. “Tell me. How often does that Adonis and his outrageous act cross your mind?”
Often, blast it! Suri shrugged, hoping to appear bored, but there went that exasperating heat pulsating through the pit of her stomach at the very thought of him. “Whatever became of the man, do you know? He only met with Papa that one time and then neither he, nor his brother, ever showed their faces again. I wonder why?” She had often wondered why. Even after so many years had passed, the mere act of stepping inside the stables had made her wonder why he’d never returned. Furthermore, every finely turned out gentleman who’d crossed her father’s threshold had set her to wondering yet again. The man had left an indelible imprint on her soul.
“Apparently India and all its riches beckoned Lord Ravenswood and his brother. The financial climate suits them well.”
Could he be here in Delhi? Suri swallowed against her suddenly dry throat. A tingling swept through her as unbidden memories of what John Fairfax had coaxed out of her that day in the stables threatened to overwhelm her composure. She focused her attention on another wall hanging, wishing her sister would cease her infernal staring.
“The duke is quite wealthy. And quite, ah…unique,” Marguerite said.
“Unique?”
“Yes, unique. He’ll show up tonight with his pet cheetah in tow, wait and see.”
“A pet cheetah?”
“Must you repeat everything I say? Honestly, Suri, a swarm of tsetse flies could nest in your mouth, it’s slung open so. He is a singularly distinctive man who insists on doing everything his way and goes nowhere without his pet cat, as he calls it. The dratted thing will likely be decked out in more finery than the women. The beast wears an emerald and diamond collar tethered to a solid gold chain. Purrs like a faulty steam engine under the table the entire evening. By the way, rumors abound that Ravenswood is convinced an uprising of the native privates against our British officers is imminent and is trying to ferret out the instigators.”
Curiosity forced Suri’s tongue to move beyond her will. “What of his brother?”
Marguerite tapped her finger on her lips. “Mmm, I believe he sailed back to England some months ago. He was here to dinner the night before his departure, so let me think, yes, nearly two months exactly. I am not at all certain when he’ll return.”
Something old and familiar curled up Suri’s spine at the idea of Lord John Fairfax having frequented her sister’s home. How had Marguerite never written of him? But why should she? That incident had occurred ten years ago, for heaven’s sake.
“Jeremy? Jeremy!” Marguerite called. “Oh, that boy of mine will be the death of me yet. Come in here this moment.”
Silence.
“I know you lurk about like a marauder in the night.” She pursed her lips and made a motion to Suri with her head, indicating the garden. “If you don’t come this moment, I will inform your father you took a slingshot to a sacred cow this morning.”
A small red-haired boy stepped out from behind a flowering bush. “Hullo, Aunt Suri.”
“Oh, my, Jeremy, how you’ve grown!” Suri rushed forward and gathered her nephew in her arms. “I’m surprised you even remember me.”
His eyes glistened. “I remember you, Auntie.”
“How lovely. Two years is forever when you are six.” She jostled him in her arms. “You’ve got heavier bones.” His arms slid around her neck and he hugged her tight, filling her nostrils with the scent of boy—sweat, dirt, and more sweat. “Did you miss me, Jerri?”
He nodded into her shoulder.
Marguerite fiddled with an earbob and studied Suri. “Fair warning—do not think to fall back into old habits. You’ll spoil him rotten. You really should marry and have a brood of your own, you mother hen.”
Suri only smiled. “You know quite well how I feel about bearing my own children. And for all the little chicks in the world, this mother hen would not want a man who would have the likes of me. We all know what he’d be after, and I have plans for my inheritance.”
Marguerite’s eyes widened. “You don’t say? What?”
“I intend to build a fine school and home for…for children of my ilk. I shall have them sent from here. Heaven knows how many illegitimates the military will leave behind. I shall give the poor things a better life than they could possibly find on the streets.”
With a lift of her chin, Marguerite studied her sister anew. “So, you are destined to play the mother hen after all.”
Suri collected Jeremy’s hand. “Walk me to my quarters? We’ve been apart far too long.”
A grin spread across his face.
“Dinner is at eleven, dear. We’ll gather for refreshments at ten.”
Suri turned on her heel. “Eleven? Good heavens, so late?”
“We dine at that hour so there won’t be a cloud of mosquitoes feeding on us. The weather is somewhat cooler as well.”
“Oh, you mean the weather cools from a hard boil to a mere simmer? How very nice. I’ll be dead to the world by then.”
“Not if you sleep away the afternoon.” Marguerite waved her off. “Go. Allow Munia to bathe you, and do not allow my little scamp to steal your day.”
Jeremy hiccuped a giggle.
“It’s a relief to have you here at last,” Marguerite called after them. “I was quite worried you might change your mind. You’ll get used to the way things are, you’ll see.”
…
Suri cursed to herself when Munia tugged tighter on the strings of her corset. “Enough. I can’t breathe in this godforsaken furnace as it is.”
The shy maid said nothing, merely tied off the ends, and proceeded to dress Suri in a rose colored gown of silk and lace. It had only taken the afternoon, after a bath in her own private garden, and donning a flowing sari, to convince her that English women were daft not to adopt the native dress. Thank goodness she planned to remain at her sister’s only long enough to meet up with an Indian cousin who would arrange a meeting with her maternal grandparents. Her papa had warned against trying to connect with her deceased mother’s family, since they thought she’d been fed to the lions long ago, but she had to know what the family was like—she simply had to know. Now that Papa was no longer living, there would be no answering to him or causing him embarrassment. If Marguerite knew, however, she would be sure to step in on behalf of their father. Getting past her sister might prove difficult, indeed.
She surveyed her suite, not dissimilar to Marguerite’s, save a narrower bed. The mosquito netting around the low-slung affair added a rather romantic touch, she supposed, but romance was not anything she allowed herself to contemplate. Still, the lush ferns, cool, dark wood floors, and colorful silks on the myriad of pillows thrown on the bed, fainting couch, and chairs were remarkably romantic—to anyone with such a notion.
Her sister had been right—a bath and long nap had done wonders. She glanced toward her own walled garden and smiled. It had taken a moment or three to get used to the idea of bathing outdoors without a stitch on, and with a maid to scrub her clean, but by the time her bath was complete, she was a convert to the Indian way. At least in that.
Already, she felt a bit limp, and her hair was sure to droop before the night was out. Oh, drat, she’d rather curl up beneath the mosquito netting and read.
A light tapping on the door sent Munia scurrying. “It be Lady Marguerite, memsahib. I know the knock.” She opened the door to Suri’s sister, with Harry Chatham directly behind her, his hair an orange halo in the coconut oil lamplight. He shot Suri a dazzling grin over his wife’s shoulder.
Suri rushed forward. “Harry! How good to see you again. You look lovely in blue, Marguerite.” She sidled through the door, took Harry’s hands, blew him a kiss on either cheek, and then simply smiled back at him. “Harry, Harry.”
As always, cherries appeared on his cheeks. His boyish grin widened. “And you look lovely, as well, Suri. Mayhap, you’ve grown even lovelier since last I saw you. Hasn’t she, Marguerite?”
“I didn’t think it possible, but yes, darling, I believe she has.”
Suri laughed. “Not graying at twenty-seven, but I don’t feel a day over, ah, twenty-seven.” The faint sound of a horn caught her attention. “Did I hear a horn? Is that Jeremy?”
Harry offered her his arm. “Although Jeremy would love to be the one blasting away, what you hear is our guests being announced. And I do believe I just heard another blast. Shall we?”
Marguerite stepped to the rear. “I’ll follow and admire my sister’s, ah…lovely behind.”
Harry chortled. “Behave, dear.”
“Why?” the sisters said in unison, and they all laughed.
Perhaps joining them for dinner wasn’t such a bad idea after all.
If she thought the private quarters were plush, the withdrawing room was exquisite. Were there any walls to speak of? The outdoors bloomed within, while ceiling fans kept a constant breeze flowing throughout the room, despite the crush of people in this not so overly large space.
“I thought you said a mere fifty,” Suri said through her teeth as she surveyed the room.
Marguerite pasted a smile on her face and spoke through her teeth as well. “You know how terrible I am with numbers. Allow me to introduce you to a few of our Anglo-Indian guests of the haute society of India. I’ll begin with the most important and work my way down.” With the grace of a dancer, Marguerite floated forward. “Smile, dear. All eyes are upon you.”
“Where are the unique Lord Ravenswood and his pet cat?”
“Never one to mince words, are you?” Her sister leaned forward, tickling her ear with a whisper of laughter. “He’s always the last to arrive. Never misses dinner, so he’ll be along shortly.”
Suri vowed that when she met the duke she would not inquire about his brother. She simply would not.
A horn sounded. The room fell silent and all heads turned to the butler. “His Grace, Lord Ravenswood, and his guest, Lady Shahira.”
“His cat,” Marguerite whispered.
“His cat?” Suri replied.
“Lady Shahira is the name of his pet. He brought the beast, as usual. Make way.”
Those nearest the door stepped back, leaving a wide swath for the cat’s entry, but Suri inched forward until she found herself at the front of the crowd, just as the powerful cheetah glided around the corner.
Suri lost her breath.
She couldn’t move.
The cheetah halted and stood before her, staring at her with eyes as golden as a setting sun. Small black spots speckled her tan fur while perfectly symmetrical black lines ran from the corners of her eyes down the sides of the nose to her mouth. It was as though an artist’s brush had painted her. Her chest was deep, her waist narrow, the fur on her belly snow white.
Suri’s hand slid to her breast. “Oh, my. In all my days, I have never seen such magnificence.”
The cheetah blinked at Suri and made an odd rumbling sound, startling her out of her daze. It was then she noticed the collar, wide and laden with emeralds and diamonds as large as her thumbnails. Attached to the collar was a thick golden chain—glistening round links—leading to a gloved hand. And black boots, shiny and tall.
Her gaze traveled up muscled legs to lean hips, a peacock blue silk waistcoat fronting a flat stomach, and a dark, superfine jacket covering broad shoulders. She lifted her chin and regarded the man’s face.
And nearly swooned.
Good Lord, that mouth! No two people could possibly have lips—
She backed up.
That sultry, bow-shaped mouth twitched while storm gray eyes glittered with amusement.
“Ravenswood?” she choked out.
He gave a short nod. “Miss Thurston, isn’t it?”
The cat’s golden eyes locked with hers while that odd, stuttering noise vibrated through Shahira’s throat once more.
Suri’s hand slipped to her breast again. “What does that mean?”
“The peculiar sound you hear is called churring. It means she likes you.” As if he’d sent a silent message through the chain he gripped, Shahira’s muscles undulated, and then the great cat stepped out in unison with Ravenswood, and they strode past Suri.
A dull roar of conversation saturated the room. She turned and watched him part the crowd like Moses parting the Red Sea. He strolled into the dining room. She made a beeline for her sister. “What the devil is going on? You said he’d gone back to England.”
“No, dear one. I said his brother went back to England. That would be Edward, the youngest, of which I spoke.”
“You lied.”
“If you think on it, I asked you if the name Ravenswood meant anything.”
“You should have told me he was Ravenswood.”
“You never asked.”
“What happened to his eldest brother?”
“Fell off a horse—one of ours, I believe—and broke his neck.”
A devilish smile tipped the corners of Marguerite’s mouth. “Come along, dear. I think you’ll find the seating arrangements quite provocative.”



CHAPTER THREE
For the first time in nearly three years, desire washed through John’s veins. The object of his prurience stood before him, her emerald eyes unblinking and set squarely upon him. Her hand splayed across creamy breasts rising and falling with each breath. Now, if those were his fingers laid upon those luscious—
At his abrupt mood shift, the cat ceased her churring. He reached down, gave her a solid stroke along her back, and then marched past Suri. He didn’t know what else to do.
Since Lady Marguerite never failed to seat him to her left, he strolled into the dining room, and to the far end of the table in a manner that no doubt shouted arrogance to the others. Surely, her sister would sit at the other end, beside Chatham.
Damn it, no.
There was Miss Thurston’s place card, directly across from his, her name clearly spelled out in gold on either side of the card. Oh, hell.
He’d known she would be here tonight—her arrival in Delhi was what this dinner was about, for God’s sake. But his reaction, a steady pulse of need in his veins, had caught him unawares.
He hadn’t had the slightest notion she would stir this kind of response in him. Not after all this time. Ten years ago, she’d had an intoxicating effect on him. Potent enough for her father to have barred him and his brother from ever stepping foot again on Thurston land after he’d heard about what had gone on in the stable.
The guineas John had slipped to the butler for a printed invitation to Marguerite’s coming out the following evening had sealed his fate. The servant had reported him to her father, and then had had the nerve to keep the coin. Bloody bastard.
His imprudent action in the stable had cost him, and his brothers, the best resource for horseflesh in all of England. Not to mention it had taken him months to get past seeing Suri every time he bedded a woman. Eventually, reluctantly, he’d tossed the incident off as youthful rutting. But one look at her after all this time, and he was transported back to the stable. Her taste—sweet as ripe cherries—swept across his tongue.
Blast it, this wouldn’t do!
With a force of will, he turned his attention to other matters. As Section Head of the highly secretive Queen’s Foreign Service, he’d accepted tonight’s invitation chiefly to study one guest in particular, possibly one of the key figures stirring up the native troops against the East India Company. Someone was feeding British secrets to Emperor Bahadar Shah Zafar. And whoever that was, God help the man when John got ahold of him.
He glanced around, realized that every chair had been claimed in expectation of the Chathams’ entrance. When had the room filled?
Harry Chatham escorted his wife and sister-in-law to their seats. “Lord Ravenswood, may I present Lady Marguerite’s sister, Miss Suri Thurston.”
John merely nodded. Did her eyes narrow a bit? Did they spark with anger because he refused to vocalize? Ah, had she a temper? Hell, he was doing all he could not to allow another lascivious thought to enter his mind. That precious mouth—
Abruptly, he turned to Lady Marguerite, took her gloved hand in his and kissed its back. Chatham turned and introduced Suri to Mr. Locksley, the gentleman to her right. With his wife and Suri seated, Chatham excused himself to the other end of the table where the Resident, Percival Bradleigh, British political agent for the East India Company, sat next to him. He was another suspect to keep an eye on. As Resident Minister, Bradleigh fell just short of the rank of envoy but he’d somehow managed to garner the trust of the powerful Indian emperor and thus held great influence, something that did not fit his rank. Furthermore, one of John’s secret agents had managed to purchase a rare Indian ruby from Bradleigh, proof of the man’s corruption. But John was hunting bigger game than a stolen gem, so he had let things lie.
For now.
He turned to the attractive woman on his left and slid her chair behind her knees. “Mrs. Abernathy, good evening.”
Of all the women present, why did Lady Marguerite place this…this flagrant tease next to me? He turned to eye his hostess. One glance at the humor in her eyes told him she’d done it on purpose. There was hardly a person in the room, including Mrs. Abernathy’s husband, who didn’t think Mrs. Abernathy was John’s current affair, or that he’d bedded half the women in Delhi and beyond. Didn’t Marguerite love a bit of scandal, though?
Devil take her.
Well, let people assume whatever they wished. After all, the gossip that his occasional disappearances were for liaisons with married lovers served him rather well—he had a job to complete, and the greater the distraction, the less attention anyone paid to his whereabouts. Just so long as he didn’t get shot by a jealous husband.
With all the ladies properly seated, he and the other men took to their own chairs. A tug on the chain, and Shahira dropped to the floor between him and Lady Marguerite. Suri craned her neck to peer over the table at the cat, just enough not to appear rude. John nearly laughed.
Mrs. Abernathy regarded Suri with eyes gone cold. “You really must sit next to Shahira sometime.” Beneath the table, her hand slid to John’s knee.
He flicked it away. Damnable woman.
The frigid smile that touched Mrs. Abernathy’s lips destroyed what was left of her fading beauty. “Shahira is the only true competition we ladies have. Isn’t that so, Your Grace?”
He gave her a deliberate and rude once over. “My dear Mrs. Abernathy, since you are happily ensconced in your marriage, I doubt you should use the word, we. You are happily established, are you not?”
She gave a throaty laugh and ran a finger down his sleeve. “Ah, so cruel you can be to a dear friend.”
Across the table, Locksley chuckled. John scowled at him. At least someone was enjoying the evening.
He glanced down the row of guests and spied Ravi Maurya, a member of one of the wealthiest native families in India. Almost royalty, they considered themselves. The man studied Suri with an intensity that made his emerald eyes glitter. When he caught John watching him, he turned and conversed with the guest seated to his right.
John’s attention focused on Suri. If it weren’t for her fair English skin, she could easily be related to Maurya. He doubted any other race of people sported eyes as fiercely green as certain Indian castes. Her hair, so dark it could be called black in the lamplight, framed a face he’d thought pretty ten years ago. Now, she was beautiful. The years seemed to have added a layer of inner strength and maturity that shone throughout her entire countenance.
Thoughts of Laura dying in his arms raced through his mind—of their babe in the shroud beside her. Guilt, for his body reacting toward another woman, ran his blood cold. He sure as hell didn’t need more guilt heaped on top of what already weighed him down. There were layers enough to share with every person at the table and still have leftovers. Three goddamned years of hearing Laura’s last words that she’d never forgive him for causing her death…nearly a lifetime of hearing his brother, Edward, then five years old, begging John not to leave him alone with their drunken father. And then there was James’s death—he could’ve prevented that, too. Christ, when would these bloody nightmares end?
At the sound of Lady Marguerite addressing him, he realized he was staring right through Suri. Her unblinking emerald eyes scorched his flesh.
“Excuse me, Lady Marguerite. I fear I was momentarily distracted. Did you say something?”
“I wondered if you’d received that shipment of the Cocks’s Reading Sauce you mentioned at our last dinner. I fear Worcestershire makes a rather poor substitute on fish, at least to my taste, yet it is all one can seem to come by in these parts.”
“Not as yet, madam. I’ll send a case over when it arrives.” He should have stayed home.
Mrs. Abernathy placed her hand high on his thigh this time. “Do send a few this way, Your Grace. Better yet, I would be pleased to have you deliver them personally.”
That cuts it. John placed his fingers over hers and squeezed, just enough to grind bone against bone as he removed her hand from his knee. “I’ll send my butler.”
Her cheeks mottled. She turned to her left and began a conversation with her neighbor.
Locksley snorted. “Finished with her, eh?”
John ignored the urge to set the man straight. He’d never started with the woman. He glanced at Suri. Was that a bit of humor running through her? He leaned back to study her, let his hand drop to his cat and stroked.
Shahira began to purr.
Suri’s face lit up as though sunshine had washed through the room. “I say, Marguerite, his cat does indeed remind one of a rackety steam engine.”
He regarded Lady Marguerite. So, they had discussed him? He scratched behind Shahira’s ears. “Now that’s a description, isn’t it girl?” The purring grew louder.
Suri laughed. “You said she churrs when she likes someone. What makes her purr?”
“Contentment.” He separated the palm leaves on his plate, extracted a piece of baked fish, and held it before Shahira’s nose. The cat’s ears shot up, but she sat quietly waiting with the flesh dangling mere inches from her mouth.
Suri stood and leaned over her sister.
John averted his eyes from a neckline that dipped lower. “Take it,” he murmured to Shahira.
The cat opened her mouth, and with the delicateness of a house cat, took the fish between her teeth without touching John’s fingers.
“Oh, my,” Suri exclaimed.
Marguerite stood. “Oh, for heaven’s sake, Suri. Switch places with me lest I suffocate from the way you hang over me.” She looked to John. “England only offers livestock, not jungle cats, for my sister to dote upon.”
Suri hastened to Marguerite’s vacated seat while a footman switched their place settings. “What would make her roar?”
It was all John could do to keep his eyes fixed on Shahira. He stroked her fur. “Cheetahs can growl when they are upset, but unlike other big cats, they are incapable of roaring. Mostly, they hiss and spit if they don’t care for someone.”
“May I touch her?”
Bloody hell? His gaze shot to Suri’s. Was the woman completely irresponsible? Or, God forbid, daft? “My hand is the only human touch she knows.”
“Oh.” Suri studied the cat for a moment. “How did you come by her?”
“I was out…ah…out for a stroll one evening outside a small village when I heard a chirping. Since a bird wouldn’t likely call attention to itself in the dead of night, I investigated. Thought it might be a cub crying out for its mother, because that’s the sound they make. Shahira’s mother lay dead beside her, stripped of her coat by poachers. I took the cub home with me.”
“How brave of you.”
He gave a shrug. “She would’ve died had I left her.” He wasn’t about to tell Suri he’d found the cub not three days after his wife and child had died—that he used to weep in its fur over his loss—that Shahira was what he’d clung to for months to keep from going mad. While others thought this dynamic beast, forever at his side, was a show of power and individuality, the cat was like a child to him. He didn’t know what he’d do without her. In fact, he might need her more than she needed him.
Suri wiggled in her seat. “Do you think I might feed her, then?”
A shockwave rippled through him. He could avert his regard of her no longer. Straightening in his chair, he glanced at her full plate and then to her. Her eyes were luminous and showed no hint of trepidation.
“It would behoove you to be a bit fearful of this cat,” he said.
“Why?”
His right eyebrow shot up. “Madam, she can eviscerate a goat with one swipe of a paw, so imagine what she is capable of doing to you or me. Thus, I respect her, and what her natural instincts are, at all times. It would be foolish of me not to.”
Suri’s gaze grew bold, swept his countenance with a shimmer that turned her eyes a deeper shade of emerald. “Wouldn’t we all be fools to underestimate what anything, or anyone, is capable of, Lord Ravenswood?”
He sure as hell wasn’t about to step knee-deep into that muddy conversation. He nodded toward the untouched slice of fish on her plate. “Go ahead, then. Or would you prefer I cut a piece for you?”
She grinned. “You cut. I’ll deliver.”
Those within hearing distance fell silent. Even Mrs. Abernathy grew speechless.
Picking up a slice of fish with his fingers, he handed it to Suri. “Hold it just so, and allow me to give the commands, since I’m uncertain if she will follow yours.”
Their bare hands collided, jolting him. Now he was certain that despite the investigating he had left to do, he’d excuse himself early and avoid any further contact with her.
“Easy, girl,” he said as Shahira ceased purring and raised her exquisite head to Suri’s fingers. Jesus, what if she snapped at the fish? She could take Suri’s fingers off. He lowered his voice to the slow murmur Shahira was used to hearing. “Wait. That’s it…that’s it…now take it.”
Shahira flashed long white incisors that could rip the arm off a man in a trice. Gently, the cat took the meat from Suri’s fingers. Then she blinked those large golden eyes and began to churr.
John chuckled. I’ll be damned.
Suri laughed and clapped her hands together. “She likes me.” She leaned toward Shahira and before John could stop her, ran her hand down the cat’s head, stroking behind her ears.
John stilled.
Shahira started purring.
Good Lord, woman, do you know what could have happened? He sat back in his chair and watched her pet Shahira, aware that all eyes were on them.
“Well,” Lady Marguerite huffed, color returning to her cheeks. “Suri, if you’ll follow me and Lord Ravenswood will follow Mr. Chatham’s lead, we ladies shall withdraw while the men smoke, and then the dancing shall begin.”
John grinned to himself. At least no one ever expected him to dance whilst holding a cheetah on a leash.
…
Suri whirled around the dance floor in Ravi-ji’s arms. Ravenswood was gone. Another twirl and she scanned the room. He’d been there one moment, holding up the doorframe with his arms crossed, head tipped back, and watching everyone in the ballroom through those heavy lids veiling his eyes—and the next moment he was gone. Her mood plummeted. Disappointment seeped through her like miasma leeching energy from her bones.
She missed a step and stumbled. “Oh, dear, sorry. Mightn’t we take a break?”
Weren’t there any rules of etiquette? Ravi-ji had danced more than his share of dances with her, to be sure. She found herself looking into eyes as emerald green as her own. So he was of the same lineage as she? Most Indians had eyes black as coal, but there were many who possessed eyes so fiercely green they glittered. He was one of them.
A frown deepened the lines across his forehead. “Do you not feel well, Miss Thurston?”
“I…no, it’s not that I feel ill, sir. It is just that I am enervated, having only arrived today and all, surely you—”
“Understand? But of course.” He held her fingertips with his, so lightly air could have passed between them. With a nod of his head, he escorted her off the dance floor.
He was a handsome man. Beautiful, really, with broad shoulders, sculpted features, full mouth, and a head of hair so black and shiny that any woman would adore running her hands through it. Any woman but her, that is. And he was mannerly. And wealthy beyond reason, so she’d been told by several ladies who’d kept their eyes fixed on the two all evening.
They didn’t understand, did they? She was still a half-caste. No matter where she went, England or India, she’d never fit in. So what did he want with her? Because it was rather obvious he was interested. Was she the untouchable he wanted to touch, if only for a night? The forbidden fruit from which to drain the juices, and leave only a shell behind? Well, she’d have none of it.
“I’d like to locate my sister, if you don’t mind. I’ve grown quite weary.”
He responded in that lilting accent that floated on black velvet. “As you wish. I believe I saw her in this direction.” His hand at her elbow guided her through the crush to Marguerite. He gave a short bow to both women. “I return your sister to you, Lady Marguerite, but with reluctance. Among many things, she is a fine dancer.”
He turned to Suri. “Miss Thurston, if I may call upon you tomorrow?”
Marguerite regarded one and then the other. “I’ll have a message sent to you in a few days. I fear my sister might require a bit of time to recover from her lengthy trip.”
He gave a short bow to both of them. “Until then.” He turned and melted into the crowd.
Marguerite stepped away from the ladies and lowered her voice. “You don’t care for Ravi Maurya?”
Suri couldn’t help glancing around the room one more time for Ravenswood. Why bother? He was gone. She could feel it in her bones. “That’s not it at all. I am so fatigued, Marguerite. If I don’t take to my bed soon, I shall faint dead away on the dance floor.”
“Of course, dear. Shall we find Harry, and have him escort you to your room?”
“I can find my own way.”
Marguerite tilted her head to the side, which she did whenever she held a strong opinion. “I think not. This may be my home, but it’s filled with guests—some of whom choose to live differently than they do in England, while others…well, suffice it to say, Harry shall escort you.”
Concern prickled the hairs at the back of Suri’s neck. “But what of my room with only shutters to the garden? Am I not safe?”
“Oh, you are perfectly out of harm’s way, dear.” She smiled. “Your wall would be impossible to climb over. Besides, there are guards stationed outside. It’s simply that everyone has an eye on you this evening and some of those eyes look a bit jaundiced, if you know what I mean, so we do not want you exiting this room on your own. Understood?”
Suri gave a quick nod of her head. “Aye, captain, let’s find Harry.”
…
She hadn’t realized how noisy the ballroom was until the din was well behind her, and the quietude in the corridor leading to her room invaded her senses. “Good heavens, Harry. Does my sister often entertain with this much pomp? My ears are ringing.”
Harry chuckled. “You know your sister. As frequently as she can get away with it.”
She slipped her hand through her brother-in-law’s arm and smiled. He still adored Marguerite as much as the day they had fallen in love. “And you let her get away with it quite regularly, don’t you?”
He shrugged and lifted an eyebrow. “She’s content.”
“That she is. At least it’s heartwarming to know her letters weren’t filled with lies to keep me from worrying. I cannot believe she is so taken with India. Not only does she continue to carry on a romance with you, she seems to do so with this country as well.”
Harry grinned. “Indeed.”
Suri shook her head. “This oppressive climate alone is enough to hasten me back to England and never give this place a second thought. I saw a bug in my room, Harry. Large enough to saddle and ride.”
He chuckled. “Perhaps my wife knows her carefree stay here is a once in a lifetime experience and intends to make the most of it.”
“Well, I shall make the most of my stay as well.” Although you won’t like what I intend to do with my visit. Not one bit.
“Here we are.” He glanced up and down the corridor. “No lurkers, but I shall see that a guard is assigned to the entry in any case. Lock the door after I take my leave, and we’ll see you in the morning.”
She offered him a weak smile. “More likely you’ll see me on the morrow at some point, as I hope to sleep half the day away. Good night.” She stepped inside, spied Munia standing beside the bed, and locked the door.
A coconut oil lamp, burning low, sat on a commode next to her intricately carved teakwood bed. She went over to the table, ran her hand over the hammered brass and copper top, and brushed the bells attached to its lower edge with her fingers. “Tell me, Munia, why do so many pieces of furniture have all these tiny bells hanging off them? Is this some kind of religious practice?”
“No, memsahib. That is to warn of earthquakes. They ring when the ground first begins to rumble. Wakes you before the roof falls in.”
Suri’s heart skipped a beat. “Oh, my. Do earthquakes occur often?”
Munia shook her head. “No, mem, but if you have been through one without waking up in time, once is enough. Can I help you out of your clothing?”
“Indeed, I’m beyond fatigued. Then you may leave and go to your room. Thank you.”
Munia helped her out of her many layers and into a soft cotton night rail. “Climb in, memsahib, and I will place the mosquito netting around you before I turn off the lamp. There is water on the table, which will be inside the netting. It is best you stay put until you are good at closing the netting on your own.”
“Can you open the shutters to the garden then? Is it safe?”
“From mosquitoes or larger predators, memsahib?”
Suri sat straight up and stared agog at Munia, her heart nearly stopping. And then she saw humor dance in the nauker’s eyes. “You tease me?”
Munia shrugged as she walked to the shutters and opened them to the garden and dark night. “You are safe from intruders, memsahib, but from the mosquito, you must remain inside the netting.”
“But how will I leave this room tomorrow if the door is locked and you have the key? Or do I wait for you to wake me?”
“I’ll take the key you left in the door, mem. There’s another key in the little box on the table beside your bed.” She made her way to the door and unlocked it. “Good night, memsahib. Do not forget to turn the lamp down before you fall asleep.”
“I won’t.”
“I shall leave you then. May all your dreams come true, and may you live in peace and harmony.” She placed her hands in a prayer-like manner and bowed her head. “Namaste.”
“Namaste?”
Munia unlocked the door, stepped out and poked her head back inside. “The word means, ‘I honor the place in you in which the entire universe dwells. I honor the place in you which is love, integrity, wisdom, and peace. When you are in that place in you, and I am in that place in me, we are one.’” At that, she closed the door behind her and left Suri in silence.
A bullock lowed in the distance, reminding her of home and of the cattle that called out in the night. As she contemplated Munia’s words, a familiar melancholy seeped into her bones. She flopped back on her pillow and stared up to where the mosquito netting formed a swirl of froth. Lamplight flickered, casting long fingers that failed to reach the dark corners of the room. A sudden urge to flee the room gripped her.
“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” she muttered and shifted her attention to the gaping black hole leading to the garden. A sliver of fright skittered through her. She felt like a kid again, scared and alone. There’d be no running to Marguerite’s bed, like long ago. Cursing softly, she flung the counterpane aside, and sat up. She’d be damned if she’d turn every shadow, every creak of a floorboard, into some monster coming at her. She stared at the opening, trying to prove to herself that nothing was out there. Little good that did—her mouth had gone dry, her heart pummeled her chest, and she’d been listening so intently for any odd noise that a high humming sounded in her ears. Perhaps she shouldn’t have asked Munia to open the shutters, after all. If she got out of bed to close them, would she be able to gather the netting around her properly?
An odd, shuffling sound pricked her ears.
She froze.
A balmy breeze caught the netting and sent it undulating around her, swaying the flame in the hurricane lamp. Night blooming jasmine filled the air. She collapsed back onto the bed. Why, the ruffling sound was nothing more than a gentle gust of wind wafting through the foliage. What a dunderhead she could be. Soon, she’d be used to these strange surroundings. She relaxed and allowed her thoughts to stray where they may.
Ravenswood.
He was even more handsome than she’d remembered. Or perhaps it was the years that had filled him out to perfection. She smiled. He still wore his dark hair in the same casual manner, as though it needed a trim, but his face was more angular, his cheekbones more pronounced. His eyes, the same storm gray she remembered, had pierced her very soul tonight, nearly robbing her of breath whenever his gaze caught hers.
And that mouth.
The very thought of what those extraordinary lips had once done to her, of what they could probably do even better after years of practice, shot tiny, erotic arrows of pain to the tips of her breasts and throughout her belly. She rolled onto her side, as if the movement alone would dispel the effect he’d had on her this evening.
No man had a right to be so sinfully gorgeous. And he had the elegant manners of an aristocrat. Yet, there was a hardness to him that hadn’t existed ten years ago, an aloofness that gave her pause. What was it, she wondered, that had caused him to turn so cold? What had stolen the mischievous gleam from his eyes?
Oh, why was she thinking of him at all? Once she was finished with her Indian relatives, she’d be long gone, back to England to build a life for herself and for the homeless innocents she’d collect—all half-castes like herself who belonged nowhere in the world.
Something scraped against the wall outside.
That is not the wind!
She shot upright. Blood pounded in her ears as she strained to hear.
Turning her head away from the lamplight in an attempt to see better, she peered out.
Silence.
A breeze caught the netting once again. Oh, God, she didn’t care how blasted hot it got, she was closing the shutters! Scrambling out of bed in a panic, she flung her arms wildly about, trying to locate the opening to the netting.
“Hold still, or you’ll tear it,” came a voice out of the darkness.
Suri squealed.
“Shush,” he said. “It is I, your cousin.”
“Cous…cousin?”
A form emerged out of the darkness. Her knees threatened to give way.
“You wanted us to meet as soon as you arrived. Isn’t that what your letters indicated?”
She squinted. His silhouette against the night sky inched forward. Could she trust this man? It had to be him. No one could possibly know of their communications. Their letters had been exchanged clandestinely through a private agent out of London.
“How did you get in here?” Her knees wouldn’t hold her upright any longer. She plopped down on the bed and pulled the covers around her.
He paused, framed by the open shutters. “I have my ways.”
“Come here so I can see you.”
“I have no wish to frighten you.”
“You’ve already managed that. Come here, so I can at last find myself face to face with a relative on the Indian side of my family.”
Ravi Maurya stepped from the shadows and into the room. A faint smile touched his lips. “But we have already met, my dear cousin.”



CHAPTER FOUR
A steady pulse of need vibrated through John’s veins, drawing him slowly awake. He lifted himself on one elbow. Blood rushed from his head to his groin and left him dizzy, as if he’d over-imbibed. His cock throbbed with the same potent hunger that had got him barred from Thurston land ten years ago. Soft spices and white petals wrapped his memory in a heady mist, transporting him back to the stable. Suri’s scent. From the moment it had brushed his awareness, when she’d bent to pet the cat, it had clung to his mind like cobwebs.
Fighting a war between body and mind, he swung his legs over the edge of the bed with a groan and cast the mosquito netting aside. He wasn’t about to take care of unwelcome carnal needs by his own hand.
Three years of celibacy. Had it really been so long? Watching a loved one die a slow and painful death from a cobra’s strike could do that to a person. Vivid memories rushed through him of Laura giving birth while in her death throes—of their dead child, bloated with venom when she’d emerged from her mother’s womb. John should have let Laura return to her mother in England for the child’s birth, like she had wanted. He should have… Damn it, he should have done a lot of things differently.
Mind won over body. The urge for physical release receded. The last bloody thing he needed was a woman. He stood, crossed over to a marble inlaid table, and poured a glass of water.
He glanced back to the bed encased in netting, its intricate frame of hammered silver flashing in the morning light, and the rumpled white sheets where he’d tossed and turned all night. Thoughts of Suri cleaved a path straight through his mind to his heart. He shoved them aside. He was in no condition to attach himself to anyone. Hell, he couldn’t even name his emotions any longer—and caring was too painful.
Shahira rose from alongside the bed, stretched her long, lean muscles in slow motion, and made her way over for her morning rub. One touch of John’s fingers and raucous purring vibrated through the cheetah’s body.
He smiled. “You’re a love, though, aren’t you?”
A flash of red in the large garden caught his eye. A brightly colored parrot landed in a young bodhi tree, then another, and another. Shahira went silent, crouched low, and began her stealthy pursuit—a repeated ritual at every sunrise.
“Haven’t you learned by now, girl? You are only being teased.”
A small ornate chest, one his brother had left for him, sat on the table. He lifted the lid, retrieved the letter inside and unfolded it. The parchment resembled wrinkled linen, he’d handled it so much. Here it was, plain as the hand that held it—James had been murdered. Whatever it took, John intended to prove it.
He had to.
Another thread of remorse tangled with the many others that kept his insides knotted. James would still be alive had John shown up on time instead of finishing that bloody card game. Why the hell had he never learned to give heed to the people he cared for most?
And then there was Edward. A cobwebbed memory invaded John’s senses—his younger brother, five years old, face streaked with tears, holding his wet crotch with one hand and pitifully waving good-bye to John with the other. Why hadn’t he remained at home until Edward was old enough to attend boarding school? Their mother had wanted as much, since she’d rarely been there for them. Instead, John had been desperate to escape. By the time Edward was of age, it was too late; the damage had been done. He should never have been left alone with their drunken father. It was John’s own damn fault his brother was the way he was.
John focused back on the missive in his hand. In vain, he scoured it for any clues he might have missed, something he’d done every day since his brother’s so-called accident.
Here is the proof I have sought that someone is feeding incendiary rumors to Kunwar Singh. It is no longer safe for me to remain in our home. Meet me tomorrow at noon under the large white banyan tree beyond the stable. No one will hear us there.
John fingered the cartridge from a British made Enfield P53 rifle, pushed the small Bible translated into Urdu around on the table, and studied the small, curved knife, its handle laden with precious stones. For nearly two years he had worked alone, ever since he’d found his brother under the banyan tree, dead with a broken neck, his horse standing beside him. Now, he needed help. Things were about to come to a head. An imminent uprising of native privates against British officers was rumored. And possibly, all too true.
…
Suri picked up the copy of Les Maîtres Sonneurs her sister had lent her and slapped it back on the table. She didn’t care much for George Sand’s way with words, let alone trying to dig through French in this heat. Lord, reading anything in this obnoxious weather was entirely too tedious.
These past two days, she’d toured her private garden more times than she cared to count. There were only so many birds flitting in and out of the grounds to observe, beautiful and brightly painted as they were—only so many colorful plants for Munia to name that Suri promptly forgot. Had it been a matter of remembering each plant or certain death, she would have had to plan her own funeral. Gardening had never held much interest for her.
Oh, pish-posh.
Where in heavens was Marguerite? Her suite was empty last she’d checked, which was half an hour ago, but seemed more like hours. She hadn’t seen a soul since Jeremy’s nanny had scooted him off to his morning lessons. Well, so much for keeping to her rooms until she met with her mother’s side of the family.
She studied the exotic furnishings again—the carved teak four-poster draped in netting which sat lower than her bed at home, the colorful silk hangings, pillows, and chair coverings that had dazzled her when she’d first entered her quarters. Whose idea had it been to paint the elegant escritoire a merry green dotted with small purple flowers? They certainly liked to fiddle with things in India. If the wood wasn’t carved, it was painted in bright, intricate patterns or scenes. And rarely did she see metal attached to anything that wasn’t painstakingly hammered into a work of art.
At least the room was resplendent in its accoutrements, but she couldn’t remain here, a self-imposed prisoner, for long. Exploring the Chatham home that had once belonged to an Indian prince might entertain her for half a day. After all, it certainly was large enough. All she had seen since the first night was the withdrawing room, ballroom, and dining room.
Well, she’d have to dress for that, wouldn’t she? She eyed the luscious pink sari edged in embroidered silver Munia had laid out for her on a low chest. She wore only a choli, the short sleeved, cropped blouse, and lehenga, a loose petticoat that went under a sari. She was infinitely cooler, dressed so simply. Besides, the choli, decorated with small mirrors and beads, and the loose fitting lehenga were of the same magnificent fabric as the sari, and left her feeling quite dramatic. God forbid she would have to dress in tight laces and a sweltering gown.
Calling for Munia to wrap her in the sari could prove more tedious than trying the task on her own. She didn’t care to have the maid follow her around the house afterward. Why should she need anyone to escort her through Marguerite’s home, anyway?
The very idea.
She lifted the colorful sari off the chest only to have the blasted thing tumble layer by layer onto the floor like a flowing river of pink and silver. “Drat!”
Three unsuccessful tries at a proper wrapping and perspiration trickled between her breasts. “Oh, for heaven’s sake.” She stomped over to a chair and sat, her chin propped in her hand while she stared at the mound of fabric—a puzzle of monumental proportions.
Eventually, the idea of remaining in her room, or the sheer torture of dressing in her traditional clothing, changed her mind.
One more try.
Picking up an end of the soft fabric, she tucked the silver edge into the waistband of her lehenga, and wrapped it once around her lower body. Next, she gathered it in even pleats, like petals of a flower, tucking them into the waistband as she went. She laughed softly when she realized her tongue had managed to wiggle its way out one corner of her mouth. As a child, that had always happened when she had learned anything new.
Her task completed, she gave the sari one more wrap, draped the loose end diagonally across her torso, and flipped it over her left shoulder and arm. Her right arm was exposed with only the fanciful short-sleeved choli covering the upper part.
“Hmm, not bad.”
Munia had shown her how she could leave her midriff bare, or use the excess fabric over her shoulder to act as a scarf around her neck, or to cover her head.
Quite versatile, this. But baring her midriff was not something she’d dare, even confined to Marguerite’s home. While in her garden and room, she would stick with the cooler choli and lehenga. However, wrapping herself in a sari turned out to be as much fun as when Marguerite and she used to sneak into her stepmother’s wardrobe to play dress-up. But this—this was different—a sense of the sensual and exotic infused her. No wonder Marguerite adored wearing native dress.
She twirled in circles on the bare balls of her feet, causing the drape over her shoulder to fly about like the wings of a great plumed bird.
“Oh!” she blurted out when she caught sight of herself in the full-length cheval mirror. The yards of pink, the color of cabbage roses in full bloom, the silver edging flashing in the morning light, left her breathless. She loved the feel of the soft fabric moving gently against her naked skin. Loved the sense of freedom beneath the lightweight cotton.
And her hair. She gave her head a shake, glad that Munia had insisted on braiding her thick hair in a single braid and not piled atop her head. That, too, had a cooling affect.
She squinted. On closer inspection, she could make out the top of her bare navel and ivory skin beneath the thin fabric.
“Oh dear.”
Munia hadn’t mentioned this, and the sun hadn’t been high enough when the servant had worked the sari around her the first time to discern what she saw now. She sighed. Had Marguerite’s navel shown yesterday? She couldn’t recall. But, oh, wasn’t this exquisite!
What did she care if she ran into Harry and he spied her midriff? He should keep his eyes above her shoulders like a decent gentleman.
She retrieved the key to her door hidden away in a book. She’d be darned if it would remain in the box by the bed for Ravi-ji—or anyone else for that matter—to confiscate. Once was enough. Sliding into a pair of sandals, she exited her room, locked the door behind her, and tucked the key beneath her waistband.
The soft slap of her sandals against wood was the only sound to be heard. By the time she reached the end of the corridor even that echoed too loudly, so she practically tiptoed. She turned and made her way through a central corridor, wide enough for a train to pass through. Statues and lush foliage were everywhere. Ornate tapestries and odd pictures of what appeared to be hammered brass covered the teak walls. The corridor separated the bedrooms from the rest of the vast single story home, a small palace with ceilings that soared to the heavens.
Two guards wearing saffron-colored turbans and dressed in crisp white sherwami—coats split up the sides that reached the knees and covered loose pantaloons—stood sentry at either side of the tall and elaborately carved front doors. The rifles by their sides were a sharp reminder that the men served a larger purpose than mere decoration. They stared beyond her, as though she didn’t exist, as though her intrusion into their space was merely an insignificant breeze tossing the air about.
She recalled seeing other guards lining the long entrance when she’d arrived, more stationed along the outside wall. Why so many? Turning around, she headed for the rear of the house and turned right, in the opposite direction of the bedrooms.
A door swung open and a man in a white dhoti with a tray of drinks balanced on his fingers ignored her and marched down the hall. She caught a glimpse inside the room he’d exited before the doors swung shut. At least she’d found the kitchen.
Wherever that servant with the drinks was headed, humanity existed. More than likely, Marguerite.
He turned down a short hallway, this one lined with a Turkish carpet runner which, thankfully, silenced her footsteps. The servant opened a door to her left and stepped inside. She hurried ahead but halted at the sound of men’s voices. Something indiscernible was said, and then she heard another male voice in response, followed by a burst of laughter. Definitely not where she’d find Marguerite.
The servant backed out of the room, paused in the doorway and replied to a male’s voice. He stepped back inside the room.
Oh, dear! She didn’t want to be caught snooping, so she tried another door in the hallway. It opened and she stepped inside the darkened space. She waited for what seemed an eternity before she peeked out. Seeing no one, she crept to where she’d heard the voices. The sounds within were too muffled to make any sense, so she pressed an ear to the door.
Was that a growl?
Was that…oh, no, that sounded like Ravenswood’s cat! It must know someone lurked—
The door swung open in a flash and Suri stumbled inside—smack into Ravenswood’s hard chest. His arm swept around her waist and kept her from falling. Good Lord, he was in his shirtsleeves—no jacket, waistcoat, or tie.
Shahira’s growls turned into purrs.
With Suri’s nose buried in his shirt, the scent of him, the heat of his skin swept through her to her toes. Male musk, with a hint of bergamot elicited a quick pulse between her thighs. After all these years, that day in the stable had not lost a fraction of its poignancy—she’d always remembered his scent. He shifted his arm around her and the faint, spicy fragrance of Pears soap tickled her senses. The idea that he’d only recently bathed shot wicked images through her mind.
From the corner of her eye, she caught sight of the bare flesh of his arm where his sleeves were rolled back, exposing a feathering of hair. She closed her eyes and braced her hands against his upper arms to ease away, only to grasp muscle so hard her knees went weak. She pushed and dared to open her eyes. All she saw was a pulse beating erratically at his throat, at a feathering of dark curls where the top button of his shirt was undone.
Her gaze drifted upward. His jaw was clenched, his eyes unreadable. And then suddenly, they shifted and filled with wry humor. Exactly like in the stable when he released me from his kiss. And his mouth—that sultry, come-hither mouth of his—twitched. “Why, Miss Thurston,” he teased in a husky voice. “I didn’t know you cared.”
She fought for some semblance of sanity while she surveyed the room, her head buzzing. Harry sat at a round table with another man, this one bearded and with a rather dirty looking turban wrapped about his head. Harry, too, was in his shirtsleeves, the other man in a loose Indian style garment. Both appeared unperturbed by her odd entrance.
“I…I am so sorry,” she stammered. “I…I sought Lady Marguerite…” She looked to the turbaned man. “My…my sister, to ask her why… And, oh, dear, I’m afraid I’ve been terribly rude. Forgive me, Harry, but why are there so many armed guards about? It has me quite perturbed.”
Oh, but don’t I sound the fool? She turned to scurry away but found herself still locked in Ravenswood’s arms.
She pulled back.
He tightened his grip.
The nerve.
She slid her sandaled foot over his boot and pressed down.
He chuckled under his breath. “Shall we allow her to remain, gentlemen?”
“Indeed,” Harry responded. “I sent for Marguerite to join us.”
“You sent for Marguerite? When?”
“When the servant with the drinks notified us that you trailed him.”
Oh, dear God! Her cheeks heated.
Ravenswood released her by slowly letting his hands slide forward along her waist, but as he did, his fingers warmed her skin through the thin fabric of the sari. She wasn’t at all certain of what she saw in his eyes just then, but something more than his touch sent those tiny, piercing arrows flying all through her body once more. Should he ever decide to kiss her again, she doubted she would have the wherewithal to resist.
“Do come in, Suri,” Harry said, casting a spry glance between her and Ravenswood. “For your own safety, you should know why there are extra guards about.”
The thin-faced, turbaned man, who’d never taken his eyes off Suri, stroked his narrow beard and nodded in agreement.
Remembering her native dress, a small gasp escaped her lips. “I am not dressed for visitors. I thought only to take a brief tour beyond my rooms.”
Harry smiled. “We are all informal, as you can see. It’s far too hot to be otherwise. You’ll find Marguerite in similar attire.”
She glanced up at the ceiling then, at a length of narrow carpet hanging on a vertical brass rod used to fan the room. It hung perfectly still.
“If you’re wondering why there is no servant to work the fan, it’s because we seek privacy,” Harry said. “At times like these, one does not trust even the most innocent of servants.”
“At times like these?” Her cheeks still burning, Suri entered the room and moved toward the chair Harry indicated to his right. She caught sight of a small chest on the table, a book, what appeared to be a bullet, and an unusual knife, its hilt embedded with jewels. Maps and a sheaf of notes lay nearby.
She wondered what all this had to do with her, but at least she wasn’t bored, so whatever was about to be discussed had her full attention.
Marguerite swept into the room, dressed in a bright green and gold sari, her eyes filled with anticipation. “Oh my, Suri, don’t you look lovely. Doesn’t she look lovely, Harry? If it weren’t for her fair complexion, why she could pass…” she ceased her chatter at the raising of her husband’s hand. “You have us here for a reason.”
“Indeed,” Harry answered. With the same hand, he directed her to the chair opposite him.
Which left the chair beside Suri for Ravenswood. But of course, in between the two lay Shahira. “Hello, girl,” she whispered and reached out to pet the cat.
Ravenswood caught her hand in mid-air. “I would rather you didn’t.”
“You would rather I didn’t,” she repeated, the heat of his grasp pulsating between them. “But I did so last evening.”
“Which I consider to be one time too many. I don’t care to take chances with your arm.”
The sparks flying between them could have lit a night sky. Good Lord, but this man did scandalous things to her insides. She really must stay away from him.
“Release me, Your Grace, and I will not attempt to touch your property again.” She regarded him with a scathing boldness she did not feel. Not in the least. And then a curious rebellion caught hold of her. She looked down at the cat. “I am sorry, Shahira. No love from me today. Your master forbids it.” There, that felt good. Placing her hands primly in her lap, she turned to the stranger across the table.
Ravenswood spoke. “Miss Thurston, this is Mister Armin Vámbéry.”
The little man only nodded, but his intense, charismatic gaze nearly unsettled her more than she already was. Why was Ravenswood introducing her and not Harry doing the deed? She sat straighter.
“Good to meet you, sir.” Puzzled as to what this man represented, she could not, in all good manners, ask.
Humor sketched tiny lines at the corners of Ravenswood’s eyes. “Mister Vámbéry is Hungarian by birth, considered to be one of the finest researchers of social science.”
“Hungarian by birth?” Suri asked. What in blazes was he doing in India?
Marguerite shifted in her seat. “Suri, I do hope you won’t find it necessary to repeat everything that is said.”
Suri shot her sister a setdown look. “Repeating what someone says is how I lock information in my head.”
“No, it is how you give yourself time to think,” Ravenswood responded in a bored tone.
The nerve.
“Vámbéry is likely the most adaptable man I’ve ever encountered,” he said. “He’s spent the last few years in Turkey and India passing himself off as a native, thereby being privy to secrets none of us could ascertain. His work helped the British in the Crimean Peninsula. We hope it will aid us here. He’s a brilliant man who has somehow managed to teach himself twenty-five languages with no accent.”
“Twenty-five languages?” Suri repeated. What in the world did that have to do with her?
“Suri,” Marguerite scolded.
Ravenswood chuckled while a brief smile passed over Vámbéry’s mouth. Harry simply flushed. His cheeks pinked at anything that amused or excited him.
Suri took a moment to survey the room. What an odd space. The walls were striking, lined with white marble, but there were no windows, and the heavy door was iron studded. The only furnishings were the table and chairs, and a side table, all rather plain compared to the other decorations in the house.
Harry regarded her. “This was once home to a prince who made certain there were secure areas where one was safe from those with sensitive ears.”
The idea that perhaps her brother-in-law was more than a merchant seeped through Suri’s bones. In any case, he was suddenly appearing more intelligent than she’d given him credit for. She opened her mouth to repeat what he’d said but, on second thought, closed it again.
Ravenswood regarded the objects on the table. “Shall we begin?”
“As you wish,” Harry said.
Puzzled at Harry turning the floor over to Ravenswood, Suri scrutinized the bits and pieces before her.
Ravenswood slid the book to Suri, the cartridge to Marguerite. “What you see are the makings of a mutiny.”
He had Suri’s full attention. “The makings of a mutiny? Why, this is a Bible written in Urdu. Whatever for, when the natives are Hindu and Muslim? How does this—”
Vámbéry’s fingers paused in his beard. Ravenswood’s eyebrow arched. “You speak Urdu?”
She shook her head. “I read and understand it to an extent, but I don’t speak it much. I learned from my father and his writings. He’d spent years here. So, why is the Bible translated into Urdu? It doesn’t make sense.”
“It is the language of the sepoys.”
She frowned. “Are you saying the native privates, who serve under British officers, are being issued Bibles when they are not Christians but Hindus and Muslims? How queer is that?”
He nodded. “And what your sister holds is a cartridge to a military rifle greased with both lard and tallow.”
Puzzlement swept over Marguerite’s face. Suri figured she carried the same expression. “And the knife?”
Ravenswood slid it over for her inspection. “It belongs to someone close to Bahadar Shah, the Mughal emperor. Who, by the way, has not taken kindly to the East India Company’s control in his country, nor the ensuing loss of lands to peasant farmers. Therefore, we suspect he is instigating an overthrow.”
“The Bible and cartridge?” Suri asked.
“You’re right about Indians being primarily Hindu and Muslim,” Ravenswood said. “The sepoys are being told the East India Company has masterminded a plot to convert them to Christianity. As for the cartridge, it’s made of paper and must be greased, and the end bitten in order for it to fire. The sepoys have been wrongly informed that what greases the cartridge is either lard—the Muslims do not eat pigs—or tallow, and the Hindus revere the cow. They believe the British are demeaning them and their religions by trying to force them to bite the bullet. To bite the bullet to them means to lose caste.”
“Is none of this true?” Marguerite asked.
All three men shook their heads.
Ravenswood glanced at Marguerite. “Unfortunately, the cartridge you hold actually is greased with both tallow and lard. Someone’s infiltrating these incriminating bullets into the armories.”
Suri flipped through the pages of the Bible. “How did this come about?”
Ravenswood shrugged. “A certain misguided officer’s wife had every intention of trying to convert the sepoys. The Bible translated into Urdu was her doing. We stopped her from passing out more than a few, but someone stole the entire shipment and is delivering them to the sepoys along with an insert implying mandatory reading.”
Marguerite leaned forward. “Why don’t the generals, or whoever is in charge, institute some kind of policy that would allow the sepoys their various religious practices? And why not let the sepoys grease their own cartridges with whatever they choose—such as ghee.”
“We’ve tried that,” Ravenswood responded. “They’ve been allowed so much freedom of their own religious practices that if they think they’ve been slighted in any way, they sit down on the job. As for greasing their own cartridges, we instituted that as well. Now they believe the rumor must have been true in the first place.”
He ran his hand through his hair in frustration. “We’re back to greasing our own cartridges—with beeswax—but the sepoys won’t believe it.”
Suri turned and studied his profile. He was all formidable strength, and her confusing emotions regarding him irritated her. He keeps saying “we.” Who is Ravenswood?
Harry piped in. “The worst of it is, a sepoy by the name of Mangal Panday went berserk last March and wounded two British officers down in Meerut. He was hanged for treason last week. Already, he is being hailed as a hero. Hence, we now expect some kind of reprisal.”
“What does this have to do with my sister and me?” Marguerite asked.
It was Harry who spoke. “We would like you to leave, Marguerite. Take Suri and our son and go back to England while you can.”
Marguerite’s face turned the color of the marble wall behind her. She stared at her husband, the cartridge still in her hand. “And leave you behind? Harry, no. I shall not. Why, this is pure speculation. The army is strong, it can—”
“Darling, there are forty thousand British officers with over two hundred thousand sepoys serving under them. Where do you think those kind of odds would get us should a mutiny occur?”
Suri sat back in her chair as if she’d been punched. “When do you expect us to depart?” The thought of leaving before she met her grandparents stunned her. She could not leave—not after all these years—not after she’d come so far, got so close.
“As soon as you’re able,” Harry responded. “I don’t expect you to rush from the room right this instant but within a fortnight, at least.”
“Sooner,” Ravenswood replied.
Vámbéry nodded.
A sudden dawning spread through Suri that filled her with near panic. She had waited half her life to come face to face with her mother’s family. But for the first time, she realized her deepest motivation—she wanted to look her grandmother in the eye and ask her how she could have tossed Suri out for the lions to eat. Her own blood. Ravi-ji was arranging the meeting. She would not budge from Delhi until she was close enough to her grandmother to catch the slightest shift in her demeanor when asked the question that had haunted Suri for years.
A knock sounded on the door. Ravenswood made to rise. Marguerite waved him off. “I am closest.”
Suri caught sight of a white-clad servant. After a brief exchange, Marguerite closed the door, a large package with a smaller one atop it in her hands.
She turned to Suri, her brows knit together. “These are for you, dear, along with this letter from Ravi Maurya. The servant said there are many more boxes being delivered to your room. What do you make of this?”
Suri scrambled to her feet. “I have no idea.” Oh, but I know whatever it is, it has to do with meeting my maternal grandparents, as he promised. Blood pounded in her ears.
She opened the letter. “Why, it’s an invitation to a royal wedding. Ravi-ji has invited me to be his guest.”
A muscle twitched in Ravenswood’s hardened jaw. His eyes turned a deep gray. “To where?”
She paused, regarded him for a moment with a cold stare, and then returned to reading the invitation. She could barely keep her fingers from shaking. At last. Ravi-ji had told her he would notify her as soon as arrangements had been made, but she would have to read between the lines of whatever was sent, and keep their ultimate plans secret.
“There is traditional clothing in the box.” She set the letter down and lifted the lid. “Oh, my!”
Marguerite reached in and lifted the fabric, an exquisite turquoise silk embroidered with semi-precious beads. “Oh, my, is right.”
Suri glanced over to Ravenswood, who sat reading Ravi Maurya’s letter. “How dare you!” she snatched it from his hand.
“You are not going,” he said, his words razor sharp.
She knew her jaw dropped, but she didn’t care about deportment. Unbelieving of what she’d heard, she glanced from Harry to Marguerite and to Vámbéry, who sat stroking his beard.
Vámbéry sat back in his chair and regarded her at length. “If it is the royal wedding that begins three weeks from Saturday, she should attend. We could use her.”
Ravenswood was on his feet. “Like hell!”
Vámbéry nodded to the letter in Suri’s hand. “May I?”
He studied it, held it up as though inspecting for a watermark, and then set it down. “I’ll be there as well. I can keep her close enough for safety’s sake.”
Harry swept his hand over his eyes, pinched the bridge of his nose. “I do not think it wise. You won’t be allowed in the women’s quarters and who knows what could happen to her there.”
Suri tossed the lid off the smaller box and gasped at the jewels inside. It took both hands to lift them out. “Would someone please tell me what is going on? What women’s quarters? I have been invited to an afternoon wedding, for heaven’s sake.”
Ravenswood paced, Marguerite stood stock still, her eyes darting from one person to the next, while Harry sat staring at Vámbéry, who said, “You have not been to an Indian wedding, especially a royal one. Saturday afternoon is only the beginning of a celebration that will go on for days, perhaps ten. That’s why so many boxes are being delivered to your room. It seems Ravi Maurya has arranged for you to remain throughout.”
Suri stared at the jewels in her hands, spun the implications of what was being said in her head. “It sounds as if you intend to use me for something. But what?”
Vámbéry shrugged. “Nothing much. The only requirement is that you listen, especially in the women’s quarters where there will be much talk among the many wives and daughters.”
He reached for the knife and slid it Suri’s way. “This particular kind of knife comes in pairs. We would like to return this one to its rightful owner. Should you accept Ravi Maurya’s invitation, we would ask you to keep your eyes open for its twin.”
Suri’s world stood still. Had she actually heard this man right? He wanted her to attend the wedding to spy? Had he, a Hungarian posing as an Indian, a valid invitation? Her pounding heart climbed higher in her throat.
Marguerite plopped in her chair as though she’d just gained two stone. “Oh, dear. What, pray tell, is going on?”
Harry looked to Ravenswood, whose jaw twitched again. With a frown at Harry, he gave a small shake of his head. “I’ll not have her placed in harm’s way.”
“You…you will not have me placed in harm’s way?” Suri sputtered. “Who are you to tell me, or anyone in this room, what I shall or shall not do?”
“I’ll see to her safety,” Vámbéry said.
Ravenswood picked up the cartridge, rolled it around in his fingers. “I’ll not have it.”
Suddenly, a conviction, which ran deeper than Suri’s understanding, rolled through her. Her chin went up. She would not, under any circumstance, lose her chance to accomplish what she came here for. “I’ll do whatever you wish.”
Fury etched across the hard planes of Ravenswood’s face. He turned to Harry. “With your permission, Chatham, may I speak privately with your sister-in-law in the gardens?”
Harry’s intense gaze flickered from Suri to Ravenswood. He gave a slight nod. “Your Grace.”
Ravenswood took Suri by the arm, lifted her from the chair, and picked up the cat’s chain. “With all due respect, madam, I caution you not to resist me.”



CHAPTER FIVE
With a nod, John signaled the guard to open the door to the main gardens. Holding Shahira’s chain in one hand, and gripping Suri’s elbow with the other, they stepped out under the brilliant expanse of a cloudless sky.
At the sight of the cheetah invading their territory, peacocks screeched and took flight—a flurry of iridescent blue disappearing into a jungle of trees. Leaves shuddered as if struck by a wild wind. Rousted from their branches, a crimson cloud of parrots joined in the raucous declaration that a predator lurked nearby.
The cat crouched, ready to leap.
“Bloody hell,” John muttered. That was all he needed. He let go of Suri’s arm. “Wait here.”
“Who are you ordering about this time, me or your cat?”
He scowled, turned back into the house, and hooked Shahira’s leash through the handle of a chest-high urn. He pushed against its ponderous weight, deemed it sturdy enough. “Wait.”
The cat blinked, and then dropped gracefully to the floor. With a flash of her broad pink tongue, she went about the business of licking a paw.
“There’s a good girl.” He turned to the guard. “You may vacate your post for a bit. No one will get past the cheetah.”
The guard’s wide eyes flickered from John to the cat before he nodded and then disappeared, the rapid click of heels fading away.
Turning his thoughts back to Suri, John swiped a hand over his face. Blast it all, I don’t have to look out the door to see she’s run off by now. It probably took less than a minute for her to realize the Chathams’ central garden rivaled the likes of Hyde Park. He’d sooner find snow in Delhi than locate her. He might as well make his way to her room, pull up a chair and wait by the door. Well, whatever it took, he wasn’t about to let her walk into a hornet’s nest—or into the arms of Ravi Maurya.
An unsavory picture of the two of them wrapped in an embrace dropped into his mind like heavy stones in a pond. Anger whipped through him. Ravi Maurya. Sooner or later, he’d catch the son of a bitch at something. What the hell was he up to with Suri?
John leaned back against the wall beside Shahira, folded his arms over his chest, and closed his eyes. He had broken one of his own cardinal rules—he’d shown his temper. What had got into him? Surely, he could manage this situation with a bit of diplomacy.
His unbridled fury at hearing her agree to attend the wedding as a spy was unlike him. But then again, perhaps it was more like him than he cared to think. Hadn’t he been carrying a silent rage these past two years while he was ferreting out his brother’s killer? And before that, the old anger, layered deeper, much deeper than the fury at his brother’s murderer. It was the worst kind of wrath—aimed at himself. He alone was responsible for Laura’s death, and that of his unborn daughter. He’d failed to protect them when he had insisted that Laura remain in Delhi.
Well, he’d not fail Suri.
Fail her? Why should he carry any emotion regarding her irrational decision beyond pragmatic concern? Oh, hell, he knew better. The moment he’d set eyes on her again, she’d crawled under his skin as if the wild imaginings of his youth had been real. The idea piled new annoyance onto the old—he wasn’t in any position to contemplate an affair.
No longer the immature second son without any purpose, he was now a peer of the realm with utmost responsibilities. He was also a spymaster, one of the best in the Queen’s Service, but when his heart was engaged, he proved the fool. He couldn’t afford any distractions on this, his last assignment.
Soon, he’d retire to England and fulfill his duties as duke. He’d see to a proper wife then, one of impeccable character and lineage befitting his station. And someone safe—a woman incapable of breaching the fortress of his carefully erected exterior. As for his heart, well, he’d bound that in chains long ago.
A grim reminder of his affair with Lady Elizabeth Houghton filled him with dour recollection. The widow had branded him with her heady lovemaking and her tender ministrations had made him more the man. But without provocation, she’d tossed him over, called him a ne’er-do-well second son and told him the only thing she’d ever felt for him was a primal urge to mate with a well-muscled and beautiful youth. A week later, she’d married a wealthy earl twenty years her senior.
His life had turned at that point. Sick of being called an ineffectual idler because of his social rank, especially from his drunken father, he threw himself into his work in the Service with fierce dedication. Unexpectedly, he’d unearthed a diamond in the rough—his keen sense for business and a master spy. In the end, he should’ve thanked Lady Elizabeth. He’d demonstrated to himself and the world he was no man to be labeled aimless. Next, he would prove himself to be as fine a duke as he was a spy and businessman.
He scrubbed his hand through his hair and lifted his shoulders from the wall. He ought to walk a while, cool his heels. He yanked the door open and stepped out. Scanning the verdant lawns sloping down to the trees and meandering pathways, his eye caught a flash of color. By the deuces! There sat Suri on a bench, under the shade of a peepul tree not a hundred yards away, a vision in pink. His heart kicked up a notch. Frustration flowed out of him like water through a sieve.
Bold peacocks, no longer intimidated by a predator, strutted in front of Suri, their elegant necks and heads glistening like sapphires, their colorful topknots bobbing like loose crowns. While some swept the grass with long, feathered trains, others danced about with their upper tail coverts held in a fan arcing wide as the corridor behind him. A hundred eyes dotting the feathers gazed hypnotically at Suri. Magnificent birds, these. He never tired of them, and wondered if this was her first sighting.
He strolled to where she sat, careful not to disturb the scene in all its reverie. He nodded to the seat next to her. “May I?”
She shrugged without glancing his way. “Suit yourself.”
He swept a couple of peacock feathers from the ground, handed one to her and sat to her right, twirling the other between his fingers. His shirtsleeve brushed against her bare arm and the choli capping her shoulder. She slid away from him a few inches, leaving her soft scent to float in the air. Every nerve in his body jumped.
“Native dress becomes you, madam.”
When she failed to respond, he boldly studied her profile. He shouldn’t have. Her bottom lip curved gently into a kissable pout that sabotaged his defenses and gave his groin a tug.
He turned his focus to the peacocks and tried to ignore the fact that she fired his blood.
What the hell should he say now? He was better off angry—heated words routinely found their way off his tongue in a cool and controlled manner. “Those are the males showing off for you.”
“Men do that.”
He laughed. “Show off for you specifically, or in general?”
She turned to him. “What do you want?”
To kiss you. He looked away, excruciatingly aware of the punch of lust to his gut. “To dissuade you from doing something rash, not to mention dangerous.”
“To dissuade me from…don’t be a dunce. Attending a wedding cannot possibly be fraught with danger. Munia will accompany me and, for the most part, I shall remain with other women.” She went back to regarding the peacocks.
“Perhaps not dangerous under normal circumstances, but attending as a spy on the arm of Ravi Maurya is. These are contentious times. Don’t be a stubborn fool.” Good, his tongue was heating.
“I have my plans, and I intend to carry them out.”
Something in the way she said those words struck an odd chord in him. “What is it that has you so intent upon attending this wedding?”
When her mouth pursed and she refused to look his way, he said, “There’s something more than you being stubborn and foolhardy, isn’t there?” A strange foreboding crept up his spine. Why so resolute about attending this damnable event? “Have you heard the saying, Dilli Chalo, Suri?”
She glanced at him. The determination he saw in her sent a wave of trepidation wafting over his body like a cool breeze amidst the sticky heat.
Bloody hell.
“Dilli Chalo is a clandestine saying that started in Meerut,” he said. “Not thirty-five miles from here, where that sepoy shot two British officers. The words mean ‘Let’s march to Delhi,’ and the chant has spread like wildfire. Those taking it up would sooner run a knife through you than look at you. If you insist on attending the wedding, I’ll wager you’ll frequently hear the cursed words uttered. You’re a half-caste, Suri—a British half-caste. You would not be safe.”
Her lips thinned. “There you go again.”
He slid his arm over the back of the bench. “Explain.”
“You have a reputation for seeing to it that people do your bidding, but I shall not bend to whatever you decide you want of me. The only reason I did not fight you on the way out here was because of Shahira. You used her against me. Shame on you.”
He set aside any idea of trying to convince her of anything at the moment. Stubborn woman. He’d have to find other means to stop her from attending the wedding.
“Do what you will, then.” His voice grew toneless as he flipped the feather between his fingers from front to back. “But don’t expect me to come running to your defense once your house of cards tumbles down around you.”
The fire in those entrancing emerald eyes of hers jolted him. And then, in some odd way, his spirits lifted and anger washed away like a fresh rain. He put his hand on his chest in mock effrontery. “Forgive me, madam. Perhaps that is how grievous an error I feel your plans to be. You do not know the rules of the game you are about to play.”
“You are ill-mannered.”
“Ah, now you’ve guessed my secret.”
She shot him a scathing glare. “Do not think to get away with mocking me, sir. I believe you and I were in the same room when Mister Vámbéry indicated he would be close at hand should things run amok.”
“I have no idea what Vámbéry’s idea of protection and chivalry might entail. After all, he is Hungarian.”
“What is that supposed to mean?”
He shrugged. “Attila the Hun—all that fierce and ignoble rot.”
Her gaze skittered over his face and settled on his mouth. “Why, you jest.”
He set his lips against a grin caused by her winsome ways—ways she most likely didn’t know she possessed. He gave her a teasing look. “And if I do?”
She swept her tongue over her bottom lip.
Did she even know she was staring at his lips and licking her own? A memory of her taste—sweet ripe cherries—swept across his tongue. He wondered how she’d react if he tried to kiss her. He shoved the dangerous thought aside.
Her brow wrinkled. “This is no time to tease.”
“Ah, but darling, perhaps it is. Perhaps this is not a time to be serious since even the suggestion of attending a royal wedding on Ravi Maurya’s arm is pure folly.”
“Are you jealous of the man?”
He stretched out his legs and settled more comfortably on the bench. “I don’t trust him. If this were a wager, the odds of him having pure intentions would run so low as to negate the ante.”
Her gaze was at it again, flickering over him, pausing at the neckline of his open shirt, down his front, and over to his rolled sleeves. The pleasurable consideration of what her fingers might feel like running all over him rolled through him like warm brandy.
When her eyes found his, her cheeks blossomed at being caught regarding him so blatantly. “You, sir, are not properly attired.”
Boldly, he perused her pink finery. “And you are?” The conversation was entirely inappropriate, but he’d forgotten how enjoyable a lady’s company could be.
Her mouth opened and closed a couple of times, and then it was as if a light behind those fascinating eyes of hers came on, for the green in them brightened. A blush remained in her cheeks and she straightened measurably.
“As a matter of fact, I am dressed properly. In case you’ve forgotten, I am a half-caste. I have a right to wear saris anytime I choose.” Her lips formed a small grin. “And my sister does not.”
“Oh, and you simply cannot wait to inform her of your sudden revelation, can you?”
Merriment danced in those glorious eyes of hers. “What of it?”
“You two must have been quite the pair growing up. He paused for a brief moment to study her. “You mentioned I may have forgotten you are a half-caste. Were you referring to that day in your father’s stable when Marguerite informed me?”
Without thinking, he reached out with the peacock feather and ran its fringes beneath her chin.
She jerked her head away and slid farther from him. “Did I give you permission to touch me?”
He laughed softly. “You said that very thing back then. At the time, though, I believe I had your chin tilted in order to inspect your pert nose. Besides, I didn’t touch you just now, the feather did.” God, would he love to run the thing all over her naked body. He fought leaning over and kissing her like he had that day ten years ago. He should leave. He really should.
“I wouldn’t know. I don’t recall.”
He could practically taste her. “Don’t lie to me, Suri. You and I both recollect that day very well.”
“Why should I remember something so…so insignificant?”
He said nothing for a long while as his mind floated about like dust motes in the sun, whirling around that day—around a kiss that had shaken his world. He’d wanted to take her to bed back then and, blast it, he still wanted to—only now, even more so. “You never married?” His words had grown thick in his throat.
She gave her head a small shake and set her sights on the peacocks again.
“Because you did not care to, or you weren’t asked? I can’t believe the latter, for you would seem a prize catch.”
“I thought you to be an intelligent man, Your Grace. I may be a duke’s daughter but certainly not of the first water. Whoever would want me is someone I would not have. Whether here or in England, I shall always be a half-caste. If nothing else, one must consider the children one might beget from such a joining. I will not wed.”
“But your father loved and cared for you, gave you a fine home and raised you up next to his legitimate children. His standing alone should have set the standard for your acceptance.”
“People never got over the scandal of a duke carting home an illegitimate child from a love affair with a native and presenting the child—me—to his proper English wife. The thought of losing me to the lions had been more than Father could bear, so he risked the disgrace he knew would ensue. Not that I expect you, also a duke, to understand—duty to your title and all.”
A shaft of pain shot through John. He tapped the feather against his leg. “Perhaps I do. More than you might imagine.”
There must have been something showing in his expression, because concern etched Suri’s face. “What is it?”
When he failed to respond, she said, “Oh, dear, your brother. Do forgive me.”
He didn’t care to speak of his late wife. Not here. Not with Suri—it wasn’t right. “My brother two years ago, my wife three,” he muttered, anyway.
“You…you were married?”
He didn’t comprehend why her voice clouded. Damn it, why had he said anything? His chest constricted. “Didn’t I just say something to that effect?”
She sat erect for a moment, staring at him as if lost in her own thoughts. “Was it an arranged marriage?” She spoke softly, as if she took great risk in asking.
He shook his head. “I wasn’t a duke then, never intended to be, so I chose a friend I’d known all my life.”
Why the hell was he telling her so much? He hadn’t discussed Laura with anyone but James, yet suddenly, he wanted to do just that—with Suri, of all people.
Well, he wasn’t about to tell her that he’d seen marriage to Laura as providential after his affair with Lady Elizabeth. Serving his country, building a fortune, and then retiring to a decent life as neighbor to his brothers had seemed just the thing. But then James had been assigned to India, and John had been summoned soon thereafter. Now his wife and daughter were dead. James, as well. Nothing had gone as planned. God help him, nothing at all.
“Did you love her?”
Suri spoke so quietly, he wasn’t certain he’d heard her right. He regarded her long enough for her to shift her eyes to her lap as if to study her clasped hands.
“Forgive me. I had no right to ask such a bold question,” she said.
Something shifted in him and, suddenly, he wanted to rid himself of the awful burden he’d carried all these years, once and for all. “You’ve nothing to apologize for.”
He sat back against the bench. “At first, I was merely fond of Laura, but love grew rather quickly after we married.” At least as much love as could penetrate his caged heart. “Perhaps that was what made it all the worse when she died.”
Puzzlement crossed Suri’s features. “Made it all the worse?”
“She detested India, begged to go back to her mother for…but I wouldn’t agree to send her.” He couldn’t quite bring himself to mention the part about the child or that Laura’s haunting, final words had been that she’d never forgive him for forcing her to remain.
“I was busy tending to business, tending to the blasted horses, and she spent too much time alone. Had I been there instead of in the stables, had I spent time just listening to her over a cup of tea that morning, she never would have ventured out to the stables to talk to me, never would have run straight into that cobra.”
“Oh, good Lord!” Suri’s hand went to her mouth. She closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them, she looked stricken.
“Children?” Her word was a bare whisper.
He shook his head, her question sliding like a shadow between them. God, when would that ghastly image of his infant daughter disappear? Whatever he’d done or said that made Suri see through him, she inched closer to him.
“My mother was Hindu,” she said, the tension about her lips easing. “My father told me her people believe in a destiny and karmic law. If it was your wife’s time to go, she would have met her fate that day no matter what you did or did not do. You cannot blame yourself. To do so will only hold you in a relentless pattern of guilt that ties you to unhappiness. I doubt Laura would have wanted you to live a life of sorrow on her behalf.”
James had told him that very thing. He’d said time would heal his wounds. Saints knew, he wanted to be done with suffering. He’d had enough. “Perhaps you’re right. But unfortunately, there is one other terrible thing that haunts me.”
“I think I might have guessed what it is.”
He lifted his head and caught her gaze that spoke volumes.
“Did Laura want to go back to her mother because she was with child?”
He only nodded, but with that small nod, while Suri gazed deep into his eyes, something gave inside him, and the ice around his heart cracked and fell away. He passed a hand over his eyes, stunned that an enormous weight had lifted from his chest.
She laid a hand on his thigh. “Oh, dear. I’m so sorry.”
Her touch may as well have been a balm pressed against his leg. Where Mrs. Abernathy’s hand on his thigh had incensed him, Suri’s hand comforted—warmed his skin beneath his trousers. A rogue idea that he would like her fingers laid higher raced through his mind. He tried to dismiss the thought as carnal, but it wasn’t that at all—something inside him ached for her touch. Some unknown and long dormant seed took hold, rooted deep in his heart, and bloomed in his chest. His head buzzed with a new kind of urgency he could not decipher.
She glanced down at her hand and pulled it back as if bitten. “Oh! I hadn’t realized…sorry.”
With a stab of regret, he stared at the place where her hand had lain. “I didn’t mind.” A fierce urge to wrap his arms around her gripped him—to pull her close and just hold on.
God, he didn’t know, didn’t understand, what the hell he felt. “You might’ve left it there.” His words sounded coarse even to his own ears. “Pardon. Didn’t mean that the way it sounded.”
“Certainly not… No, of course not.” She laced her fingers together in her lap and stared off down a pathway that led through the trees.
His hand slid off the back of the bench and onto her shoulder, his fingers coming to rest beneath the sari covering her left arm. Lord, he hadn’t intended that to happen, but when she didn’t budge, his fingers moved of their own volition, lightly caressing the bare flesh of her arm…silken flesh…exquisite flesh. His heart thundered.
When her coloring heightened and her lips parted as if in quiet desperation for air, his own breath shuddered. Before he realized what he was about, he bent and set his mouth to the soft curve of her neck.
She sprang off the bench, one arm extended as if to push him away. “Don’t!” And then she ran in the opposite direction from the house, deeper amongst the trees.
A fist-sized knot lodged in John’s throat. What the devil had got into him, touching her like that? He swiped his hand across his brow and flopped an arm over the back of the bench. Where had that sharp desire to possess her come from?
Truth be told, his whole response toward her today had been nothing short of irrational. After she’d stumbled through the door of the marble room and into his arms, it was as if the blood had drained from his brain and left him mindless. No, it wasn’t just this day that she’d thrown his world off balance; ever since her first evening here, she’d been invading his thoughts.
Well, this wouldn’t do. He had critical matters to attend to. An entire country was at stake, not to mention the resolution of his brother’s murder. There was simply no room in his life for so much as a single deliberation of a woman…let alone dissolute thoughts of Miss Suri Thurston. A scintillating picture streaked through his mind of her lying naked with him. For God’s sake! At the very least, she was Lord George’s sister.
Neither Suri nor Lady Marguerite had any idea their brother was a spy, nor that the two men were acquainted. More precisely, George had been a close Cambridge mate, and after they’d been secretly recruited into Her Majesty’s Foreign Service, they’d trained together for two years.
He had no business entertaining thoughts of dallying with George’s sister. None at all.
There, he could count on his fingers all the reasons to leave Suri the hell alone. Put some distance between them, that’s what he needed to do. He stood, painfully aware of the lusty pulse in his groin still hammering away. He slid a hand down his thigh, smoothing the fabric of his trousers. Meerut was a day’s ride from Delhi. With two days there to check on troop dispersal and one day for the return, the time spent would leave Suri that much closer to her departure for England. Good. That’s what he’d do, head for Meerut. Four days’ absence should be ample time to cast the woman from his mind.
“If you’ll excuse me, madam,” he called to her retreating back and he strode off with vigorous determination. Now all he had to do was rid himself of the memory of his mouth against the soft curve of her neck.
…
In the blackness of the night, Suri awoke with the essence of Ravenswood still clinging to her. The shock of his fingers skimming her shoulder, his mouth settling hot against her skin, hummed through her body. She rolled onto her back and the air stirred. Good Lord, even his scent lingered in her mind, as ripe with invitation as the first time he’d stood near her those many years ago.
She wondered how he’d regard her the next time they ran into each other. How could they not in this narrow social setting? Her cheeks heated at the idea. Perhaps she could refuse to attend any of the events Marguerite concocted and sequester herself in her chamber for the duration. Impossible. She’d learned that little lesson in a matter of days.
Running her hand along the sheet beside her, for the first time in a long while, she became acutely aware that she was entirely alone in her bed—and that’s how things would be.
Forever.
A random memory crept from the periphery of her mind—a lonely child, a lonely world. How could she have felt forlorn when she’d been surrounded by a loving family? By a father who’d doted on her? But she’d always been aware she was different from the others—that she was an illegitimate half-breed. She hadn’t known what that had meant at first. She only knew it had cast a spell of loneliness, even within the warmth of her family. And then she had learned the awful truth when outsiders had whispered her name, accompanied by terrible gossip. Cruel barbs had torn fissures in her heart. She couldn’t even recall how old she’d been when she’d decided she’d never marry and bring a child like her into the world. After that, she had constructed an impenetrable barrier, and had gone merrily about her life with no one the wiser, as open about her lot as was the next, while her clever mind devoted itself to her future school.
Sealed tightly within her dream, her world had never been threatened. That is, until one wicked kiss ten years ago. A most treacherous kiss that had been, for it had left a chink in the wall she’d built around her heart. A bit of fanciful mortar, and she’d managed to mend the crack. That is, until she’d landed in Delhi and there was Ravenswood again. Oh, Lord.
She’d had to escape him back in the garden. With merely his touch, a coarse thread had threatened to weave itself into the fabric of her life. This thread was dangerous, for it wove thoughts of love, and held within its core an expectation of something that could never take shape. This thread was studded with thorns and lies.
Rolling onto her side and curling her legs up, she set her mind to dreaming of her school once again. Residing there would be children she would never birth but would raise as her own. Once back in England, she’d meet with her solicitor first off. He’d been instructed to scout out a large home in the countryside with plenty of land that needed tending.
As she had done so many times through the years, she set about lulling herself to sleep by mentally designing the interior and exterior of her school. In her mind, she strolled through lush gardens. There would be cabbage roses in abundance. Beautiful, sweetly scented pink blooms large as dinner plates.
An image of Ravenswood cleaved through the petals of the great pink blossoms. He stood there, in the middle of the garden, quiet and watchful. A pain lanced her heart. Tears sprang from nowhere and dropped like acid, eroding her heart. She rolled over and kicked at her covers as if to shove thoughts of him from her bed. The last thing she needed was to yearn for a life that could never be, with a rogue of a duke who was merely passing through her life for the second time. Yes, that was it. He was merely passing through her life—and an inconvenient passing it was.



CHAPTER SIX
John leaned back in his chair in the marble room, exhaustion numbing his brain. He swiped a hand over his eyes and addressed Chatham. “Our man in Meerut is in accord with me—whoever is passing information to Emperor Bahadur Shah and Kunwar Singh is right here in Delhi.”
“As you thought,” Chatham responded.
“Singh’s pretty damned sure of himself. That old Rajput king is lying around in Meerut, on silk pillows, arrogantly directing what the emperor here in Delhi is not. Both men may be in their eighties, but they’re more dangerous than any young pup eager for revolution.”
He held his thumb and forefinger a whisper apart. “We’re this close, Chatham. And when we find the son of a bitch who is feeding those two information, we’ll have my brother’s killer.”
“Your recommendation to proceed?”
“Best to keep our suspects close enough to spit on. Might Marguerite arrange a dinner party every evening until we ferret out the culprit?”
Chatham rolled his eyes. “She’ll be in her glory. As will the attendees, since there’s little else to do. Not to mention we employ the only French chef in Delhi. They’ll come for the food, if nothing else.”
“Make certain Ravi Maurya and that thieving Resident Percival Bradleigh receive invitations.” John stood. “I’m calling it a night and hope to hell I get some rest. Tension was so heavy along the route you could bloody well cut the air with a sword. The extra troops I engaged slowed my return. Had to layover in Murad Nagar.”
“You couldn’t have managed much sleep then,” Chatham said.
“Not a wink. I bid you a good evening.”
He exited the marble room and headed down the corridor lit by low burning oil lamps. The door to the kitchen swung open, casting a swath of light. Suri stepped forth, a plate in hand.
Christ! Without a word, he marched back to the marble room. “By the way, Chatham, see to it I’m not seated near Miss Thurston for the duration.”
Chatham paused in sorting documents. “Any particular reason or none of my concern?”
John merely lifted a brow and shut the door. Damn it, Suri still stood in front of the kitchen with that plate held mid-air. What was he to do? Certainly not what his primitive instincts demanded, which was to knock the food from her hand and carry her off.
Fatigue fed his agitation. And his rampant desire. He drew nearer, sensing the inherent danger in drifting too close. There she stood in a dressing gown and slippers, sneaking into the kitchen for a late night treat. He almost smiled at the endearing sight, but he couldn’t, he just couldn’t let that happen.
Keeping to the opposite side of the wide corridor, he offered a stiff nod while failing to slow his pace. “Miss Thurston.” The hard edge to his voice disgusted him.
“Your Grace.” Her words echoed off the walls, thin and lifeless.
He strode from the house and into the night. Good God, his conduct was reprehensible. Here he’d thought himself to be a breed apart from such low behavior. He swore again. When he’d left for Meerut, he’d thought dismissing her from his mind wouldn’t be terribly difficult. He’d been wrong. When he wasn’t engaged—thoroughly engaged—in his tasks, she had invaded his senses. Day or night, it mattered not; she had been like a nagging dream. The ride back was the worst. The closer he drew to Delhi, the faster his rebel heart had beaten.
He’d be relieved when she left for England. A realization seized him—relieved perhaps, but not glad of it.
…
Dressed in a periwinkle gown, Suri made her way from the dining room into the ballroom. Out of sheer boredom, she’d agreed to attend tonight’s festivities—but only if seated far from His Pompous Grace. He never bothered looking her way. Still, his avoidance stung. But not as much as the other night when he’d passed her in the corridor and had clung to the opposite side as if she were a leper.
She glanced around the ballroom. He was nowhere in sight. The sigh escaping her lips should’ve been one of relief, but it felt more like disappointment. Oh, what do I care?
The skin on the back of her neck prickled. An intense power gripped her, as though something menacing stood mere inches away. From across the room, Ravi-ji’s brilliant gaze bore down on her. The prickling increased. Why did she feel as though he’d transitioned from aiding her to owning her? She shrugged off the thought as nonsense. He was her cousin, out to help her. Soon, however, he’d be requesting a dance and proceed to take up her entire evening. Not tonight. Easing to the left, she concealed herself behind a large-framed gentleman and searched for an escape.
The terrace.
Shielded behind others, she slipped from the room and into the jasmine-scented night. Coconut oil lamps, burning low to the ground, puffed spirals of smoke meant to keep mosquitoes from dining on human flesh. She crossed her arms at the waist and set her sights on the sky. If nothing else, India offered glorious starlight.
A rustle in the jasmine and a churring startled her.
“It’s only Shahira.”
Ah, that deep-throated voice. “What’s Shahira doing out here?”
“Watering the plants, it would seem.” Ravenswood stepped around Suri, his countenance licked by shadows. “I would’ve slipped away without you noticing, but…” He shrugged and nodded toward the brush.
Oh, God, her heart tripped at his very nearness. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll leave this…this privy to you and your cat.”
He chuckled and then dipped his head to better scan her face. “I should apologize for my deplorable conduct a few nights ago.”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
With a wry curl of his lips, he said, “We both know better. I owe you an explanation as well.”
She took her time looking him over. Every nerve in her body bristled at his nearness. What was it about him that held so much power over her? Was she merely drawn to the energy emanating from him? Or was it the confidence and authority he made so obvious? She should escape his presence before he saw her weakness.
Graceful and nimble, Shahira slid through the underbrush and came to stand beside Ravenswood. He attached the golden chain to the cat’s collar and whispered something. Shahira dropped soundlessly to the ground.
Good heavens, Suri had been so caught up in his essence she hadn’t even noticed he’d been holding the cat’s chain all the while. “Then give whatever explanation you deem necessary and I’ll be off.”
“We’re attracted to each other…”
She opened her mouth to refute his words.
He lifted his hand, halting her interruption. “No, let’s not deny it. If it weren’t for my responsibilities and for your brother, I’d likely have your skirts raised by now.”
She couldn’t believe her ears. “My skirts…my brother?” She turned in a circle. “My brother? Rupert?”
He shook his head. “George. We are…we were close mates at Cambridge. If nothing else, out of loyalty to him, I should look after your well-being while you’re here in India, and not be thinking of laying hands on you.”
“Of all the…” Her spine stiffened. “I shall never have my skirts lifted. By you or anyone else.”
He tipped his head back in that heavy-lidded way of his. “And what would be the fun in that?”
“You had better listen carefully because I will say this only once.” The flat of her hand slapped against his chest and she gave a little push. Easier to have moved a wall. “I am far too old and far too financially set to be looked after by anyone, or to find the need to become someone’s mistress. I am my own person, Ravenswood. Completely independent, in mind and means.”
Beneath her splayed fingers, his chest muscles quickened while something odd flashed across his features. He placed his hand over hers. “Say it again,” he said, his words a low rasp. “The part about owning your own mind.”
His fingers pulsed against hers from above and his heart pumped hard from beneath. Her little gasp for air did not go unnoticed, for the last place he looked before he released his hand and strode away, was her parted lips.
…
Staring at the bloody ceiling all last night wasn’t what John was used to doing. It had put him in a hell of a mood today. As did celibacy, of late. “Are we finished here, Chatham?”
Chatham lifted a brow. “I believe so. Care to join the family for a meal? It’s nearing noon.”
John nodded and bit off a grin. He’d stare that completely
independent little vixen down while they dined. His dark mood lifted.
A tug on a bell cord and soon, a soft rap sounded. Chatham opened the door to a servant. “Collect Lady Marguerite and Miss Thurston and direct them to the dining room in thirty minutes.”
The servant bowed. “Miss Thurston took her meal in her chambers, sahib. At present, she’s in the library. Should I retrieve her just the same?”
“Indeed. She can join us for dessert.”
John stood. “I’ll fetch her.” Guiding Shahira from the marble room, he headed down the corridor where he fastened the cat’s chain to the base of a statue. The cat flopped down and rolled onto her side. “There’s a good girl.”
Stepping inside, he spotted Suri sitting on a leather settee, an open book in hand. Damn, she was a sight—a vision in a pale blue sari. She must have sensed his quiet approach because she glanced his way and then went back to reading.
Like hell she was going to pretend he wasn’t there. “May I?” He motioned to the seat beside her.
She assessed him in a cold manner and then glanced pointedly at a large chair opposite her. No smile, unfortunately. “There’s no other seating here about?”
He ignored her comment and sat beside her. “I came in Chatham’s stead. He’s summoned you to join us for dessert.”
When she didn’t answer and kept her eyes trained on the book she held, he studied her profile once again. Beautiful. His gaze slid the length of her body, and the desire that wound through him was hot and hard. He fought the urge to crush her to him. Instead, he took her chin and turning her face toward his, searched her eyes. Her pupils dilated. Her breath hitched. There was no mistaking—she was as desirous of him as he was of her!
And she was right, at her age and being of independent means, she could do whatever she pleased. Her potent words had agitated his mind all night. She had two weeks left here, three if he could talk her out of that damnable wedding, so why not remove all restraint and get each other out of their systems before going their separate ways? Images flashed through his mind of the two of them together—her naked hips pressed against his, her bare breasts…
He was going to kiss her. He needed to kiss her.
She shook her head. Just barely. “No. Don’t touch me,” she whispered. And then she was off the settee and dashing for the door.
He followed, aware he didn’t want her anywhere but beside him. “What’s wrong with being touched?”
Gads, am I possessed? He caught up with her and swung her around, that strange need growing at a frenzied pace. He froze when his hands clutched her shoulders. The heat of her scorched his fingers.
She was right, he shouldn’t have touched her, because once done, he couldn’t let go. She was opium to an addict. Before he knew it, he’d backed her up against the door, pressed his palms onto the smooth wood on either side of her and caged her.
Wide-eyed, she stared up at him. Her pupils dilated, and she drew a shuddering breath.
A wave of exhilaration infused him. “You desire contact, don’t you? That’s the reason you ran off, isn’t it? You want to be touched as much as I crave touching you, and it scares you to death.”
“You are mad.”
“Only about you.” He bent his head closer to her, his words growing heavy on his tongue. “You, madam, are afraid you cannot handle a kiss—or anything else that might transpire between us, aren’t you?”
“You are arrogant.”
“Try something else.” They stood so close he could feel her breath, ragged when it fell against his mouth. He allowed his lips to part to catch more of her sweet scent. “I have a proposition for you,” he murmured, “I won’t kiss you if you promise not to go to the wedding.”
“I…I shall not make such…a foolhardy promise.” Her staccato words were filled with heat and vibrancy.
Emboldened by the desire emanating from her, he bent closer still, until he only had to speak in a whisper to be heard. He studied her mouth. He wanted her. God, he wanted her—right here, right now, and touching her was like finding his way home—at last. “Because you want the kiss, or because you are a stubborn fool?”
His voice rasped in his throat and now he had to force the words off his tongue. “Go on, tell me you don’t want me to kiss you. That you don’t want me for other things.”
Her hands came to his chest, as if to push him away, but her fingers merely splayed against him. Her lips quivered as though she tried to speak and couldn’t. Then her head fell back against the door, and her eyes half closed.
…
“Suri.” She heard him sigh as his warm mouth closed on hers. For an instant, she was thrown back in time. But then the taste of him touched her tongue—cinnamon, cardamom and fennel—and she was in the moment again as he leaned into her and the heat of his body penetrated through the thin fabric of her sari.
Ten years of yearning for something—for someone she’d formed into a fantasy, collided with reality. He was here, holding her, kissing her—and yes, it was even better than before—my God!
The same kind of heat that pressed against her built between her thighs. She rose on her toes, aching to get closer. One hand slid from his chest to knot in his hair, a mindless movement. She moaned into his mouth and clutched her other hand to his broad back, pulling him so tight against her, she didn’t know the difference between his skin and hers.
Closer, she wanted closer, desperate to ease the sensation that built from erratic flickers to a steady thrum. No wonder lovers risked all to sin. No wonder Juliet took the poison. She was suddenly every woman who ever desired a man, a harlot, a saint…a…a half-caste.
Her heart collapsed into itself at the sobering thought. Yes, she was in reality only a half-caste kissing a duke in a way that shouted he could have her, that he could lay her on the floor and do with her whatever he wished. And she would willingly oblige. But she could never possess him, at least not in the way she wanted him. Damn her for being what she was. A sob tore loose from her throat and emptied into his mouth.
He pulled his head back, his eyes searching hers. “What?”
Surely he saw the sheen of tears, for his fingers caressed her cheek and he planted a ghost-soft kiss on her nose. “What is it, darling?”
“I cannot. I am not made of this.”
His brow creased. “Made of what?”
She pushed at his chest. “Leave me be. Go find another…”
His jaw clenched and his brow creased. “Are you insinuating I want nothing but a few moments of pleasure with you?”
“What else could it be?”
He studied her for a moment before his jaw relaxed and the look in his eyes softened. He smoothed loose strands of her hair in place with fingers that were gentle, so very gentle it hurt. “Perhaps this is a continuation of something splendid that began ten years ago.” A small grin touched his mouth. “Too bad things took so long.”
“We don’t know each other—”
He pressed a finger to her lips. “Hush. We’ve known each other far longer than either one of us cared to admit up till now. I never forgot that day, and if you’ll acknowledge it, neither have you. I tried to see you again, but your father forbade it. Were you aware of that?”
You tried to see me again? Too startled to speak, she only shook her head.
“I didn’t think so. He’d heard about what went on in the stable, cut all ties with both me and my brother and swore to run me through if I ever came within ten feet of you again.”
Oh, she couldn’t stand this. He’d been second in line back then, a duke now. For God’s sake, why was he carrying on so?
A crooked grin tipped a corner of his mouth. “When I heard you were in Delhi, I thought to see you out of curiosity, but the moment I laid eyes on you, there I was again, mesmerized.”
He planted a kiss on her forehead, one so tender it made her want to cry out. Surely, he had no idea of the pain his words inflicted. If he didn’t stop this insanity, her nerves would snap. He was a duke, for pity’s sake and she was…well, she was nothing of consequence. “You are being rash, reciting things in the heat of the moment you don’t mean—cannot possibly mean.”
“I never recite poetry in the heat of the moment, darling. I wasn’t born in a cabbage patch, either. I know what I want, and it isn’t a roll here on the carpet, only to walk away sated for the moment with nothing to show for it but a few carpet burns on my knees.”
She began to shake. She had to do something—say something—to make him go away before the real tears took hold and all control was lost. “Stop. Please, this is too much.”
With a push at his shoulder, he released her from her cage. He folded his arms over his chest and raised a brow. “Would it be so wrong to satisfy a desire that burns like a fever between us?”
“I do not want you, Your Grace,” she lied, and tilted her chin in defiance. “You kiss well enough, but that is all I wondered about…if it was anything like the first after all these years.”
He stepped back. Something complex flashed across his features. “I’ll leave you be, if you insist, but wasn’t it you who spoke of destiny?”
Her knees weren’t going to hold her up forever. “You imply a destiny? What, me as your mistress? I think not. Do not come near me again. Tantalizing as it was, there is nothing further I could possibly want from you. We are finished with our little experiment.”
A bark of laughter rolled out of him as he opened the door and stepped into the corridor. “Not only are we not finished, madam, we’ve only begun.”
“You can go to Hades.”
He glanced over his shoulder with a wicked grin. “I’ve been there and back. That’s not where we’re headed, you and I.”



CHAPTER SEVEN
“Blast it!” Suri jumped back as the jar of face cream slipped from her hand and shattered on the wood floor.
Munia scurried over to the buttery-looking blob sprouting jagged shards of glass. “Do not move, memsahib, I have it.”
Marguerite sat in a chair opposite Suri, studying her. “What’s got into you?”
“Nothing. I dropped a pot of face cream. Don’t try to make something of it.” She wasn’t about to say a word of Ravenswood and what had gone on between them that had her in a turmoil ever since.
“I daresay, Suri, you’ve not been yourself since Ravenswood collected you from the library a few days ago. You’ve grown surly, you drop things, and you’ve taken on that stubborn air that you get whenever something’s got you in a tizzy.” Marguerite’s eyes narrowed. “Did anything happen between the two of you? Is that why you refused to join us for dessert? Is that why you cling to Ravi-ji’s arm every evening? So Ravenswood won’t come near you?”
When Suri failed to respond, Marguerite grasped the arms of her chair and pushed herself to a standing position. “Something did go on, didn’t it? Munia, excuse us for a moment.”
“But the floor, mem. The oil will sink into the wood.”
“’Tis fine,” Marguerite said, not taking her eyes off Suri. “You’ve got the bulk of it, and there’s enough beeswax coating the floor to protect it. I’ll ring for you in a bit.”
The maid bowed and backed out the door.
“What happened?” Marguerite demanded as soon as the door closed.
Suri glanced at her sister. Drat it all. Marguerite had more than concern in her eyes. She simply radiated with a meddlesome curiosity that would demand truth. Busybody. Suri rubbed her temples and turned to face the gardens. The first throb of a headache pulsed through her skull.
“I’ll thank you not to interfere in my business just because I’m your guest.”
“All the more reason. Being my sister is yet another. Suri, look at me.”
She would not.
“Did Ravenswood kiss you again?”
Suri’s throat tightened and her heart pumped. “What do you mean, again?”
“Don’t play coy. Like he did ten years ago—oh, good Lord, he did, didn’t he?” Marguerite’s eyes lit up like they used to on Christmas morning.
“For heaven’s sake. Only you would find an improper assault by a nobleman to be thrilling.”
“He assaulted you? Ravenswood?”
“Not exactly.” Now the ache stitched through Suri’s head like a sewing needle on one of those new-fangled treadle machines. “Can we please not have this conversation? And could you send Munia for some powders? I’ve a headache.”
“You’ll find them in that painted cabinet in the corner. Never mind, I’ll collect them for you.” Marguerite retrieved the box of powders, stirred a spoonful into a glass, and handed it off to Suri. “Now tell me.”
Suri drank the bitter concoction and put down the glass, her fingers wrapped around it. What was she to tell her sister? That the way Ravenswood ran his fingers ever so softly alongside her cheek had stolen her reserves? That his kiss had swept her into his bedroom and she’d been held prisoner there ever since? That she’d wake up in a tangle of sheets, her body pulsating with a desperate need for him? That she could never have him the way she wanted him—had always wanted him, truth be told?
Oh, dear, all of a sudden her eyes misted over. “I…” She turned away.
“You’re quite taken with him, aren’t you?”
Marguerite’s words stabbed like a lance. “Don’t be absurd.”
“You have been since that day in the stable ten years ago.”
“I was infatuated back then. Merely a young girl’s fancy. This is reality, and you know what that means.”
At her sister’s silence, Suri turned her way. No longer was there anything fanciful upon Marguerite’s countenance. She appeared quite serious. Pensive, in fact.
She scowled. “Why are you looking at me as though I’ve sprouted wings?”
“Would it be of interest to know that since my arrival in Delhi, Ravenswood has inquired of you on occasion?” Marguerite’s voice had dropped to a compassionate low.
Suri’s mind went blank. “Inquired of me?”
“Yes, Miss I-shall-repeat-everything-again. I’m no fool, Suri. I can tell when there is interest beyond mere socializing, no matter how nonchalant he’s tried to act. I believe you got in his blood that day in the stable, and now that you’re here, he wants you.”
“Which is even more reason to steer clear of him.” Suri turned from her sister and took her time unwrapping yards of pink fabric until she was left wearing a choli and lehenga. At least with her back to Marguerite, Suri’s trembling fingers weren’t visible. She went about folding the sari and set it on the chest. “It’s grown too hot in the day for even this. Is the heat worse today than yesterday or only my imagination?”
Marguerite ignored the change of subject. “It hasn’t taken much for me to know he’s not forgotten you, and that you never got over him.”
“How can you deduce such a thing when you know full well my position and his?”
Marguerite pinched the bridge of her nose. “Dear sister, do not attempt self-effacement with me. Status has nothing to do with attraction. I may have been a naïve girl back then, but in retrospect, the impact you had on each other was astounding. Even as a bystander, I was so profoundly moved I can recall with infinite detail how the two of you connected, so don’t tell me either one of you is ignorant of the fact. And that sizzling current running between the two of you is even stronger now. I dare say, should you ever connect in the flesh, the night skies might ignite.”
“Marguerite!” Suri pivoted to hide her heated cheeks. “So, Ravenswood is more than a casual acquaintance to you and Harry? Then you are aware he is a widower?”
“Indeed.” Marguerite picked up a paper fan from a side table and set it in motion with a flick of her wrist. “Harry and I arrived in Delhi a year after his wife died. I’m told they were quite the unlikely couple, but he was faithful to her, nonetheless. Despite the reputation that precedes him, I do not believe him to be a libertine. Since I firmly deem him to be the marrying kind, why don’t you relax and let the gods of fate have their way?”
Suri fought butterflies now. “Be reasonable, Marguerite. I’ve been on the shelf so long you could use a feather duster on me and not get the layers of grime off. That, and my heritage, place me in a particularly sorry frame of reference. I’ll not become someone’s mistress during my brief stint in India.” But oh, God, every inch of her ached to be in Ravenswood’s bed. “I’ll be gone soon, back to Bedfordshire, and he’ll remain here with nearly every English woman in India after him. Look at the way Mrs. Abernathy slobbered all over him like a puppy.”
Marguerite heaved a sigh. “Don’t be a dolt. I doubt he gives a care what people think, and he can rightly cause you to be accepted in society. Besides, you’d hardly be considered a mistress for such a short duration. Better you enjoy a wild and clandestine affair with a man who excites you than to go to your grave with nothing but a dismal memory of your brief encounter with that groomsman.”
“That’s enough, Marguerite!”
Her sister sniffed. “Well, it’s true. Think about it, Suri. I, for one, wouldn’t judge you should you decide to…to have a little fling. In fact, I’d be rather relieved. Perhaps it would be pleasurable enough an experience to cause you to change your outlook on marriage, and once back in England, you’d find yourself a decent fellow. I worry about your future.”
“Yes, yes, Marguerite, my worrisome future. Must we end up on that tedious subject?” The edge was off Suri’s headache, but nonetheless, she longed for privacy. “Lord, but I’ll be relieved to be gone from here. Especially after what was discussed in that…that odd marble room. I doubt it’s healthy for any of us to remain in Delhi.” Good, she’d use the military tension as an excuse to leave as soon as she met up with her grandmother.
Marguerite began to pace. “Suri, there’s something I must tell you. Harry’s confided in me that His Grace is certain his brother’s death was no accident. He is convinced someone murdered the man, and Ravenswood seeks the killer.”
Suri gasped. “Murdered?”
“Indeed. What’s worse, he feels whoever committed the act is the same person feeding lies to the leaders who wish to revolt against the East India Company.”
Marguerite’s pacing accelerated. “It’s not such a grand idea for you to go to this wedding. Not even with Ravi Maurya.” Her heels tapped the floor with each syllable. “Perhaps Harry and Ravenswood are right—we should take Jeremy. Make our way to Bombay, and back to England. Rather soon.”
Suri’s stomach churned so, milk would have gone to butter. She rubbed her temples again. How very long she’d waited to meet her grandmother. She couldn’t possibly miss this chance. There’d be no other. The need to meet with her relatives, to touch her roots, warred with the wild urge to flee this torrid place. If only she could return to England. Start her school. It wouldn’t take much to collect a few illegitimate half-castes along the way to Bombay. “I’ll not leave until this wedding is over and done. And I mean it.”
Distress pinched Marguerite’s face. She began twisting her handkerchief. “I have my family to think of. Harry says he can follow later if need be. He tells me if mutiny breaks out after we’ve gone, he could travel much faster alone. I have to think of him as well.”
Suri kept rubbing her temples. She couldn’t leave. Not yet. “Then go, Marguerite. I got here from Calcutta with only a maid servant and a small military guard. I can certainly travel the shorter distance to Bombay. You can wait for me there if you’re so concerned about sailing alone.”
Tears flooded Marguerite’s eyes and her hands shook. “Don’t do this to me, Suri. I’m not prepared to leave Delhi without you. We need each other. I fear I cannot protect Jeremy by myself. I…I’m not like you. I’m not brave enough to travel alone. Harry says we’ll have an army escort, but a troop of marching sepoys hardly makes for family, which I so desperately need.”
Alarm shot through Suri at her sister’s frightened response. “Why have you become exceedingly concerned?”
Marguerite choked on a sob. “There’s certain information Harry gave me in confidence that I cannot utter, even to you, because the walls may have ears and—”
“Oh, dear!” Suri rushed over and threw her arms around her sister. “Then I shall only remain at the wedding a day or two.” Until I meet my grandmother. “I promise. We can leave for Bombay immediately thereafter.”
Marguerite pulled away and rubbed her nose with her handkerchief. “Why is an Indian wedding so confounded important that you’d risk your neck to attend?” She paused with her handkerchief in mid-air. Her face turned ashen. “Oh, no. Don’t tell me you’ve got some fool idea that you’ll meet up with your relatives?”
Suri’s back stiffened.
“Good God, Suri! What an irrational idea! You know how Papa spoke against that very idea. It would be dangerous for you to try to meet them—madness, in fact. And how would you know who they are?” She swiped a hand over her brow. “Oh, this is utterly ridiculous.”
Frustration wound through Suri like a vine around a tree, fraying her nerves. She only hoped her keen-eyed sister wouldn’t put two and two together regarding Ravi-ji. “Please, Marguerite, the wedding is not so long off. Even Harry said remaining a fortnight would do.”
Marguerite paced again. “Ravenswood and Mister Vámbéry wanted us out sooner. That is, until Vámbéry found out you understood Urdu and decided he could use you. I don’t like this. Not one bit.”
Panic spit bile into Suri’s throat. “Please, you know this has haunted me all my life. Give a care, Marguerite. I’ve come this far, don’t let it be for naught.”
Marguerite halted. “Oh, don’t look at me like a lamb being led to slaughter. Attend your foolish wedding. It’ll take me that long to make preparations, anyway.”
Suri nipped at her bottom lip. “Don’t tell Harry the true reason I wish to attend.”
Marguerite’s hands fisted at her stomach. “I’ll not bring up the subject of your relatives to him, but should he ask, I’ll not lie.”
“Why should he bring up the subject?”
Marguerite waved a hand over her face. “Likely, he won’t, but he was well aware of the many arguments you and Papa had over your dodgy notion of contacting your mother’s family.” She straightened and turned to Suri. “Now rest. I’ll call for Munia to finish cleaning the floor. We’ve guests for dinner this evening.”
“Not—”
“Yes. Harry invited Ravenswood again. It’s my understanding he’ll be here every evening until we depart for Bombay. Both men are concerned about us, whether you like it or not.”
“Well, I am going to the wedding.”
“I heard you!”
“You don’t have to shout, Marguerite. I’ve a headache, not plugged ears.”
…
John leaned a shoulder against the far wall of the ballroom and sipped his brandy. He shifted, rolled the stiffness from his neck, and draped one ankle across the other. Through lowered lids, he pretended to study the Chathams’s guests. Above strains of an all-too-familiar tune, laughter and conversation rippled through the crush like stones skipping across calm water.
A subtle shift in the atmosphere and fresh awareness shimmered across his skin. She was here. Uncrossing his feet, he straightened his spine, squared his shoulders, and slowly, deliberately, scanned the crowd. His vision narrowed to one particular spot across the room. Chatter merged into an indistinct buzz, and ladies’ gowns became blotches of color as they swirled by in rhythm to the music. His lungs seized at the sight of Suri and Ravi Maurya, heads together, he in crisp white native attire, she in a low-cut yellow gown that practically bared her breasts—those exquisitely perfect breasts.
Could it be possible she looked even lovelier tonight? Or was it that he’d changed since their meeting in the library? His grip tightened around the stem of his glass.
“Easy.” As if to calm his pet, the word passed smoothly through his lips. Only it wasn’t the cheetah he soothed. He raised the glass and forced more brandy over his tongue. His response to Suri, to the fever that heated his blood and swelled his chest, transcended lust. Whatever the elusive something was that connected them, he’d be a fool to pass it off as such.
The fact that she wanted him as well only stoked the fire in him. The pulse drumming at the base of her throat like the heartbeat of a terrified bird when he’d bent to kiss her, the soft flushing of her cheeks, the way her eyes deepened to emerald—all said what she’d not dared. Just like ten years ago.
Suri glanced up as someone passed by, smiled, and went back to whatever the hell Maurya whispered in her ear. What could the bastard be saying that she finds so damn interesting? Most likely discussing plans to attend the deuced wedding. Well, he’d made plans of his own. Careful plans. While there wasn’t much he could do when she was sequestered in the women’s quarters, he’d arranged to have a guard close by. Ready whenever she stepped beyond the threshold. Vámbéry had his own agenda. John wasn’t about to entrust Suri to his care.
A gust of sultry air blew in through the open shutters. Candles flickered. Suri dabbed a white handkerchief along the back of her neck. Good. If that wasn’t a white flag waving surrender, he didn’t know what was. She wouldn’t last much longer in this hell-hot evening, not wearing all those confining clothes, anyway.
An image of her naked and beneath him rolled through his mind—her legs around his hips, her fingers clutching his bare shoulders while she cried out his name. His groin tightened and his blood thrummed a wild, erratic beat. He’d waited this long.
But not much longer.
He’d have her in his bed within the week.
Maurya leaned closer to Suri’s ear, laid his hand on her arm in the process. The spark of possession that had flickered earlier in John caught flame, took hold, and burned his gut. Christ, he was better off when he’d felt nothing. At least then he wouldn’t be fighting the urge to tramp over there, grab her by the arm, and drag her off.
Her head came up. She turned and faced him as if she’d known all this time he studied her. Her gaze reached across the room—a physical touch—spurring his arousal.
Maurya’s motion caught John’s attention. The bastard stared straight at Suri’s breasts. Even from where John stood, he saw hunger in the man’s eyes. A lick of rage shot through him.
He’d beat the cur bloody.
Suri turned away when a woman approached from behind and spoke to her. It was as if a door had slammed shut.
He should leave. Both his temper—and his body—needed a chance to cool. Swallowing the last of his brandy, he set the glass inside the container of a potted palm and rolled his shoulders off the wall. Stiff muscles flexed as he moved. Christ, he hadn’t realized how rigid he’d been. With barely a tug on the chain, Shahira rose.
“Come, girl. I’ve plans.”
…
Suri didn’t have to glance over to the far side of the room to know Ravenswood was no longer there. She could feel the room empty of his existence. Somehow, she simply knew he’d departed.
The room suddenly grew stifling. Blasted corset! She could barely breathe in the oppressive heat in the first place, but with the way Munia had tightened her laces…oh, how she longed for a sari…or her night rail. With a sigh, she said to Ravi-ji, “I must locate my sister. I fear this stifling weather has me enervated.”
He smiled while his beautiful eyes slowly wandered over her as if drinking her in. “You’ll get used to it.”
“Never. I won’t be here long enough. As soon as my…ah…visit is complete, I intend to take myself back to England.”
He gave a slight bow. “We shall see. You may find yourself growing quite fond of India in due time.”
“I very much doubt it.”
A faint smile touched his full mouth.
This time Suri didn’t much care for it. A sudden wariness crept in, but she wasn’t sure why.
“Ah, there you two are,” Marguerite announced upon her approach. “You must have much to discuss, what with the coming event. I was hoping to hear more about this wedding, Ravi-ji. I’m so sorry everyone had my ear tonight. I do hope you’ll grace us with your company these next few evenings, so I can have my fill of the thrilling details.”
“Of course,” he responded. “I should be delighted to inform you of what your enchanting sister might expect. I doubt there is anything in the world like a royal Indian wedding. How fortunate Miss Thurston happens to be visiting you during this momentous event.”
Despite her pleasant words, the inquisitive tilt of her head, Marguerite’s lips ringed with tension. “Munia, her nauker, will travel along as an escort and see to her needs, but I understand from the note you sent Suri that she’ll have several others in attendance as well. Do take good care of her, Ravi-ji. She is my only sister.”
He chuckled. “But of course. She’ll be treated as much like a queen as will the bride.” He gave a slight bow. “My ladies.” He turned and wove his way through the crowd with the grace of a gazelle.
Marguerite arched a brow. “Gracious, but he’s a handsome one, isn’t he?”
“That he is,” Suri answered. And my cousin.
“I imagine Ravenswood didn’t like it much, you two with your heads together all the evening.”
Every nerve in Suri’s body prickled. Flicking her fingers at a skewed flounce of lace, she set it to rights. “Ravenswood is nothing to me.”
“Of course not, dear.” Marguerite’s brows furrowed. “Are you quite all right? You look as though you’re about to expire on the spot.”
“This wicked corset Munia fastened too tight is about to do me in. The faster I escape this room, the quicker it will come off.”
“Don’t saris spoil you, though? Ah, here’s Harry.”
Harry offered his arm and to Suri’s relief, they exited the crowded ballroom without delay. As they walked down the main corridor toward the bedroom wing, Suri spied more than a guard.
Ravenswood!
What the blazes was he up to leaning against the wall opposite the doors leading to the bedrooms? Shahira lounged on the floor beside him, her golden eyes watching them approach.
Harry gave Ravenswood a nod. “I suspect you can…ahem…take things from here. I’ll be off then, my wife…guests and all. Good evening, Suri.”
Ravenswood’s heavy-lidded gaze slowly wandered over her. “Not feeling well? You look pale.”
“It’s the heat. Even Marguerite said it’s exceptionally hot this evening.” An odd sense of panic crept through her. If only she could manage a few precious deep breaths. “I…I really must get to my room and cool off.”
“Before you go, I’d like to introduce you to the new guard,” Ravenswood said.
Suri gave the bearded sentry a once-over. He was taller than most, slender, yet wide-shouldered and muscular. He gave her a brief nod. Dark eyes, sharp and fierce, pierced hers, raising the hair on the back of her neck. She tried for a deep breath but failed. This is no ordinary guard. And why would Ravenswood introduce me to him for heaven’s sake?
“This is Tanush,” Ravenswood offered. “He’ll be guarding the door at night. Should you need anything, call on him. And should you need me for any reason…want me for any reason, all you need do is inform Tanush.” His voice grew husky. “He can collect me—or better yet—he can bring you to me, if you so desire.”
Desire? She tried not to stare at Ravenswood, at the lazy grace with which he leaned against the wall. At the center of his lower lip, the slight bow of that blasted sultry mouth. At the intensity in his eyes that said more than any spoken words. Take me to you? The nerve. Nonetheless, heat welled up in her and spread through her belly as though he’d placed his hand there. Lust, that’s all.
She brought up her chin in defiance. “I doubt I would need your services. Any kind of services.”
He laughed quietly. “Well said.”
A bead of perspiration trickled between her breasts. Lord, but the need for air grew urgent. Truly, she’d wasted enough time on her way to getting out of the blasted corset. One question begged to be answered before she excused herself, however. “Why this guard? What’s so special about him, besides the fact he is obviously connected to you?”
“He’s trained in the art of dhanurveda. In other words, he is a warrior. The very best, I might add.”
Oh, God, it was so unbearably hot, and the walls closed in on her. Blood pounded in her head, throbbed in her lips and that odd panic ramped up. Suddenly, it was as though the light in the corridor dimmed.
“Suri?”
Ravenswood’s voice echoed, and then faded from her head. She fought to remain upright. Blinking, she tried to see him clearer while her arm flailed behind her, searching for the wall. Her breath. Gone.
“Suri!”
The next thing she knew, someone carried her down the hall. She came around enough to know it was Ravenswood. “Put me down,” she managed. Barely. “I…I can make my own way.”
He didn’t respond but stopped at her door and tapped on it with his booted foot. How’d he know which was mine?
Ravenswood swept past a wide-eyed Munia.
“The corset,” Suri stammered to Munia. “Too…tight.”
“Loosen her clothing,’ Ravenswood ordered. “And get some water and a cloth.”
Gingerly, the maid sidestepped the cheetah following behind Ravenswood, its chain dragging along the floor. “I’ll send for Lady Marguerite, sahib. We can see to getting Miss Thurston out of her clothing.”
Ravenswood settled Suri on the bed. “Look at her. Do you think she can wait while you run a fool’s errand? Get her blasted corset loosened or I’ll do it myself!”
“Sahib, this is not proper. You must leave.”
“I don’t give a damn. Go away if that’s all the help you can be.” He turned Suri onto her side and reached for the buttons to her gown.
Munia rushed forward, unfastened Suri’s gown and loosened the corset strings.
Suri lay back, gulped in air and nearly wept with relief when her head cleared.
Ravenswood stood beside the bed, stark concern in his eyes. “Take a couple more deep breaths.”
She did. “Thank you, I’m fine now.” She lifted the counterpane over her, struggled to keep her voice even. “Next time I’ll see to it that the laces aren’t tied so tight.”
The maid set a pan of water on the bedside table and dipped in a small towel, all the while eyeing the cheetah who’d claimed a spot on the floor not far from them, her golden eyes fixed on Munia.
Ravenswood relieved her of the damp cloth and knelt beside the bed. With a tenderness that nearly stole what precious breath Suri had recovered, he sponged her forehead and murmured something she couldn’t grasp.
Why did his gentle ministrations make her want to weep?
As if he’d read her mind, he brushed the back of his fingers against her cheek, his eyes darting from hers to the base of her throat and back. “Are you sure you’re all right?”
“Yes, fine now. Thank you.” The heat of his breath fell against her mouth, he leaned so close. Flames licked at her insides as the color in his eyes deepened. She wanted to touch him back, to experience his flesh against hers. Stop it! It was idiotic to entertain such lascivious thoughts.
And it was a mistake to curl her fingers around his in order to remove them from her cheek. The spark that reverberated through her at the simple contact unraveled her. She closed her eyes against an overwhelming urge to kiss him, and struggled for control.
“A few more breaths?” he murmured.
She opened her eyes. Munia stood behind Ravenswood, glaring at him, her obsidian eyes spitting fire. If she possessed a knife would she use it on him?
Shahira made an odd noise in her throat, her large eyes still fixed on Munia.
The maid shot the cheetah a scathing glare and then edged around to the other side of the bed.
Suri sucked a ragged breath into her lungs. Good heavens, what if the cat attacked? “Perhaps you should leave, sir.”
“I’ll remain for a while.” He glanced at the maid and then over his shoulder at Shahira. “Steady, girl.” He turned back to Suri. “I’d like a word. In private.”
Munia’s lips drew into a dark, tight line.
“It’s all right, Munia. If you’ll gather my night rail, perhaps His Grace will turn his back for a moment.”
With one eye on Shahira, Munia turned toward the door. “I shall collect Lady Marguerite, memsahib.”
“No, she has guests. I’m perfectly fine now that I got some air. The corset was too tight this evening is all. If I could have my night rail, I’d feel more comfortable. Thank you.”
Ravenswood rose, made his way to where Shahira lay, and picked up the golden chain. “We’ll be in the garden.” Cat and master strolled through the open shutters and disappeared into the darkness.
With a clenched jaw, Munia discarded Suri’s clothing and slipped her into a soft, white night rail. That done, she placed a small pitcher of water beside a glass on the nightstand. And then, to Suri’s surprise, the maid set about pulling the mosquito netting around the bed.
“Munia, what’s got into you? You heard His Grace say he wished to speak to me in private. He’ll return as soon as you tell him I’m ready, so please don’t do that.”
The maid glanced to the darkened garden, her fingers working steadily on the netting.
“Stop this, Munia. Whatever you may be thinking, His Grace will not harm me.”
“Do as Miss Thurston instructs.” Ravenswood’s rich baritone preceded him into the room, the cat beside him.
Munia’s mouth grew even thinner. “He watched you, mem. Else how’d he know we’d finished?” She stomped to the end of the bed and folded her arms over her chest.
Suri sat with her back against a pile of pillows, a white cotton sheet tucked beneath her chin. She regarded Ravenswood through the mosquito netting—a primitive barrier for the vestal virgin? She giggled at Munia’s ridiculous maneuver. “If this doesn’t beat all.”
Ravenswood stepped forward and parted the netting. “Would it be fitting at this point to play a few games and drive the woman mad?”
Suri burst into laughter. In return, he offered her a boyish grin. What a beautiful smile.
The light in his eyes shifted and his voice deepened. “You should laugh more often, madam. I doubt I’ve heard it before and it becomes you.”
Their gazes met.
Those tiny arrows of desire pierced her flesh again, lanced straight through her belly and breasts. “And you should smile more, sir. It becomes you.”
Shahira’s throat rattled a warning, her eyes fixed on the maid.
Munia scowled and murmured something unintelligible.
Ravenswood fanned the mosquito netting aside. “I’ll sit over here.” He drew a chair to within a few feet of the bedside and addressed the maid. “While you find your way to the garden where you may keep a proper eye on Miss Thurston. But far enough away so as not to eavesdrop.”
When it looked as if the maid was not going to budge, Suri spoke. “Do as he says.”
Munia stomped off.
Ravenswood sat in the chair and crossed a leg over his knee. “You ought to sack the trout.”
Suri laughed lightly. “I won’t be here that long.”
He rested an elbow on the chair’s arm, his head against his hand, and regarded her with an intensity that made her skin prickle. In the shadows, he was a god, dark and glorious, the fallen angel she’d seen that day in the stable. Her heart slammed a beat in her chest. How long could she keep away from him? If he touched her again could she refuse him? Did she even want to any longer?
“I wish to extract a promise from you, Suri.”
“Which is?”
“It’s important you rely on Tanush from tonight forward. Harry’s well aware of the guard’s function. Tanush will attend the wedding, and be close at hand, but you are not to acknowledge him, except in an emergency.”
For a heartbeat, she failed to react. “An emergency? Do you expect trouble?”
“You’ve agreed to spy, which is serious business. Tanush can be everywhere you are except in the women’s quarters. And he’ll give his life for you, if need be. That’s what he’s trained to do.”
This was grim business, indeed. Had her sister told Harry she sought her grandmother, after all? “He’ll do whatever I say?”
He nodded. “And whatever I say.” His words held a new huskiness.
Silence stretched between them as he openly studied her.
“Why don’t you come home with me for the night, Suri?”
His words shocked her out of her transient thoughts. Because I’m afraid it will lead me straight into hell after you’ve got what you wanted. “I don’t think things are quite as simple as all that.”
He arched a brow. “On the contrary. Things couldn’t be simpler than two people wanting each other.”
Confusion dizzied her. “I can’t just—”
He raised a hand. “Stop. There’s something rare between us. It would be a shame if you ignored it. Don’t squander what little time you have left in Delhi on shallow cannots.” His eyes darkened further, and she swore the energy emanating from his body swept over her.
His fingers brushed his lower lip as he studied her with an intensity that drew her in and nearly caused her to say, “Yes, carry me away!” What I wouldn’t give to know how it feels to lie with you, to have you hold me. To have you deep inside of me. But I am afraid—afraid I will want you forever and we both know that can never be.
She opened her mouth and said something that shocked even her. “I am not a virgin, Ravenswood.”
His finger paused against his lip for a brief moment, the glimmer in his eyes pronounced. And then his finger went back to brushing against his mouth as one corner lifted. “Fancy that. Neither am I.”
A small smile made it through her huff of feigned disdain. For all her carefully controlled emotions, something deep inside her yearned to open her arms. To invite him in. For the second time in her life she became acutely aware of how lonely she’d been without a mate. What a disaster the first time had been. She’d taken a lover back then because she’d thought it would rid her of Ravenswood’s memory, but it had only made things worse.
“Come home with me, darling. I’ll have you returned in the morning.”
The simplicity of his words left her speechless. Everything Suri had denied herself these many years flooded her senses. Suddenly she wanted to experience him in every way possible and not concern herself with being sorry later.
Oh, she could barely think. Why shouldn’t she go with him? What did it matter? She was already ruined.
“Come to me. If not tonight, then before you go to that blasted wedding.”
Well, if that wasn’t a surprise. He wanted to lay claim to her before then? Because of Ravi-ji? “You’re intent on that, are you?”
He nodded. “I am.”
“You have your reasons, I suppose?”
He was quiet for a moment. “I do.”
“Will you tell me?”
“No.”
“I thought not.” She looked to her hands folded in her lap and bit the inside of her lip. Oh, Lord, he was making it difficult for her to reason with herself. The thought of going back to Bedfordshire—alone again—sent her heart in a downward spiral. Coming this close to him, to the affair he offered—how different was this deep-seated longing from her desire to meet her grandmother? Ironic. Here was an opportunity to get both of them out of her system. But what if…
“Thinking, darling?”
She lifted her gaze from her hands and regarded him. The pull toward him felt unbearable. She should ask him to leave immediately. She really should.
“Admit it, Suri, you’re as hungry for me as I am for you. Why don’t you do what your heart desires? After all, you did say you were of an independent mind.”
She inhaled sharply and closed her eyes, wishing she had the courage to act on her feelings. “I won’t. I mean, I can’t.” Her words trailed off. “At least not now.”
“Flimsy excuses rolling around in your head?”
The air stirred. She opened her eyes. He stood before her, hands resting on hips, that lovely mouth so inviting. A half-grin formed. “I hope you spend a miserable night in this bed.”
“What?”
“You heard me. I hope you flop around, get tangled in your sheets and lie awake thinking what it might have been like had you come home with me. I hope you spend the dark hours wondering what it would have been like curled naked in my arms.”
Stunned, she lifted on an elbow. “Why on earth would you wish such a thing on me?”
He moved to where Shahira lay, picked up her chain, and with the cat following, strode to the door. “Because, darling, that would make us even. Good night.”



CHAPTER EIGHT
Traveling by foot to the Chatham gathering hadn’t been a bad idea after all, John decided. His walk back might save him from yet another restless night. God knew he’d grown mighty tired of the constant fatigue plaguing him because of her. An image danced through his mind, of Suri in her night rail, unaware her covers had slipped, or how the gentle sway of her breasts rubbed her nipples across the thin fabric when she moved. Blast it all, by tomorrow night he’d bloody well have her in his bed. He’d worship her body—every naked, lovely inch of it—until she begged him to slide into her.
In his mind’s eye, he could see her stretched out beneath him, nipping his shoulder as she cried out for release. The erotic vision marched right out of his head and tramped about in his groin. He grew hard as a preacher in a brothel. Christ,
think about something else.
He focused his attention on the turbaned guards lining each side of the drive down to the gate. Their ramrod-straight bodies clothed in white uniforms stood out like marble pillars against the darkness, the metal of their rifles glinting in the moonlight. Shahira moved sleekly beside him, her large paws silent against the packed earth.
Despite the heat clinging to him, he picked up speed, hoping to fend off his growing frustration. Between wanting Suri in his bed so badly he could grind his teeth, and the damn puzzle he was desperately trying to piece together regarding his brother…
At the sight of Percival Bradleigh, the corrupt Resident who’d sold the Indian ruby to John’s agent, and Ravi Maurya standing together, John slid into the shadows as silently as the cheetah by his side.
What the hell are those two up to?
A flash of white passed from the Resident’s hand to Maurya’s.
A bloody missive!
The sight knocked the air out of John like a sledgehammer driving into his gut. What the hell kind of information had Bradleigh handed over?
Instead of climbing into his rig after Bradleigh had driven off, Maurya waited. A shadow emerged as a black silhouette, joining Maurya. Bile rose up in John’s throat and he sucked in air.
Maurya glanced to where John stood in the shadows. He held his breath, his mind focused on his cuff pistol, his other hand held low, near the knife in his boot.
For God’s sake, Shahira, don’t move.
Maurya drove off in his buggy, and the turbaned figure took off on a run. John kneeled and hooked Shahira’s chain around the base of a bush. “Stay, girl. I have to go this one alone.”
The cat settled into the brush, stirring sweet jasmine petals to tickle John’s nostrils. He rose and sprinted forward, keeping off the path until he reached the end of the street where the high wall surrounded Delhi.
To his left a shadow moved, then broke into a silent trot.
He knows he’s being followed and, damn it, he’s headed for the emperor’s palace with that missive!
John took off in the same direction, shedding his jacket and waistcoat as he ran. His breath came fast in heaving lungs. Perspiration streaked his face, ran down the back of his neck in rivulets, and pasted his shirt to him like a mustard plaster.
He was going to have to maneuver ahead of the culprit and take him down before his own throat got slit. Instincts told him to make a sharp right, onto Chandni Chowk. Eerily dark and bereft of noisy street hawkers and colorful shoppers dressed in vibrant silks, the market stalls lining the narrow streets were like yawning mouths in the blackness. Zigzagging through the narrow lanes of the market place, he ran like the devil had given chase, cow dung squishing beneath his feet.
Damn those sacred beasts!
He sped up, his chest heaving and on fire. But he had to be ahead of the man now. He slowed, moved silently to the end of the street and pressed his back against a wall where a shuttered window filtered strips of light onto the path. Sliding his tie from his neck, he wrapped it around each hand, yanked it taut into a garrote, and waited.
His ears pricked at the rhythmic padding of feet. He counted, measured the pace, took up any slack in the cravat in his hands, and waited.
Now!
Slipping in behind his quarry, John swung the silk garrote over the man’s head and twisted. The man toppled with a grunt. John landed on top of him and, with a knee into the middle of the courier’s back, wrenched the silk tie until the body went limp.
“Sorry, old chap.” He smacked a fist into the side of the courier’s face to extend his unconsciousness, and dug into his pockets, retrieving the scrap of paper. “Won’t you have one hell of a headache?”
John opened the note and held it to the light spilling through the slats of the shutters. 150th
Battalion moving from Meerut to Karnal May 1.
Dilli Chalo
Dilli Challo?
The cry for mutiny? A sickening crimp wrenched John’s gut, and the hair rose on his nape. Damn that Bradleigh—setting the troops up for a massacre!
Why was Bradleigh a turncoat? Feathering his nest for the rest of his days? Those days are short-lived, you cowardly bastard.
John tucked the note back inside the unconscious man’s pocket, and filched a handful of gold coins to make it look like robbery. “Not a bad night’s wage along with what Chatham pays you to guard his family, you son of a bitch.”
He stood, tucked his cravat into his pocket, swiped the sweat from his brow with the back of his hand and set off on a run. He had to make his way home and bathe before returning to the Chatham’s.
No sense searching for his jacket. By morning he was sure to find the buttons to both that and his waistcoat in a vendor’s stall, the cloth draped on some beggar’s spindly frame. Good that he had a similar one at home.
…
The knot in John’s chest melted at the sound of Shahira’s soft churr. She was upset, no doubt, but still lying low in the bushes. “Good girl.”
He unhooked the chain and rubbed at the soft spot behind her ears. “Come along, my beauty. I need to look like I’ve taken you out for your evening’s constitutional.”
Reaching the guards, he forced a slow pace, acknowledged the departing guests as he went, and fought a terrible urge to bolt up the driveway. Blast it all, despite the wide path the people exiting gave Shahira, at this rate it would take forever to get to Chatham.
Take your time.
He gave a nod to passersby. “Evening, Locksley.”
At last he stood to one side of the nearly empty ballroom searching for Chatham. He purposely had Shahira standing at attention, keeping any stragglers at bay.
“Ravenswood,” Chatham called from behind. “I thought you’d long gone.”
John turned.
Concern etched lines on Chatham’s face. “What the devil’s wrong?”
“That apparent?”
“To me. Not likely to the others. I know that look.”
Marguerite approached. “What are you two up to? Ravenswood, I thought you’d left.”
“So I have not.” He spoke to Chatham. “We need to talk.”
“In the marble room. Five minutes,” Chatham responded.
“I’m coming along,” Marguerite said, eyeing the few remaining couples.
“You’ve guests to attend to,” Chatham replied.
Marguerite regarded the two with a look of disdain. “Give me the same five minutes.”
“No,” both men said in unison.
She tried to smile at a woman who turned her way, but it failed to hold. “If you insist on ordering me out of Delhi, I will know what is going on.”
Chatham’s words were barely audible. “Vámbéry is in the marble room.”
John nodded in understanding.
“Brevet Major William Hodson is with him, sir.”
“Hodson?” The timing couldn’t be better. He turned to Marguerite. “Lady Chatham, I beg your forgiveness, but there are things you cannot be privy to at the moment. I beg your trust and understanding.”
Marguerite squared her shoulders, clamped her jaw, and leveled incendiary eyes at her husband. “Do not try and stop me,” she said between her teeth, and walked away, her head held high.
“Good God, but my wife can be fiercely stubborn. Sorry.”
“You know, Chatham, I’m not so sure she isn’t right. Given the circumstances, she ought to know the truth about our work.”
“You think?”
“Indeed.”
“Look at her. She’s already sweeping the room clean of riffraff. Lord, but I detest these gatherings.” Chatham raised a hand in salutation to a departing couple and flashed them a convincing smile. “What one does for one’s country.”
“Ah, but the bits and pieces of conversation one puts together later is well worth it,” John said and drifted off toward the exit leading to the marble room.
The couple marched down the hall together. Chatham was good. He doubted Marguerite had a clue about the role her husband played for the queen. “You first,” Ravenswood said, pulling himself away from the wall.
When they entered the marble room, a barely raised eyebrow was the only indication of Vámbéry’s surprise at seeing Chatham’s wife. The man was smooth as an uncracked egg.
Hodson, for that was who the tall, yellow-haired officer with the thick mustache had to be, said nothing as he sized up everyone with keen, cold eyes.
John had seen the man’s dossier. He was a Cambridge man, unusual for someone of his rank, a linguist who knew Hindustani, the best swordsman in the army—with nerves of steel, so the papers read—who led a cavalry as the finest horseman around.
And now, by order of the queen, Hodson was a newly appointed intelligence officer. All at just thirty-six years of age.
John nodded to him.
“Gentlemen,” Chatham said after seating his wife. “Brevet Major Hodson, I’d like you to meet my wife, Lady Marguerite. And your new superior, the head of our little clan, John Fairfax, Lord Ravenswood.”
Marguerite regarded the men in silence, her face devoid of any reaction.
“Told you to remain behind,” Chatham muttered, reaching for the decanter on the table. “Brandy anyone?”
“I think I am beginning to understand your late nights, husband. And yes, I’ll have a double.”
John sat with Shahira between him and Marguerite, and repeated the events of the evening. “Hodson, in your role as both cavalry officer and intelligence officer, I’m going to have to ask you to do double duty.”
“Yes, sir.”
“You need to get to Meerut as fast as you can and detour the Hundred and Fiftieth Battalion for a week. Send them first to Karnal. You’ll meet up with hostile cavalry between there and Meerut, but you’ve got to run some dispatches for General Anson and see to it that Kunwar Singh isn’t a nuisance.”
Hodson’s gaze was so sharp it could’ve etched glass. “I need more men than my cavalry.”
Marguerite stared at her husband, obviously seeing him in a fresh light, while the men worked their way through details of troop movement, recent gossip, and John’s discovery that night.
“What about Bradleigh?” Vámbéry asked.
“We leave him be for now,” John answered. “Chatham, you keep an eye on him. Play your jolly old self and he’ll never know we’re on to him.” Anger, deep and hot, burned in John’s gut. “But in the end, he’s mine. He and Ravi Maurya.”
Marguerite’s cheeks flushed at John’s heated words.
“Suri’s not going to the wedding.” John’s voice was dead calm, unlike the fury beating at his insides. “Not with that sneak thief.”
Chatham nodded. “I agree.”
Marguerite bit her lip.
“What?” Chatham asked. “I don’t like that look. You know something.”
She ran the tip of one finger over her brow. “Suri will go if she has to walk to the wedding. She’ll not back down.” Her voice came from a hollow place, riding on a long sigh.
Something ominous curled in John’s gut. “What’s so blasted important about a wedding?”
Marguerite closed her eyes for a moment. “My sister, as you know, had a high caste mother whose parents set Suri along a path well worn by lions. Suri wants to meet these people who left her to die. Such contact was forbidden when our father was alive. She came here to see me, yes, but more than that, she came to meet her grandmother, the woman who personally took her to the lions.”
“Good God!” Chatham swore, while John raked his hands through his hair and looked to the ceiling for self-control.
“Although I don’t approve or want her to follow through with this,” Marguerite continued, “in my own way, I understand why she wants to bring this to rest, once and for all. I think you know she’s as stubborn as they come and will not give in. She instructed me to go to Bombay without her.”
“That won’t happen,” John said. If I have to drag her there myself.
“No, it won’t,” Marguerite answered. “I got her to agree to set up the meeting with her grandmother and not stay the full ten days at the wedding. She’s promised to return in three.”
“How’s she coming by these relatives?” John asked.
“Ravi Maurya’s arranging it, which is the reason why he is taking her to the wedding. Her family will be there.”
Rage stole the last of John’s calm. He unfurled his fingers from the brandy glass and his fist came down on the table. “How the hell did those two connect?”
Marguerite twitched. “I don’t know.”
“She’s not going.”
“I don’t agree,” Vámbéry said. “Not yet, anyway. Calm yourself, Ravenswood. It’s not like you to overreact. First, let’s find out how Suri connected with Maurya.”
“I’ll kill that son of a bitch if he places her in harm’s way. And if I have to chain her to her bed, she’s not going.”
“She won’t back down,” Marguerite said. “Remember, I’ve known her all her life. If she’s gone to this extent to meet her grandmother, you’re a fool to think you’ll dissuade her. With or without Ravi Maurya, she’ll find her family. It’s better if you know exactly where she is, otherwise she’ll do something foolish. That I can promise you.”
John didn’t bother keeping hatred out of his voice. “Is there anything at all you can recollect that might give us a clue as to how Suri got in touch with Ravi Maurya?”
“She told me she inquired through a private agency, but she’d say nothing further.” Marguerite’s voice grew tentative. “Something is very strange there, but I don’t know what. I cannot get it out of her.”
John bit the inside of his cheek to keep from cursing. “Well, try. You be the spy now, Marguerite. You know what to say or do that’ll set her off. Push her as far as you can until she’s so frustrated she tells you out of anger.”
Marguerite tried for a smile but failed. “Frustrating my sister into a temper fit is one thing I do know how to accomplish. Give me a day or two.”
Vámbéry stroked his whiskers, his keen eyes shifting from one person to the next. “Suri will have protection at the wedding. Let her go, Ravenswood. We’ll take care of the rest.”
Chatham regarded his wife. “This is getting worse by the moment. Marguerite, I want you and our son ready to leave as soon as your sister returns. Is that clear?
Marguerite rose and smoothed her skirts with shaking fingers. “Gentlemen, if you’ll excuse me. Harry, I shall see you in our chambers.”
John stood. “If that’s all, I bid you good night. Since I got a good look at the courier’s face, I’ll figure out who he is, and then we can have him watched. Hodson, it’s good to meet you, and welcome to the Queen’s Foreign Service.”
Giving Vámbéry and Chatham a nod, John picked up Shahira’s chain and exited the room. He approached Tanush, who stood sentry at the doors leading to the bedrooms. The guard’s penetrating eyes connected with his, the heavy beard Tanush wore masking the rest of his features.
Agitation, and a need to release something from deep inside, washed the weariness right out of John’s bones. He couldn’t get out of there fast enough.
He needed…he needed…what? He needed to know how the hell Suri had connected with Ravi Maurya. Now there was more drawing him to her than having her in his bed.
John spoke without slowing his pace. “Collect Miss Thurston, Tanush. Bring her to me.”



CHAPTER NINE
Unable to sleep, Suri sat at her dressing table brushing her hair in slow, even strokes. Having figured out how to get in and out of the mosquito netting without leaving any gaps for the little bloodsuckers to fly through, she’d sent Munia off to the maids’ quarters for the night. What a blessed relief to be rid of the woman for a while. Her constant hovering about had become annoying enough, but Munia’s behavior tonight was the last straw. Come morning, Suri would speak with Marguerite about a different nauker.
A soft rapping caught Suri’s ear. By the sound of the knock, that had to be her sister. Good. She could state her dissatisfaction with Munia so that by morning someone else could be in her place. Suri sighed in relief and, rising from the narrow, silk-covered bench, set her brush on the dressing table and hurried to the door.
“Tanush!” Suri popped behind the carved panel, leaving only her head and shoulders exposed to him. She was clad in a dressing gown, for heaven’s sake. “What is it?”
“His Grace has ordered me to bring you to him.”
Her hand came to her throat, as if that could halt her gasp. “Ordered you to do what?”
“He instructed me to escort you to his home in secret. I’ll see that you are returned to your chamber before dawn. You must come quickly before someone happens along.”
She stared at the guard as his stunning words sank in. The Duke of Ravenswood had summoned her? To his bed? “Impossible.”
Instead of a verbal response, Tanush locked gazes with her. They stood staring at each other for a long moment—he out in the corridor, she half hidden behind the door. In her dizzying shock, a slow dawning marched through her brain that left her boneless. Where she’d once thought the guard’s eyes held nothing but blank obedience, she now saw something remarkably different. There was a depth in them that went far beyond the man who’d stood sentry at her door, as if he had no other purpose in life but to follow orders. A depth that told her if she spouted anything other than honesty and truth, it would prove fruitless.
She tore her gaze from his and, with the blood draining from her head, rolled her shoulders until she stood with her back against the door. The panel shut in Tanush’s face with a soft snick.
Suri glanced about the room, heat prickling her cheeks. Ravenswood wanted her in his bed? The very bed where he slept every night? At the thought, she could almost smell his scent on the sheets. She felt her pulse speed up, felt a thrum of hot blood beat a wild rhythm low in her belly. She couldn’t begin to count how many times over the years she had imagined what it might be like being with him. To have his hands and mouth all over her. To have him stretched naked beside her. Stroking her skin. Rising on his knees to straddle her. Penetrating her.
Oh God, he’d done all this over and over to her in her fantasies, but never, in all her imaginings, had her thoughts been about being with him in his bed.
If she went to him, if she lay with him, would she leave her scent behind to mingle with his? Would he have the bedding changed as soon as she departed? Or would he linger in it for a long while? She knew what she’d do if it were her bed they made love in…she would wallow in his essence for as long as possible.
Suri had a choice. She could slide her hand to the lock and, in giving it a turn, send Ravenswood her message. Or she could bring to life the pleasures that until now were mere figments of her imagination.
Something tripped inside her, triggering a pulsing energy that sent a raw, naked edge of desire shooting through her.
All at once, the fog in her brain dissipated, and she was clear about what she wanted. The hell with the dictates of society. The hell with what others might think of her if she were found out. She already lived a life of solitude because of their insipid judgments. She’d accepted long ago that she was destined to live a lonely life but, heaven help her, she had never been able to erase the memory of Ravenswood’s wicked kiss which had left her wanting something more than what life had dealt her. This was her one opportunity to slake her desires, to experience him in the flesh instead of merely dreaming about him.
She would allow Tanush to take her to him, and soon Ravenswood would have her in his bed. Soon, they’d be tangled together. Soon, he’d be inside her.
Inside her!
Her nipples tightened and a shiver slid down her spine, joining the heat in her belly. Oh, dear God, how she wanted this!
There’d be a price to pay for what she was about to do, but, however steep, in the end, this one evening would be far better than going through life not knowing the man who’d set her on fire ten years ago and had left her soul parched.
She would become a thief tonight—steal every thread of pleasure they manifested together and weave them into a tapestry of memories to warm her cold tomorrows.
Lifting her shoulders off the door, she turned and opened it. Tanush stood immobile before her. He did not speak, but there was no need. What passed between them went beyond the spoken word—he knew full well that something inside her had shifted, that she’d acquiesced to Ravenswood’s summons.
Indeed, she would go to him. But if she was going to do this, she would damn well do so dressed in exquisite native finery.
“If you’ll give me a moment of privacy, I’d like to change into something more appropriate.”
…
Oh, wouldn’t this be a night to linger in her memory long into her winter years—carried through the streets of Delhi to a lover’s tryst. For that’s what this was, a clandestine rendezvous for the express purpose of making love.
Suri’s feet dangled over Tanush’s arms, danced lightly to the rhythm of his gait through streets not clean enough for her to set her feet upon. Or so he’d said when he’d first lifted her in his arms. Did he think her pure as freshly fallen snow?
I’m not a virgin, Ravenswood.
She swallowed a sigh at the memory of him at her bedside, fencing with words.
Fancy that. Neither am I.
Her skin prickled at the thought of John touching her with his hands. His mouth.
A lover’s tryst. Sweet, forbidden fruit.
She exhaled pleasure. Something shifted in Tanush, this guardian of hers, telling her that he was acutely aware of every nuance her contemplations produced. Oh dear.
She rested her head against his chest and made another attempt to vanquish the intoxication of what was about to unfold. His heartbeat pounded slow and steady in her ear. His breath fell across her face in even measure. Despite carrying her through the night in this abominably sultry air, he wasn’t even breathing hard. She caught the faint scent of fennel, anise seeds, cardamom, and coconut, a familiar Indian breath freshener. Did every mouth in the whole of India smell so sweet? Here was one tradition she’d carry back to England, the act of leaving a small bowl of this cleansing mixture on the table after each meal.
Her lover’s mouth tasted sweet. The memory seeped through her like melted butter.
John.
Try as she might to concentrate on the extraneous—the lowing of a bullock in the distance, the looming shadows that shaped the night—her mind ran once again to the darkly handsome man waiting for her. The one who had stolen her heart ten years ago and continued to do so every time he swept into her presence.
Tanush glanced down at his burden.
Oh God, he knows precisely what his mission is. She shouldn’t care what he thought, but her cheeks flushed anyway. Who else would know besides Harry and Marguerite? And by Marguerite’s reasoning, they’d be glad of it. Suri, daring to take a lover. Hurrah!
As Tanush jogged through the streets, his firm, long fingers held her, the heat penetrating through the thin silk of her clothing. She’d dug into the finery Ravi Maurya had sent and had retrieved an exquisite sheer yellow silk sari with matching choli and lehenga.
Tanush turned a corner and halted in front of a tall wooden gate framed by torch lights. On either side, a high wall extended around the perimeter of a residence. John’s home.
He’s in there. Waiting. This time is mine. He is mine. A thrill rumbled through her like an oncoming storm.
The gate swung open, and Tanush carried her inside. The turbaned man who grasped the iron handle gave a slight nod to Tanush. The heavy structure closed behind them with a dull thud. She could’ve been a butterfly, as gently as Tanush set her feet to the flat stones leading to the house.
They stood in a garden redolent with the sweet fragrance of roses laced between the heavy floral scents of India’s night air. Ravenswood keeps roses? English roses? Wouldn’t that be next to impossible in this humidity? She took in a slow breath, exhaled just as slowly, trying to steady her nerves. Oh, blast it, why bother? She came of her own volition, didn’t she? Had dreamed of this man for ten years. Why calm anything?
The house, much smaller than the majestic Chatham residence, but still a heveli—a mansion—stood before her, swathed in amber torchlight. Her skin quivered. The raised flesh on her arms had nothing to do with the warm night air. Nothing at all. Tanush’s hand at the small of her back urged her forward. Without notice, the front door swung open. A turbaned butler gave a slight bow and stepped aside.
Suri flinched.
Behind him—hands planted casually in the pockets of black trousers, white shirtsleeves rolled past his wrists, feet clad in soft-soled shoes, hair slightly mussed—stood Ravenswood. Watching her. Even in the soft amber glow of the lamplight, his eyes pierced her flesh, sent cannons bursting inside her head.
She’d have melted at the sight of him were she made of wax. She was in his domain, one he probably knew blindfolded, and she had no idea where she was, couldn’t find her way back to Marguerite’s if she wanted to. She swallowed the dry knot in her throat and remained steadfast. Suddenly, he was bigger than life while she grew smaller by the second. What a gorgeous, lovely man to behold. What a powerful man.
And soon, he would touch her. All over.
Her head spun at the thought.
Was it wicked of her to want to dispense with conversation and race right to his bed, get the first time over with so she could concentrate on getting an intelligible word out? Good Lord, she could barely manage a clear thought, let alone act on it.
Willing her body to remain steadfast, she matched his gaze. How long was he going to stand there, regarding her that way? What a wanton she was. What a careless, brazen wanton of a woman staring back at this tantalizing man without a thought of it all being wrong. Oh, she didn’t care. Not one whit.
As though he’d read her mind, a bare shadow of a smile touched his mouth. He lifted a brow. She turned to thank Tanush. No one was there. Not Tanush nor the butler. There was nothing behind her but the door, and that had been closed right after she’d stepped through it. So where had they gone off to?
She turned back to Ravenswood. “Your Grace.”
One hand slid from his pocket and extended toward her. “John,” he said huskily. “I think you can call me by my Christian name now, madam.”
The rich, entrancing timbre of his voice vibrated over her like a caress, set her flesh quivering. She stared at his hand. Unbidden images of those strong fingers stroking her intimately blurred with the sudden urge to press her mouth to his open palm, to taste the salt of his skin, to draw the texture into her mouth. And the way his sensuous mouth formed those few words nearly undid her, sent a heady, sweet longing pulsating through her. Good Lord. She caught herself before she swayed into him.
A point of light flashed against the gold of the signet ring on his little finger—a sharp reminder of his station. She steadied her knees. Really, he toys with me by calling me madam in return? Well, I shan’t offer him the courtesy of using my name. Let’s see how he plays with that bit of news. She tried to still her heart’s wild racing, but their tantalizing game only accelerated the urgent beat. “John, then. You sent for me?” Her voice sounded all wrong, as if it came from someplace outside her.
Those silver eyes of his darkened, reminding her of a storm-swept sea. His gaze drifted over the length of her once more, a veritable caress. His sultry mouth tipped at one corner again. “How lovely madam looks in her native dress.” His velvet-lined words rolled over her, tumbled through her mind, and fell straight into her heart.
She laughed softly. He liked the game. Her senses reeled as a vivid image swept through her mind. The two of them naked. Arms and legs entangled. Would he still be calling her madam when he lay within her? Fire heated her belly. He has all the power tonight. And she intended to let him use it.
Here she stood, staring into those mesmerizing eyes of his while her heart pounded, and the hot pulse down low in her belly had her entire body nearly trembling with anticipation. And they hadn’t yet left the entry!
He stepped forward, lifted the veil from her head and draped the fabric over her left shoulder. Gently, ever so gently, he placed his hand at the small of her back—in the same manner as had Tanush, yet John’s touch was so much hotter. Penetrating. Coursing up her spine and rippling beneath her skin, pulsing every nerve in her body. All her sensible resolve on the way here, and suddenly she was about as intelligent as a goose.
She glanced around and caught sight of fresh roses in a large vase set upon a low stand next to a golden statue, their pink buds not yet unfurled. “You’ve a lovely home.”
“Used to belong to a raj. Come, I’ll show you around.”
She caught his scent when he moved, clean Pears soap mixed with an undertone of bergamot—and him. She’d often remembered that scent over the years. It’s happening. He’s happening.
“Each room empties onto a central courtyard,” he said, “while the outside perimeter of the house is flanked by yet another courtyard, followed by a high wall around the entire grounds.” He cast her a comfortable smile. “Safe as a turtle in its shell. A bit of paradise here.”
They stepped into the gardens and Suri saw that, indeed, the house was only one room deep in most places, and each room faced the lush courtyard. Shutters stood open to the night, low lamplight aglow in each room. So warm and inviting—like him.
Across from her she caught sight of his bed chamber. A glint of silver in the lamplight, draped in mosquito netting, told her where his bed stood and that it was constructed of hammered silver, a very expensive bed, indeed. Her blood rushed wild in her veins.
But then an odd thought pinched her heart. Was that where his child had been conceived? On that very bed?
“She was never here,” he said, as though he’d read her mind.
Suri jolted. Her cheeks heated. “Who?”
He stepped into the space her movement had created between them and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “My wife.” His words were soft, gentle. “We lived in my brother’s home, much larger than this. With both of them gone, I couldn’t stand the place any longer and leased this one. Brought in all new furnishings.”
She shrugged, feigning indifference. But when she opened her mouth to give a flippant, self-preserving comment, his fingers pressed against her lips, halting her before she could speak.
He bent closer. “No one’s been in that bed with me, darling.” And then his eyes sparkled. “Except maybe that she-cat over there.” A soft chuckle left his throat. “Large as she is, Shahira can manage to sneak into my bed more quietly than a mouse.” A familiar purring started up at the sound of the cheetah’s name. John grinned crookedly. “By morning she has most of the bed while I’m left with my legs dangling off the edge.”
Suri glanced at the center of the courtyard to a bubbling fountain. She tilted her head and caught a twitch of the cheetah’s tail. She laughed.
At the sound of her amusement Shahira rolled into view. Stretched out on her back like a kitten, her paws limp in the air, she stared at Suri with those fabulous golden eyes. Her purring increased, the rumble filling the courtyard.
“She’ll likely spend the night there,” Ravenswood said. “Finally caught a parrot this morning, right there.” He pointed to the fountain. “Poor bird was having a go at a bath when Shahira pounced. I doubt she’ll give up that particular spot anytime soon. Come, let me show you my office.”
Office? What do I care about your bloody office? It was all she could do not to crane her neck and pine away at the sight of his sleeping chamber.
He led her into a paneled room on his right, resplendent with books marching along the walls, perfectly placed leather chairs in front of a large burl wood desk, a colorful globe on a brass stand in one corner, cut-glass bottles filled with liquor on a table. A typical duke’s office, wasn’t it? She fought a frown. She’d seen enough of her father’s office to last a lifetime. Yet, in here things were different, so fine and rich and carefully selected. Even the carpet seemed chosen to blend perfectly with chairs and books. And this room was spotless while her father’s office had held a stale stench of cigars and had always been in a state of disorder, emanating constant chaos. Here everything appeared orderly. Too tidy? But then, there was his desk. Papers were strewn about or stacked in piles with paperweights holding them down.
Nice to see there was something in disarray, even if it was only papers. Had he seen to the placement and selection of the furnishings himself? Throughout the entire house? Was his bed chamber this finely arranged? Of such fine quality?
He stood in silence, watching her. And then he swept a hand toward one of the chairs in front of his desk. “Sit, if you care to.” That low timbre of his voice fanned the fire in her belly again. His fingers trailed over the satiny wood of his desk. Is that how he would touch her? Those long, supple fingers caressed the lampshade next to him. Heat ran through her thighs, touched her intimate space, and tampered with her flesh.
Was that mischief streaking through his eyes? Of course, he knew what he was about, running his fingers feather-soft over everything—including her. Why, this tour of the house was his first stage of deliberate seduction. He knew she studied his every move, felt every vibration in his voice. Devilish, this one.
And she was going to let his slow seduction of her unfold his way entirely—in every sense of the word. A little thrill laid down tracks beneath her skin. Why not seduce him right back?
Because she didn’t know how.
Or did she?
Without a word, he looked to the chair.
She sat.
He came around in front of her like a cat on the prowl, settled his hips on his desk, and crossed his arms over his chest. Good Lord, she was eye level to…to…he was definitely aroused.
She tore her gaze from his endowments and looked up into his eyes.
And saw something quite unexpected that stunned her.
His eyes were steady. Cold. “How did you connect with Ravi Maurya way back in England?”
What? Her heart fell into itself. Her head buzzed. She closed her eyes to think. Surely he can’t mean to—
“How did you connect with this particular man?” His words were shards of ice tossed in her face. “You had his help prior to arriving in Delhi. Tell me about it.”
She opened her eyes and stared at the floor, barely able to focus on the tips of John’s toes while she steadied herself. “Ravi…” She had to pause to clear her throat. “What goes on between Ravi Maurya and me is none of your concern.”
His hands were on her before she knew it, lifting her off the chair with a strength she hadn’t thought possible. He spread his legs apart, pulled her between them, and drew her so close his breath fell against her mouth. “Both of you are my concern.” And then the timbre of his voice changed, grew husky. “Each for different reasons.”
She was surrounded by him, his heat, the fierce power emanating from him. But good heavens, he hadn’t called her here to seduce her, but to interrogate her? What a dunce she was. What a complete, naïve idiot to have thought…
Her gaze held his while she unraveled.
And then anger rolled through her like a sudden storm.
She scrunched her shoulders to her ears, tried to shake his hands off her arms. “Release me. How dare you question my personal life.”
He shook his head. “Not going to work, Suri. You obviously give no serious regard to the trouble brewing in this country or to the danger in which you’ve placed yourself while in that cur’s company. I took you to be more intelligent.” He squeezed more tightly on her shoulders. “I know you two exchanged messages prior to your leaving England. How and who?”
The resonance of his voice soaked right through her skin and vibrated in her bones. She was so close she could make out the tiny striated black lines in his irises. He gave her shoulders a small shake.
Fire of a different kind lit her veins. He may as well have been shaking a rag doll for all the good it would do him. He didn’t know her so well after all, did he, or he wouldn’t be treating her in such a manner. She glared back at him.
But something more formidable than anything she could muster shot right through his countenance, through his hands and into her. In that instant, she was deep inside him—in his very core. And that center of him was hotter than molten lava. Good Lord!
Maybe the dream of lying with him was dead, but she wouldn’t let him steal her other dream. Not when she was so close to meeting her grandmother. Her chin rose in defiance.
Suddenly his forceful energy shifted. Softened. Something he saw in her brazen countenance must have changed his mind. His fingers released her arms, and he planted his palms on the desk and leaned back. He studied her, his lashes veiling his thoughts.
Somewhere in the room a lazy clock ticked away the minutes. A bird called out. With every bit of discipline she had, she remained silent, unmoving, fighting the insane urge to lean into him and taste his skin, wallow in his scent.
He reached up to where the yellow silk covered her arm and, with the pads of his fingers, slowly traced a line over the sheer fabric. A trail of shivers danced along her skin and over her breasts, leaving them taut and wanting.
She thought her eyes might cross at the exquisite sensation. Down her arm his fingers traveled. Slow. Feather-soft. Along silk so sheer it was barely a kiss upon her skin. An act so simple, yet perhaps the most heavenly feeling she’d ever encountered.
Do that again. Her eyes closed of their own volition. Her bottom lip slipped between her teeth. A fine line between pain and desire, this.
In the silence between them, slowly, gently, he stroked his fingers down her arm again, sending a thousand angels in flight. One hand slid behind her, caught her before she fell back. And then his mouth was on the curve of her neck, just below her ear. A fairy’s kiss.
Did she moan or was that him?
“You drive me wild,” he whispered in her ear, his words sending tremors quaking through her. “You unhinge me, Suri. You send me off someplace where I cannot manage to think straight.”
You can’t think straight? I am brainless.
“I don’t want you with Maurya.” His words were barely intelligible, but moist and warm against her skin.
Eyes closed, she shut out everything but the sensation of his mouth on her throat. She was there, in his white hot center, where she wanted to remain. “You’re jealous.”
“A bit.” He ran the tip of his tongue along the inside edge of her ear.
Oh, do that again. “Is this a different tactic, since bullying got you nowhere?” Her words came more as air than sound.
A soft chuckle landed on her skin.
She struggled for breath. “You are the worst kind of man.”
He drew his teeth along the lobe of her ear.
She hissed. “Vexatious, that’s what you are. Manipulative.”
“Quite.” He licked her temple, blew on it, and nipped at the lobe again. “Is it working?”
“Indeed,” she whispered, barely able to collect herself. “It’s working magic.”
He lifted his face from her neck, slid his hands to her back. Slowly, he loosened the braid holding her hair from her face, flicked his fingers through her locks until a wild mass hung about her shoulders. “Beautiful.”
He set his hands to her face, tilted it, and studied her while she swam in the depths of his sultry gaze. His mouth brushed against hers, a whisper of a kiss that left her boneless. She leaned into him for support. His arms swept around her and she was enveloped—by his taste, his scent, the warmth of his skin.
She wanted more of him. So much more. “Your kisses are wicked, sir. So very, very wicked.”
“And you are lovely, my dear. So very, very lovely.”
His voice, a silken caress, shifted the rhythm of her heart. Then he lifted his mouth from hers and a ghost of a smile, one that suggested all kinds of sinfulness, touched his lips. Her hand scraped across his hard, flat stomach. Her breath hitched at the heat in his smooth skin. She gripped his hip to steady herself, sought his mouth, and mumbled into it as she tasted the sweetness, “Ravi won’t do anything like you’re about to. He’s my…” cousin, she’d nearly blurted. “Merely an acquaintance.”
Solid muscle, lean and all sinew, was the hip she held. She reached down, clutched his other hip. And stepped forward. All the way into him.
…
John threw all argument aside. By God, that bastard wasn’t coming between them. Not now, at least, not when she’d slid her hands low on his hips and pressed her thumb against the stupidest muscle in his body. The one that was about to take over all thinking for him.
The wild thrum of his heart hammered against his ribcage. There was only feeling now—a shudder working its way through his body at the press of her breasts against the hard planes of his chest. Her belly, her thighs molded to the length of him. Hot licks of primal pleasure tugging at his groin, demanding release. Smoldering lust ready to burst into flame. No thought, no concerns, only an unstoppable force driving him to possess her, to make her mad with desire until she cried out for him, until she told him she could not live without him.
Careful.
Slow down.
He’d as soon plow into her, get the first time over with so they could move more leisurely into deeper pleasures later. But he intended to heighten every sense inside her, make her wild for him. Yes, he’d force himself to take his time, worship every inch of her—all through the night.
A small moan slipped from her mouth when he slid his fingers under the silken cloth and swept them across her bare midriff. Ah, wasn’t Indian clothing far more lenient than stuffy English wear?
Slow. Go slow, you randy pup.
Lifting the sari from her shoulder, he unwound it from around her top and let the length of fabric drop to the floor with a swish, leaving the upper part of her clad in the choli, a yellow beaded froth of fabric that bared her arms and midriff, exposed her luscious skin to his eyes and touch. He bent and brushed his mouth across her belly.
She sucked in a quick breath.
He smiled to himself. Ah, yes. I like that you want me; that you don’t try to hide the fact.
Like plucking petals off a flower, he tugged at the rest of the sari tucked in the top of her skirt. One fold pulled loose. Another. Her eyes were closed to him, but she wasn’t holding back. On the contrary, she seemed lost in what he was about.
His finger slipped beneath the lehenga. Touched her navel. Swirled around the delicate edge. Her lips parted and a small moan escaped. He’d drink from that tiny well tonight, fill it with nectar and lick it dry.
He tugged at the sari again. Another petal gave way. And another, until the fabric fell around her feet like a sun-kissed cloud.
Damn, he wanted her.
Right here.
Right now.
Her eyes opened. But they weren’t focused. Dazed, she licked her lips, swept her teeth over her bottom lip, and throwing her head back, gripped his arms.
Steeling himself against the idea of tossing her across the desk and taking her while standing, he lifted her in his arms. Without a word, he swept her out of his office.
One of her sandals fell off and landed in a flower pot.
He ignored it.
Her arms laced around him. She buried her face in his neck. “Oh God, I want you so badly I could strip you bare before we even get to your bed.”
Good thing it wasn’t a long walk. He’d not make it much farther if she kept up that banter, and the ground was too hard. At least for the first time. “Keep talking. I need to hear how much you want me—want this.”
The short distance to his bed seemed like it took a lifetime to maneuver, but when he set her down inside his room, and her body slid along the length of his, rubbed against his erection, his resolve to take all night scattered to the four winds.
Only two buttons on the choli separated her bare breasts from him. Yanking his shirt off and tossing it to the ground, he had those two buttons undone and the choli off in one sweeping motion. He didn’t know where the blasted thing landed. Didn’t care. All he cared about was her warm breasts against his bare skin, his lips on hers, and her moans pouring into his mouth.
Her hands were all over him. Scraping his belly. Tugging at the button to his trousers.
She wasn’t working fast enough. He slid his hand under the waistband, gave it a flip, and released the button.
“Touch me,” he mumbled, and went for the tie holding her lehenga around her hips, while her hand slid down his belly and around his erection, which throbbed and ached to get inside her. “God, I’ve waited so long,” he groaned.
Her skirt fell to the floor. With one hand, he shoved down his trousers and smalls. In the same motion he stepped out of them, picked her up, and carried her to the bed.
Stretching the length of her, skin against hot skin, he took a nipple in his mouth. She cried out his name, pulled his hips over hers, and wound her legs around him. “I can’t wait,” she cried, her lips all over his shoulder, sucking and nipping, sending shards of pleasure racing through his body. “I can’t…I can’t.”
His mouth found her other breast, surrounded her nipple and sucked. Hard.
“Please,” she whimpered, “Oh, please. Inside me. Please.”
“I wanted slower,” he managed to utter, but he was already fitting himself inside her, sliding into her slick sheath. So hot. So tight. So exquisite.
“Next time,” she cried into his mouth and canted her hips into his. “Oh God, next time!”
He drove into her, their hips rocking in unison as her teeth found his shoulder again and her fingers dug into his back. Exquisite pain. Lusty pain. A pain that caused no hurt, but sent him over the edge at the same time she cried out his name.
She quivered. From the very center of her core, where the most intimate tip of him penetrated her, he felt her quake, that small tremor sending wave after tremulous wave through her body like a pebble tossed into a pond.
Her sheath pulsating around him, he lost all reason. As he exploded inside her, a singular thought cascaded like a waterfall over him, through him, around him—he’d been lonely. So goddamned lonely. And bloody hell if she wasn’t about to exit his life in a matter of days. Gone. Forever. Well, he didn’t want that to happen. He’d lost too many people.
He’d have hurt her with the fierce way he wanted to crush her to him. Instead, he enveloped her in his arms, turned them both sideways, and tenderly pulled her length against his. Rubbing his hands along her hips, buttocks, and back, he forced himself to hold her gently to him.
When his blood settled, when the rhythm of his heart found normalcy, he rested his head against her shoulder, unwilling to let her go, unwilling to apologize for having taken her so quickly and with such driving force. “Next time,” he whispered. “We have all night.”
He felt her laughter rather than heard it. “Yes, next time.” She kissed his shoulder where she’d bitten him. “Did I hurt you?”
“Hell no,” he growled in her ear. “I should be the one asking that particular question. Did I hurt you?”
“Hell no,” she responded and traced kisses along his neck.
“Adorable.” The word left his mouth as he slid out of her.
She made a quick move to pull his hips back to hers, but he only grinned and rolled off the bed. “Let me take care of you,” he said.
He padded to the wash basin. Those blasted thoughts of her that had kept him awake nights didn’t do justice to Suri. To the incredible event that had just taken place. He poured water into a clay basin, grabbed a towel, and made his way back to the bed.
Kneeling, he dipped one end of the towel into the water and washed her clean, as carefully as he could manage between her legs. She was beautiful stretched out on his bed, still and relaxed, her legs parted for him, her eyes never leaving his face. A thought seized him—she trusted him. He should have pulled out in time, shouldn’t have spilled his seed in her. But it didn’t matter, did it? Not now. Not anymore.
He swept the towel over her belly, her navel, and paused. “Ah, a moment.” He rose, made his way to another table lined with bottles, and poured a finger of arrack into a silver beaker.
“What’s that?” she asked when he returned.
“An Indian drink. Made from coconuts.” He kneeled next to her and grinned. “Hold still.”
“You don’t intend to—oh, dear.”
He chuckled. She was so damned beautiful lying there like a painting. He could feel his cock thickening again. “Let’s see how many drops it takes to fill that little vessel of yours.” His voice had roughened.
“You are a wicked one, John.”
He couldn’t help noticing her nipples had peaked into tight little buds. She was enjoying the hell out of this little game. Carefully, he angled the beaker and spilled a drop of the sweet nectar into her navel. Another. And another. “Seven,” he announced. “Tiny reservoir you’ve got there.”
He dipped his tongue into the recess.
She let out a soft sigh.
He hardened.
She swept her fingers through his hair. “More,” she whispered and tugged his curls in invitation.
He drank of her again, licked her clean. And then he leaned to a breast, drizzled the arrack across a nipple, and quickly caught the trail of sweet liquid with his tongue. He licked upward, back to her nipple, and then sucked until her hands clung to his hair and her eyes closed once again.
“Oh, what you do to me,” she moaned.
“Open your lips,” he murmured. When she did, he trickled the remaining nectar into her mouth and followed with his tongue, invading her. Searching for the floor with his hand, he set the beaker down, and with his mouth still set to hers, found the apex of her thighs, and slid his fingers there. She was moist with want for him.
He stroked the insides of her thighs. “More?’ he whispered and pressed his mouth against hers, deep and intense.
“More,” she sighed. “I…I haven’t had enough of you.”
He chuckled and began a slow slide of his tongue down her chin. He had a destination in mind with that tongue. He’d show her just what else he could do with it. Yes, he’d keep her here all night, he would. Maybe not send her home until the morning of the wedding. Maybe not send her home at all.
She was his now.



CHAPTER TEN
Suri’s shuttered eyes gathered in light before her brain registered that dawn had arrived. Feeling came next—her leg thrown across warm hips, her fingers splayed across a muscled belly, an arm surrounding her where she nestled against his chest, her mouth against smooth skin, tiny hairs tickling her nose.
Oh, Lord, had last night truly happened? A slight movement and the tenderness between her legs told the tale. Lovely tenderness, that. Filled with memories to last a lifetime.
Someone watched her. Not John—his breathing was steady and low in his throat. She peeked through her lashes. And stared straight into Shahira’s amber eyes. The cheetah sat on its haunches, its face even with Suri’s. Any closer and the cat would be in bed with them.
John’s breathing shifted. His fingers on her arm traced a light caress along her skin. His other hand reached out and rubbed behind Shahira’s ears.
“She doesn’t know what to think,” he said in a voice rusty from sleep.
“Dare I move?”
He gave Suri a gentle hug and kissed the top of her head. “I happen to find your position rather satisfying at the moment.”
As if to emphasize his words, what had so masterfully enthralled her the night before—and currently lay beneath her thigh—thickened and took on a life of its own. The already tender place inside her set to aching but for an entirely different reason. How could she want him yet again?
She moved her leg, slid her hand to cup his growing arousal. “It seems I’ve an important task at hand.”
A low sound, somewhere between a moan and a chuckle rumbled through John’s chest. “And don’t I favor that task?”
His lips touched the crown of her head again. Such a simple gesture, but after their torrid night together, his tender action evoked an inner response she couldn’t quite name. Whatever it was winding through her heart hadn’t sprouted overnight. The seed had been planted when he’d kissed her so long ago, grown in her imaginings over the years, and then had bloomed here in India, of all places. But she was no fool—she’d known there’d be a price to pay when she allowed Tanush to bring her here. Well, gladly paid. She’d see to the care of her heart later.
A huge paw slapped John’s stomach. Suri jumped. John laughed and lifted the paw aside. “She wants to play.”
“Humph. I want to play, too. And I’m the guest.” Suri circled his erection with her hand and gave it a stroke. So smooth the skin. Like satin overlaying steel. Lust, pure and simple, invaded every cell of her body.
John slid from beneath her leg, rose, and drew back the mosquito netting. “First, breakfast for our little intruder. Come, girl.”
The cheetah padded along behind John while Suri nested her chin in her hand and watched his fabulous form glide across the room, studied the taut muscles flexing in his lovely bum. How comfortable she felt with him. It had only been one night and yet they both seemed as relaxed as though they’d been together a long while.
John opened the door to the corridor and clanged a loud bell. The cat bolted into the garden. In one sleek move, John was back in bed and propped on an elbow. He combed his fingers through her hair, his grin raffish. “Now then, you were doing what?”
She managed a decent purr and slid her hand back to his groin.
His pupils dilated at her touch, and primitive emotion swept across his face, yet, he frowned. “Are you certain? You’re not sore?”
Tightening her hold on his erection, she licked his chest and closed her teeth over one of his hardened nipples. “Deliciously so. But will it deter me? Decidedly not.”
“Now you’re the impious one.” He rolled her over onto him and planted a kiss on her forehead, then the outer corner of each eye. “I think I’ll take an hour kissing you,” he said. “Maybe spend most of it right here.” He kissed the edge of her mouth. “Or here.” He kissed the curve of her neck. Then he slipped a hand under her belly and ran his fingers between her legs. “Perhaps here, wild one?”
Her body sang with pleasure. “You do little to tame me. Were I an animal, I’d likely be a lioness. One more time and then I need to go.”
“Why leave?”
“I…”
He blocked her words with a deep kiss. “Don’t go to the wedding, darling.” His voice was rough. vibrating through her.
“I must.”
His lips touched her ear. “Why, when we can have the time before you’re off to Bombay all to ourselves?”
“Not now,” she murmured and slid down his body, swept her tongue over his erection, and heard him moan. She was making certain he would never forget her. Damn it, she wouldn’t be the only one with memories, not if she had anything to do about it.
She lifted her mouth from him, smiled, and ran the point of her tongue along his hardened length.
“Christ, Suri.”
Giddy with power, she fitted her mouth over him again and worked the magic she’d learned only hours before, until he moaned something about being dangerously close.
Releasing her mouth, she eased her way up his body, settled a deep kiss on his beautiful lips and then fitted herself over him, guided him into her with subtle movements of her hips. Oh, she was going to go insane again, wasn’t she? Going to ride him like he’d taught her until she could stand it no longer and…
He groaned. “Oh, you are feisty.”
She lifted her upper body, pressed her hands to his shoulders, and rolled her hips against his in a timeless, easy rhythm. Until she saw the look in his eye that told her he was going over the edge. “Yes,” she whispered and rode harder until he groaned, slipped out of her, and came.
She collapsed onto him, their bodies slick with sweat.
“I didn’t think you had anything left in you,” he said, stroking her hair. “You’re far lustier than I gave you credit for.”
“No inkling when you kissed my ungloved hand ten years ago?”
“An inkling, yes. But one can never know entirely. One can only hope.”
“Now I truly must take my leave.”
His arms tightened around her. “Ah, but first we need to finish our little discussion which got interrupted in my office last night.”
She stiffened and made to rise.
He pulled her tight to him. “There are things you should know, Suri.”
She relaxed against the heat of his skin and listened to his account of what had transpired between Ravi Maurya and the Resident, of how John had subdued the guard, and the contents of the terrible note. All the while, he rubbed her back in soothing, gentle strokes. His words rumbling in her ear sickened her, yet she could not bear to tell him Ravi-ji was her cousin, or she might be prevented from meeting her grandmother. She’d tell him upon her return, when she had nothing to lose.
“Now then, tell me how you connected with Maurya and you’re free to go,” he murmured.
Dear God! “A solicitor I hired in London made the connection, but I don’t know how he went about it.” That much was true. “I’ll send along the man’s name with Tanush when I get back to Marguerite’s.”
His fingers paused on her spine as if he were trying to sense the truth of her words. After a moment, the gentle stroking resumed. She ran her hand down his arm, caressed him in return. God, being with him left her so contented. “I truly might be of help by attending the wedding, John. I’ll be exceedingly careful. When I’m not eavesdropping in the women’s quarters, I’ll make myself aware of Mr. Vámbéry’s whereabouts at all times.”
A resigned sigh left John’s lips. “You make sense, but I don’t have to like it much.”
She played with a strand of his hair and kissed the tip of his nose. “Thank you. I’m going to the wedding no matter what your preference, but having your blessing gives me peace.”
“I’m sure as hell not passing along any blessing. You’re stubborn is what you are.” He curled a finger under her chin and lifted it. “Whatever occurs, don’t let on that you understand a word of Urdu. Practice keeping a blank face whenever those around you speak. Got it?”
“Got it.”
He planted a quick kiss on her mouth. “Yes, Miss Repeater. Tanush will move back and forth between here and your location to keep me apprised. If you sense danger, get out immediately. Do I have your word?”
“Yes,” she whispered into his skin and gave it a lick.
“And when you return, you’ll go to Bombay the next day. Understood?”
Her heart did a little flip at the idea of not seeing him again after Tuesday. “Understood.”
“In the meantime, I’ll see to obtaining a special license before you leave.”
Her mind spun. She paused to unscramble the words knocking around in her head. “Special license?”
A corner of his mouth curled. He stroked her hair again, tucked a lock behind her ear. “You do have a rather conspicuous habit of repeating things bearing any significance.”
“But—”
He pressed his fingers to her lips, stifling her. “I can’t very well see you off to England knowing you might be carrying my child, now can I?”
“Stop.” A fog of confusion shrouded her. “We’ve had a night of it, John, that’s all.” She sat up, straddling him, her hands on his chest, her fingers trembling. “A rather incredible night, I might add, but I told you, I’ll not marry. Nor will I—”
“Bear children?” He stilled and the air around him retreated. “You may be too late on that account. If you recall, I lost control our first time. And coitus interruptus thereafter is hardly a foolproof measure.”
It didn’t take much to tilt one’s world on its axis, did it? A child—his child? Her brain made another stupid flip in her head. “Then we’ve both been rather foolish, haven’t we?”
“Have we?” He held her immobile while a myriad of emotions rolled through his eyes, ending with a layer of something she hadn’t recalled seeing before.
Slow panic curled in the pit of her stomach. Marriage? Hadn’t he loved his wife and been content? He’d admitted as much. Yet he’d willingly enter into a loveless marriage with Suri, an illegitimate half-caste, in order to prevent a possible bastard from being born? Suddenly, she perceived something far worse than her bringing a child into the world out of wedlock. She swung her leg over him in an attempt to scramble off the bed.
He gave her a little shake. “Are you actually saying no?”
“Obviously.”
“Damn it, Suri, be sensible. I’ve lost one child, and I’ve no intention of bringing an illegitimate into the world. Oblige me.”
Her heart stuttered. She gave a toss of her head. “One night of it isn’t likely to produce anything of consequence. Now release me.”
“For God’s sake, woman. Who knows when I’ll make my way back to England? After what you’ve endured all your life, I’d assumed you’d be more responsible.”
Suri’s brain threatened to quit on her altogether. “In case you’ve forgotten, you’re a duke, your grace. And I’m a…”
Rueful laughter rolled through his belly. “As if your birth status matters to me, my dear.”
Oh, she could not bear this. “You laugh at me.”
“I laugh at the world.”
“Don’t trifle with me, John.”
“I don’t trifle.”
“You act as though marrying me is a private little joke. You know full well I would never be accepted in society. I would abhor such a life.”
He studied her for a moment and then offered a brief smile. “You’d like Ravenswood Park. We could raise a family there, and you’d never have to leave the area. Any business in Town I could manage on my own.”
Oh, her mind needed a rest, not to mention her frayed nerves required mending. The last thing she’d ever thought to hear was a marriage proposal based on the possibility of her bearing a passel of children. She swallowed and gathered her pride cloak-like around her. “Excuse me, but I do have a say in the matter.”
He shook his head. “Don’t think so.”
“You can’t just—”
“Yes, I can,” he said with a casual air and a half grin.
“You’re being rather high-handed.”
His moods were like a bead of mercury rolling about in her hand—they shifted again. “You don’t seem to comprehend that while I am a duke, you are a duke’s daughter. We have the power to make things right, Suri. As my wife, no one would dare utter a word against you. I would see to it.”
Oh Lord, if the knot in her chest wound any tighter she’d not be able to breathe. “You are arrogance personified.”
“Indeed. Which means everything is settled. I’ll see to the license.” He rolled her off him, swatted her behind, and rose. “I’m famished. What of you?”
What? That was it? He’d given a command and she was to trail after him in meek acquiescence? He thought to sweep aside a life she’d planned for years merely by him deciding? A bolt of anger shot through her. “Why, you self-serving bastard.”
He stopped in his tracks, his back to her. “What did you call me?”
Suri snatched her lehenga off the floor and fastened it around her hips. “You think because we had an…an interlude that I would want you for the rest of my life? Hear this, John—I only wanted you for a night, not a lifetime.”
He said nothing as he pulled a banyan from his wardrobe and slipped it on, but his movements were powerful and measured. He kept his back to her.
She located her choli beneath John’s discarded clothing and struggled into it. “Whatever gave you the idea I would find delight in being shoved off in some corner of England while you gad about Town as the great Duke of Ravenswood? What would you do, John, keep a townhouse for your exclusive use and without my knowledge? Like so many of your peers? Like my father did? Oh, and how soon before you saw to one for your mistress so you could trot over on a whim and wile away your afternoons? Perfectly respectable, aren’t you?”
He turned to her, his face expressionless. “Say that again.” His voice was ice in the room. “The part about using me for a single night’s pleasure.”
Panic chewed at the edges of her nerves. Her fingers trembled while she tangled with the buttons on her choli. “Did you not hear me? I won’t have you under any circumstances. If I am with child, which I very much doubt after one night, then I can well raise it alone.”
“I forbid—”
“You forbid?” A fire ignited in her soul. “You forbid me?” She grabbed up one of her sandals and scouted the room for the other. “We need to end this folly right now. It’s impossible to have a discussion when you assume we’re both in agreement on your point. Especially when there’s been no prior discussion regarding said point—not even an intimation of one. Aren’t you the imperious one, though?”
“Choose your next words very carefully, Suri.” His voice rumbled low with warning.
She turned away from him, searching for her blasted sandal. He wasn’t about to intimidate her—she wouldn’t allow it. She wheeled around and faced him, her eyes narrowing. “Or what, John?”
He stood a few paces from her, his demeanor harsh enough to have made the best of men cringe.
Which only fueled her resolve not to turn on her heel and run. “Tell me, do you control everyone in this same manner? Such contemptible methods may be of use in war and politics, but let me be the first to inform you, if no one else has—your methods do not work on women. At least not one with any starch in her.”
When he failed to respond, she stuck her nose in the air. “And as for a weak lady, even she would rebel in her own way. Perhaps it would be little more than spitting in his lordship’s soup when he was unaware. Or something greater, like bedding a gamekeeper on the sly. The laws of the land may limit us women severely, your grace, but our hearts do not.”
A strange look crossed his features. She did not know how long he stared at her. Minutes? An eternity? And then a remoteness set into his eyes as though he’d withdrawn from the world.
The fine hairs on the back of her neck stood on end.
He stepped past her without a glance. The air shuddered with his passing. “Your other shoe is in a flowerpot in the courtyard, madam. I’ll collect it and your sari from my office. Tanush will see you home.”
…
As Tanush drove her back to Marguerite’s in an open carriage, rude irony struck Suri. “Do you expect they think I’m a bloody princess dressed in such finery?”
Tanush, his back to her, cracked his whip over the horse’s rump, his only response. The carriage picked up speed.
It felt rather good cursing in front of him, actually. Had he overheard her and John arguing? How much did Tanush know? Oh, she’d been perfectly aware there’d be a price to pay going into the affair, but in no way had she anticipated this debacle. Whatever possessed her to say all those awful things to John? She should’ve simply departed with dignity intact and then sent him a proper note declining his offer. Too late now.
As she gave in to the fantasy of what it would be like having the freedom to marry whomever one wanted, her stomach gave a twist. The freedom to actually marry John. Her pulse beat a high rhythm, and tears pricked the backs of her eyes as a pall of loneliness descended upon her once again. She was falling in love with a man she could never have in the way she’d want. His arrogant pronouncement that they wed hadn’t been out of love for her but from a sense of duty. Then what? Leave her to rot in the countryside while he went about his life in London? Perhaps collecting a mistress or two along the way?
She sniffed back the threatening tears and sat up straighter, shoving her fanciful thoughts aside. She’d had a night of it that had left her slightly drunk from all the passion. That would be the extent of her time with the man who’d haunted her dreams for years. It would have to be enough. A small band of chattering macaque monkeys scurried up a shade tree, scolding the horse, and throwing leaves at the carriage as it passed beneath them. Suri grabbed a handful of the green stuff, and with an angry flip of her wrist tossed it to the ground. Damn it, she was a half-caste illegitimate, something that wasn’t about to change no matter her wedded status. Marrying a duke would mean facing far worse scrutiny than she’d endured growing up under a duke’s protection, which had been bad enough. Think of all the eligible ladies who would never let her forget she’d stolen their rightful chance at being a duchess. No, being alone and lonely far outweighed being wed and lonely. At least if she carried John’s child, she’d have it and the children in the school to care for.
Suri focused on her surroundings to try and take her mind off the dismal events. For the first time, she noticed how bright and colorful everything in Delhi was. Parrots, some a dazzling green, others a brilliant red, flew from tree to tree. A bullock, with a string of fresh white flowers adorning its neck, meandered across the street. Tanush slowed the carriage to allow the sacred beast passage. What a different world from England. Beautiful in its own right, but how grateful she’d be when gone from here—for far different reasons now.
Tanush drove the carriage onto the Chatham property, beyond the proper drive and to the front door. The turbaned sepoys lining the passage may as well have been sightless for the way they looked beyond her.
“You’ll be fine from here on, memsahib,” Tanush said when they reached the door leading to the family quarters. “I’ll stand guard.” He turned from her, positioned his ramrod-straight back against the wall, and stared over her shoulder like the guards out front.
“All right then.” She shrugged and made her way down the hall to her room. Trying the door’s handle and finding it unlocked, she swept inside, removed the length of sari from her head, and draped it over her left shoulder.
Munia stood in the middle of the room, her face an unholy mask.
“Good morning, Munia. Prepare a bath for me, if you will.”
A muscle strained along the maid’s taut jaw. Her fists clenched and unclenched as though she wanted to strangle Suri.
Despite their differing ranks, a foreboding shiver crawled along Suri’s spine. Well, this wouldn’t do. “Fetch my sister for me.”
The maid turned her back to Suri and headed for the garden.
“Munia!”
She paused mid-stride.
“See to collecting my sister. Now. The bath can wait.”
Munia turned, spine rigid, and strode past Suri. The chill she left behind could have cooled a palace. The door she slammed could have rocked a boat.
A trunk lay open in the middle of the room, filled with the trappings Ravi-ji had sent Suri’s way. On a table beyond stood a smaller coffer. This, too, was open, exposing the expensive jewels he’d sent. So, Munia was making preparations.
Suri moved to the smaller chest and sifted through the sparkling strands of precious stones. How would she know if anything went missing? Could she trust Munia? After all, these were only lent. Weren’t they?
Marguerite swept in, Munia a step behind. Marguerite stopped so fast the maid nearly ran into her. “Oh my. You’ve had a night of it, I see. Munia, you may leave us.”
The maid scooted around Marguerite and headed for the garden. “I’ll see to memsahib’s bath, if you please.”
Suri’s jaw dropped at Munia’s insolence.
With one finger planted against tight lips, Marguerite signaled for Suri to comply. “She won’t hear us from there. I’ll keep an eye out.” She raised her chin and, with lips pursed, studied Suri.
Suri knew that look. Marguerite was as readable as a child. “I suppose you are curious as to—”
“Oh, stuff the nonsense,” Marguerite whispered hoarsely. “Condense your facts. Details later.”
Suri began unwrapping the yellow silk around her. “You are so transparent, sister.”
“As are you. Out with it.”
“Tea?”
“No!” Marguerite’s multi-colored sari drifted about her as she paced. “Does Ravenswood intend to make things right by you?”
“He’s asked me to marry him if that’s what you mean,” Suri responded. “Before you and I leave for Bombay.”
A wonder Marguerite didn’t suck all the air from the room with the way she took in a breath. A wonder her eyes didn’t fall out of their sockets for as wide as they grew. “Oh, my. You said yes, of course.”
“I said no.”
Marguerite’s brows furrowed. “You can’t mean that.”
“I have no intention of marrying and becoming someone’s chattel. But you already knew that.”
Dropping the sheer silk to the floor, Suri stepped clear of it, the act reminding her that John had collected the piece of fluff they’d left in a heap in his office. How things had changed from the dropping of the garment to the gathering of it.
She drew in a breath and let go a heavy sigh. If only Marguerite and the maid would leave her so she could curl up on her bed and sort out the strange hollowness mingling with the afterglow of her night with John. Despite knowing their rendezvous had to be a one-time fling, a part of her wanted more—more of being held in those strong but gentle arms. More of John’s sinful mouth which had tasted every inch of her skin. More of both the tender and wild lovemaking that even now sent a quiver of need shooting through her. She hadn’t got enough of him, not by any measure. A knock sounded. Munia scurried in from the garden and opened the door to Tanush who handed her a small box and a sealed letter. “For Miss Thurston,” he said. Placing the items in Munia’s hand, he turned with the precision of a trained soldier and marched off.
Munia padded over to Suri and shoved the box and letter her way. Suri opened the missive first. With a start, she saw it was written in Urdu, something she could read but must feign ignorance of, even to Munia. It held Ravi-ji’s signature. Why in the world had he sent the note in his own tongue?
“Can you read?” she asked Munia.
“Yes, memsahib.”
“Then please read this to me, for I cannot make sense of it.” She handed the note to Munia and opened the small box. Inside sat an exquisite bracelet. “Oh, would you look at this.”
She lifted the bracelet from the box and held it up for her and Marguerite’s inspection. It was a thick coil of filigreed gold, set with chips of emeralds and diamonds. Two tiny gold elephant heads with diamonds for eyes sat at each end, their trunks touching where the bracelet sprang open. She fitted it to her wrist. “Read the note, Munia.”
“It is from Ravi-ji,” Munia said.
“She knows that,” Marguerite barked. “Just read the blasted thing.”
“He writes that this bracelet is very old, passed down from mother to daughter within a family that might be of great interest to you.”
Shivers rippled through Suri. She shot a speaking glance toward her sister. “Go on, Munia.”
“He asks that you wear the bracelet at all times during the wedding festivities so people will know to whom you are connected.”
A wave of excitement nearly stole Suri’s breath. This was far better than anything her mind had conjured over the years. My family. She closed her eyes briefly to collect herself.
“He asks that your things be packed and sent over to the palace today. That you should retain only what you will wear when he comes for you in the morning. However…” Munia paused.
“However?” Both Suri and Marguerite said in unison.
Munia’s dark cheeks flushed. “He said to leave the yellow sari behind. It is most likely soiled.”
A foreboding snaked through Suri, running her blood cold. Color drained from Marguerite’s face.
Munia dropped the letter on the table and stomped back into the garden.
Marguerite rushed to Suri. “I don’t like this at all. Not one bit. The man’s having you watched.”
Suri rubbed her fingers against her temples as she paced. “How did he know? Why would he care?”
“Because he has designs on you. Why else would he go to this much trouble escorting you to a wedding?” She stalked over to the trunk holding the silks, lifted a corner of the top sari, and flung it back down. “Why else would he send over such finery?”
She moved to the smaller chest and lifted out a string of perfectly matched pearls. “Why send a fortune in jewels as though he could care less if you returned them? Suri, stay away from this man. He wants you for himself.”
Suri shook her head against Marguerite’s accusations and against a headache coming on. “He isn’t interested in me the way you’re thinking.”
Marguerite paced. “He may be helping you find your grandmother, but any fool can see he wants you for himself.”
The frustration building in Suri felt as though it was about to explode through her every pore. She clenched her jaw and spoke through her teeth. “He. Does. Not. Have. Designs. On. Me. Leave things be, Marguerite.”
“Don’t play the fool,” Marguerite hissed. “Good Lord, being a half-caste in England is one thing. And something your duke-in-shining-armor can make right, but in India? Being a half-caste here is far worse. Look what they tried to do to you. Look how they left your mother to die without benefit of a physician. You cannot let that man close to you. Cancel tomorrow.”
Tears stung Suri’s eyes. “I will not.” She wrung her hands. “I am too close.” She swung around to face her sister. “Can’t you see how much this means to me?”
Marguerite came forward, took Suri by the shoulders. “Listen to me. Ravi-ji is after you. He has something in mind. Don’t fall into his trap.”
In a fit of frustration, Suri slapped Marguerite’s hands away. “Oh for heaven’s sake. He’s my cousin.”
“What?” Color mottled Marguerite’s face and her hand flew to her mouth. “Your…your cousin? How? When?”
“I contacted a solicitor in London who deals with India’s royalty. He had connections. He found Ravi-ji for me.”
“Are you certain he is your cousin? Are you certain the solicitor was honest with you?”
Suri spun around, beseeching her sister. “Please, Marguerite. Don’t plant seeds that will only grow poison. Ravi-ji will protect me. He sent these things out of compassion. He feels I’ve been wronged and is willing to give me a chance at seeing my grandmother. Let me have this one moment, and when I return I’ll leave Delhi with you and Jeremy and never look back.”
Marguerite scowled. “Oh all right.” But then she brightened. “Only if you promise to marry Ravenswood before you leave.”
Suri’s nerves were in shreds. She needed to get rid of Marguerite. “For heaven’s sake. Don’t think for one minute I’d ever wed someone on the slim chance I might be carrying his offspring. Please, I’d like some privacy.”
With a tilt of her head, Marguerite gave Suri a pensive look. “You’ve rejected Ravenswood, yet the possibility of bringing an illegitimate child like yourself into the world has, up ’til now, been entirely unacceptable. Forgive me, but you aren’t making much sense.”
This talk of John had to end before Suri got careless with her words. “I am touched by your concern, Marguerite, but things are more complicated than that.”
“Really, dear? You’ve spent your life watching others’ lives unfold and never feeling as though you belonged anywhere or to anyone. How can you think to heap the same burden onto a babe? What’s got into you?”
A terrific pain swirled in Suri’s chest. “Far better in my estimation to raise an illegitimate child who is well-loved in a school full of the same than to wed a man whose sole purpose in marrying is to keep from begetting a bastard. What happened last night is the last I shall see of Ravenswood. He will soon be nothing but a memory, so let’s end this discussion.”
“And yet, your instincts never allowed you to forget him,” Marguerite said softly. “He’s a good man. He’s walked a rough road, but he’s a decent, responsible fellow who’ll stand by you. Just like Harry stands by silly little me. And since you’ve turned several shades of pale these past few moments, something tells me there’s more to this than what you are telling me, so out with it, dear sister.”
Suri’s composure was about to fail her altogether. She turned her back to her sister. “Our father loved me, Marguerite. He loved his bastard daughter. All of a sudden, that fact carries an entirely new meaning for me. Ravenswood loved his wife and was content in his marriage. Laura gave birth while in her death throes—to a child John desperately wanted. He’s grieved over his loss of both for three years. I’ll not have a child reared in a loveless home by a father who cares not a whit for it or for the child’s mother.”
“How do you know he doesn’t care for you, Suri? I’ve seen the way he can’t seem to take his eyes off you. The concern he displays over this risky matter of you hying off to a wedding with Ravi-ji.”
Suri bit down on her lower lip. “Lust and love are two different things, so don’t go exchanging one with the other just to try and make things right in your mind. I’m perfectly able and mature enough to make the distinction. John sated a carnal appetite, is all. We both did, for that matter.”
Marguerite scoffed. “I think he cares for you, and you’re afraid to admit it, afraid to take a chance that he might want you for more than a night of debauchery.”
She reached out and gave Suri’s hand a squeeze. “You’ve endured a lot in your short life,” she said quietly. “I urge you to take a chance with him, Suri. I’m certain he cares for you, and in a good marriage, love will continue to grow. That’s certainly the way it’s been with Harry and me.” An old grief invaded the periphery of Suri’s heart. At its sudden speeding, she bent her head and plucked at a loose thread on her choli. “You know marriage has never been a consideration in my life. Unlike you, I’ve never much believed in it. Now, please, leave me be.”
…
The next day arrived in a flurry of activity. By sunrise, both Munia and Marguerite had invaded Suri’s room.
Munia insisted Suri take another bath, this one in water scented with avatar of roses. More’s the pity. Ravenswood’s scent no longer clung to her. Had Munia done that on purpose? At least the maid’s mood was somewhat lighter this morning.
Suri was clad in a purple lehenga and choli, the turquoise beading on the top so thick as to weigh her down. Next came the sari, a froth of purple silk fringed in turquoise beads and shot through with silver threads. Suri had never seen such finery.
The dressing of her hair came afterward, and Suri learned how some of the fine jewelry would be worn. Parted in the middle, her hair was pulled back into a chignon at the nape of her neck. Down the part, and against her forehead, rested a strip of glittering diamonds. Swags of turquoise beads were draped along the sides of her head and attached to the back of her hair with thick pins. Heavy turquoise and silver ear bobs hung from each lobe while seven layers of matching beads hung around her neck. Thin silver bangles—fifteen for each arm—were strung on her wrists, with the bracelet Ravi-ji had sent her the night before settled beneath those on her left wrist. An ornate ring was slipped onto her middle finger, and a thin gold chain attached the ring to the bracelet.
Kohl lined her eyes—to keep flies from eating at them, she was told. Pomade smudged her lips to keep them from cracking in the heat.
Munia slipped the sari off Suri’s shoulder and draped it over her head, far enough back to expose the jewels in her hair. “You may inspect yourself now, memsahib, while I prepare myself for our departure.” She left the room without further comment.
Marguerite, who’d sat silent all the while, sighed. “Wait until you see yourself, dear. You are the most stunning thing I have ever seen.”
Suri stepped to the mirror. And gasped. “Good heavens! Is that really me?”
“Like a princess,” her sister said. She regarded Suri. “I wonder if you resemble your mother. You certainly carry nothing of our father in you but the color of your skin. Which, by the by, does not distract among all this finery. I don’t think anyone will even notice. Ravi…your cousin is not so dark skinned, is he?”
“You’re right,” Suri responded. “I hadn’t thought of that.” She turned this way and that. “My, but this is an adventure. Can you imagine what the bride might look like if I’m allowed to dress so opulently?”
Marguerite laughed gaily. “Who knows? Perhaps she’s an ugly thing and you’ll outshine her no matter what she wears.”
“Well, with thousands in attendance, I doubt I’ll get so close as to make comparisons. Oh, I can hardly wait to experience everything for myself.” She grew more nervous by the moment. Would Ravi-ji take her directly to her grandmother? Would she have to wait? What about protocol? Would she have a chance to speak to her? If given the opportunity, she’d have to pretend to be ignorant of the language and use Ravi-ji as an interpreter.
Munia returned, dressed in a lilac-colored cotton sari that complemented Suri’s purple. “Don’t you look lovely, Munia.”
“Ravi-ji awaits, memsahib,” came Munia’s dry response.
Devil take the old grump, Suri thought. As long as she tends to me, why should I care if she acts the sourpuss?
The three made their way along the corridor, Munia in the lead, to open the door, Marguerite following Suri.
Munia’s shoulders gave a little jerk when she stepped through the passageway, but then she scurried down the hall to retrieve Ravi-ji.
Suri froze.
Leaning casually against the wall, his head pitched at the same angle as evenings in the ballroom, arms folded over his broad chest, stood Ravenswood, regarding her through heavy lids. Shahira was at his side, her gold chain wrapped around his hand.
“Oh my,” Marguerite whispered behind her back.
Suri had thought she’d never see him again. An unmistakable current ran the space between them. She waited for the butterflies to clear her throat before she spoke. “Ravenswood.”
A cold shadow of a smile flickered over his lips, but traveled nowhere near his eyes. “Miss me, darling?”
“Don’t make this difficult.”
He gave one shoulder a shrug. “Someone has to watch over you.”
She turned to her right. Where was Tanush? Ah, he’d gone on, had he? Before Ravi-ji took notice of him? Her nerves threatened to shred.
Ravi-ji rounded the corner with Munia scurrying a few steps behind. The man was nothing short of spectacular. His black hair was slicked back, his face clean-shaven, exposing a dimple in his chin. Eyes so green they flashed like emerald shards, peered right into her soul. He wore a cream-colored sherwani—a long, high-collared coat-like jacket elaborately trimmed in gold. Beneath the garment that reached just below his knees and fitted with side slits to ease his strides, he wore a pair of churidars in the same cream color, fitted tight to his muscular legs. Golden slippers adorned his feet. He dipped his head and smiled as he approached.
He didn’t so much as glance Ravenswood’s way.
But Munia did, not bothering to mask the derision written on her face.
“Ah, you are a goddess, Miss Thurston. A sight to behold.” Ravi-ji extended a hand her way at his approach.
Ravenswood’s lip curled. Shahira hissed and suddenly crouched as if to spring at Ravi-ji. Her master murmured something unintelligible and the cat’s hissing turned into a low rumbling in her throat.
In a singular, smooth move, Ravi-ji stepped in front of Suri, as if to protect her.
Ravenswood snorted.
“Dear Lord,” Suri whispered to Marguerite who held tight to her sister’s arm.
Maurya turned to Suri, “Shall we depart?”
He touched her elbow.
The cheetah lunged to the end of her chain, hissing and spitting.
Ravenswood held the golden leash taut. “Easy, girl.”
The women squealed and Munia rattled off something derisive in her native tongue, backing away in the direction of the front door.
Another murmur from Ravenswood, and the cat ceased straining against the chain, but her eyes held fast to Ravi Maurya, the low rumbling in her throat a warning.
Ravenswood lifted himself from the wall. “Looks like she doesn’t care much for you, Maurya. I’d be careful, if I were you.” He strolled past Munia, who still jabbered in Hindustani, her back pasted to the wall.
Suri heard her say something about a curse being laid upon John’s soul.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
Why was Delhi not so appealing as yesterday? The day prior, Suri had only noticed sacred bovines wandering the streets with fragrant garlands hanging about their necks. Today, she saw cow dung littering the same roadways—the slop run through by countless carriage wheels. Chattering monkeys eliciting her laughter a mere twenty-four hours ago were little more than pests now, carrying on like rabid fools and throwing things uglier than leaves at passersby. And did a bird dropping just land on the horse’s elaborately decorated tack? Good Lord!
Ravi-ji placed a hand over hers. His wide brown grip squeezed her fingers, gouging the heavy ring she wore into her knuckles. Ignoring her wince, he leaned closer. “You seem distracted, Miss Thurston.”
She caught his sweet scent—hair pomade, cologne, bath soap—perhaps a blend of all three. He’d certainly been heavy-handed with the stuff. Thankfully, they rode in an open carriage. At least she still found his rich, melodious accent pleasant enough. “Merely observing, Ravi-ji.”
His intense green gaze pierced hers. That couldn’t be lust she saw in him, could it? He was her cousin, for heaven’s sake. A curious shiver of fear sluiced through her veins while saliva dried on her tongue. What happened to her once high regard of him? Was it the clandestine knowledge John had passed on to her that now left her cold to her cousin’s touch? Or was it his note instructing her to leave the soiled yellow sari behind that gave her pause? Whatever brought about this change, in her mind, Ravi-ji had shifted from sacred bovine to cow dung.
She swallowed against the dry lump in her throat and prayed he didn’t see the truth in her eyes. Forcing a smile, she eased her hand from his and denied her body’s urging to move as far from him as possible. Well, she’d have to tolerate his closeness long enough to meet her grandmother, and then she’d beg off, feign illness if she had to. How much time would be spent in the women’s quarters, she wondered? Not enough.
Too bad she and John hadn’t got together earlier. Memories of their heated night raced through her mind and ran along every nerve in her body.
Ravi-ji tilted his head. “Private thoughts?”
Good Lord, she couldn’t think of such things or he might read on her face any emotions she conjured. John was right. She made a poor candidate for a spy. Don’t even think that! She straightened, brushing the folds in the sari over her lap. “I was merely wondering if you had any inkling as to when I might meet with our grandmother. Surely you realize how anxious I am after all these years.”
He cocked a brow and then flicked a fallen leaf off his knee with a gesture she once might have considered aristocratic, but now appeared effeminate. “In due time,” he said. “To rush into the women’s quarters shouting for your nani would produce poor results. Patience, dear cousin.”
He tilted his head again and smiled at her with the same easy grin he’d used on her so often. How had a simple curl of the lips changed into something slightly menacing?
“I suppose you are right, cousin.” She purposely returned the familial connection. Somehow, its usage gave her back a modicum of power. Lord, but she’d have to discipline herself to selective thoughts if she were to get through this wedding unscathed. Perhaps John shouldn’t have revealed all he knew. Naïveté did have its advantages.
“When I meet our grandmother,” she said, “will you be the one to interpret for me?”
He angled his body so he faced her. “That I cannot promise, memsahib. If your meeting takes place in the women’s quarters, you might well have a female relative who does the honors.”
“Or Munia?” God, she hoped not.
He pursed his lips to stifle a small snort, but to no avail. “Someone of our grandmother’s station would never allow a low-caste servant like Munia to speak on her behalf.”
Oh, dear. “I’ve a great deal to learn, haven’t I?”
His gaze slid over the length of her. “Follow my lead and you will be safe.”
“Safe?” Her skin prickled. “Why do you use such a word? Will I not be secure in the women’s quarters without your protection?”
“Munia will guide you to the proper person within those walls. She knows what to do.”
Munia knows what to do? The sudden pounding of blood in her head shouted danger. Something wasn’t right. Or was she reading more into his words than she ought? “Has Munia been trained in certain protocols as a result of working for the Chathams? Or has she received private instruction? From you, perhaps?”
Something dark flashed through Ravi-ji’s eyes. But with a blink, whatever was there vanished. “So many questions. Why don’t you relax and enjoy yourself? We have an old saying here in India. Roughly translated, it means that to concern oneself with grave human thought destroys the lightness of the soul.”
He reached over and patted her hand. “I doubt you will have another experience such as you are about to encounter. A pity if shallow concerns diminish your capacity for joy. Haven’t you noticed we Indians are a joyful people? Perhaps you should weave that part of your heritage into your daily life.”
She eased her hand from his, pressed it to her midriff. Agree with him. “You’re right, cousin, I fret over-much.” Think pleasant thoughts. She forced a wide smile. “Have I forgotten to thank you for the lovely things you sent? And please, ignore any discourteous behavior on my part. I wouldn’t want to appear ungrateful for what you’ve so graciously arranged on my behalf.”
He only raised a brow and fixed his cold eyes on hers.
Don’t just stare at me, damn it, say something! Flowers landed in her lap. She glanced around. When had the carriage moved into crowded streets?
Ravi-ji straightened, turned forward, and with an enigmatic smile and the princely deportment of his high position, he waved his hand in slow motion at the people gathered alongside the road.
Ahead, the crowd multiplied and spilled into the street. The driver slowed the horse and carriage to a snail’s pace. “Do I follow your lead and wave as well?” she asked.
“No,” he responded through a clenched jaw. “You are female. Look straight ahead and do not make eye contact. Allow the people to observe your regal loveliness.”
He continued to wave, smile, and speak through his teeth. “All eyes are upon the great beauty sitting beside me. Little do they know you are nothing but a lowly half-caste.”
The sting of Ravi-ji’s words remained with her all along the route but dissipated at the sight of a queue of elaborately draped elephants moving slowly across the road in front of the carriage. Suri had never seen such a wondrous sight. Atop the magnificent beasts sat men and women inside ornate, canopied carriers draped in red silk and fringed in gold. The elephants ambled along single file, their large trunks curled around the tiny tails of the beasts in front of them. Alongside them walked men in saffron turbans bearing long sticks with hooks on the ends. Two colorfully dressed men in front of the lead elephant carried what appeared to be palm fronds dipped in gold.
Suri turned to Ravi-ji, too stunned to speak.
He gave a slight nod toward the cortege. “The man you see riding atop the front elephant is Prince Mughal Mizra. He is the eldest son of our Mughal Emperor, Bahadur Shah. On the following elephants are his two brothers. The wives and children of these royals ride the remaining pachyderms. Is this not a magnificent spectacle?”
They were near enough for Suri to study the grandeur of the entourage up close. A red turban wrapped around the prince’s head flashed brilliant jewels in the sunlight as though the sun’s rays shone down on him alone. A diamond the size of a hen’s egg festooned the front of his turban.
Some of the bystanders fell to their knees while others bowed their heads. Before the crowd grew silent, a low murmur drifted through the throng—Dilli Chalo.
March to Delhi?
The call for mutiny? Every muscle in Suri’s body grew rigid and, despite the sticky heat, the air froze in her lungs. “He certainly has the carriage of a royal,” she choked out, hoping Ravi-ji hadn’t noticed the frayed edges to her words. “But there is also something about him that reminds me of the sepoys lining the Chatham’s drive.”
A peculiar expression she couldn’t identify flickered across Ravi-ji’s face. “Our prince is a great warrior. He commands the heavens.” His words were as soft as the flower petals in her lap. She wondered if they’d even been meant for her ears—ears that burned with what she’d thus far heard, and they’d not yet arrived at the palace!
This close, she saw fiery passion shining brightly in the eyes of the prince. A sudden thought seized her and sent her heart trembling. Dilli Chalo—March to Delhi. Could these Mughal princes be riding in on their elephants as a signal the time had come to rise up against the British? Would they celebrate for days, excite the crowds, and then turn them loose on those they wanted killed? May God have mercy if this wedding was meant to initiate a mutiny.
Cold perspiration trickled down Suri’s back.
The entourage passed and the driver of Ravi-ji’s elegant carriage swatted the horse’s rump with a whip to move them onward. He veered right, toward a majestic building, white as snow and surrounded by a shaded, arched walkway.
“The building you see up ahead is the women’s quarters,” Ravi-ji said. “You will be taken there now and prepared for the wedding.”
“Prepared for the wedding?” What was all that preparation back at Marguerite’s?
A brief smile touched Ravi-ji’s full mouth, but his eyes were cold shards of bottle-green glass. “You repeat my words, cousin.”
“A poor habit. My apologies, but I thought I was fully prepared.” God, what is wrong with him?
“Ah, you must receive mehndi.”
“Mehndi?”
His smile laced with irritation. His lips flattened into a thin line. “Your feet will be painted.”
“My feet? I’ve heard of this thing called mehndi, but I thought it was exclusive to the hands.”
“Only the bride’s hands will be decorated. In deference, the women attending the wedding paint their feet. Munia will see to it for you.”
Munia. The surly maid rode in a covered carriage behind them, well hidden from view. Far be it for a low-caste such as the maid to be near Ravi-ji. But what of Suri, herself a half-caste? Good God! Even though Ravi-ji treated her with respect, did he consider her to be even lower than Munia? If so, why did he agree to take her to her grandmother? Why would he give her so much as a moment’s notice? Why hadn’t she thought of these things before? Is this what Marguerite was trying to get across to her? Nothing made sense.
She didn’t think her mouth could get much drier, but the lump in her throat turned to dust. It was all she could do to keep from choking. Keeping her face turned from his, lest he see shock written there, she assessed the building holding the women’s quarters. She desperately wanted out of the carriage. Wanted away from Ravi-ji. She knew two things—when she met her grandmother, she was not to touch her. And once the meeting ended, she’d seek out Tanush and have him remove her from the premises post haste.
The carriage halted in front of the white structure. An attendant stepped from beneath the shadows of the covered walkway and helped Suri from the carriage. The driver climbed down from the front of the buggy and, head bowed, adjusted a strap on the horse. He glanced up but looked past her as if she didn’t exist.
Tanush!
He turned away.
She did the same.
A wave of relief washed through her. Why hadn’t she noticed him before? With his back to her while driving the carriage, why would she? She glanced around. He looked like every other bearded, saffron-turbaned man on the street. But how in the world had he managed to become the driver to Ravi-ji’s fine conveyance? Judging by his covert action just now, he’d meant for her to notice him.
Oh, she didn’t care how he’d come to be Ravi-ji’s driver. He was here, watching over her, and that was enough. Surely he’d heard everything that went on in both the carriage and in the streets. But what of Munia? Wouldn’t she have recognized him? She glanced Munia’s way. The maid held her head bowed while she retreated to the shaded walkway. It wasn’t Munia’s place to notice anything. Perhaps she couldn’t even pick him out amongst all the guards at Marguerite’s.
Good. Let her keep her head bowed. At the moment, Indian tradition served to Suri’s advantage. Discreetly, she wiped her sweaty palms against her sari and turned back to the carriage, only to catch Ravi-ji staring at her through eyes so still and cold they could’ve been made of marble.
“Go with Munia,” he said. “I will call for you in three hours.”
Nodding, she forced a bare smile onto her lips until the carriage rolled away. She stared until Tanush was no longer visible and then joined Munia, who cast a desultory glance Suri’s way and marched ahead. Lord, she wished she’d taken along a different maid.
Munia paused inside the darkened building. “Let your eyes adjust to the low light, memsahib. It is kept dark so as to be cooler inside.”
If Suri was expecting a cacophony of female voices chattering in that singsong language of theirs, she got none. The place was reverent in its quietude. And cool, compared to the outdoors. A hint of incense filled the air and soothed her senses. The faint sound of a flute served to further calm her nerves.
Soon her eyes adjusted to the space lit by coconut oil lamps. She and Munia moved forward, down a great hall lined with pillars. Silken fabric in reds and blues hung in great swags between the columns, held in place by gold braids ending in thick tassels. The drapes served to section off the areas, creating private rooms of sorts. Mattresses were laid upon thick carpets on the floors with colorful pillows strewn about. Soft whispers and rustlings emanated from many of these spaces where the drapes had been pulled shut.
Were all five floors in the building laid out in the same manner? Good heavens, there could be hundreds of women in here, yet the place was temple-like in its reverence.
Munia turned a corner with Suri following. The hall widened and there appeared a greater distance between draped pillars. These spaces were quite large, the accoutrements more opulent. Near the end of the corridor, Munia stepped inside one of the largest of the spaces and motioned for Suri to follow. She sidestepped the mattress on the floor covered with a spread of red fabric and strewn with lounging pillows in brightly colored silks. A wide divan, also scattered with pillows, lined the back wall. Next to the divan sat her trunks of clothes and jewels.
Suri wondered how the other women would react were they to know she was a half-caste. Surely Munia wasn’t aware or she would have refused to serve her all this time. Munia’s recent change in attitude told Suri the maid found Suri unfit after she’d spent the night with Ravenswood. Did Munia harbor hatred for her now? Was she sympathetic to the cause of Dilli Chalo?
Suri’s chest tightened. She had to force air to flow steadily in and out of her lungs. What did she care? She’d be out of here as soon as she met her grandmother. In a few days’ time, she would be off to Bombay and then to England. The anticipation of regaling a bride and groom she didn’t know, of reveling in all this royal grandeur, had faded on the journey here. Her only consideration now was to meet the woman who’d tossed her to the lions, and then she’d leave the compound—and Ravi-ji—far behind.
Her cousin had changed. Drastically. Eyes that had once sparkled with good humor still glittered, but treachery lurked beneath their surface. His smile, one of his best features, no longer seemed real, and he failed to mask his obvious irritation with her—something that had never presented itself before today. There were other vague reasons she couldn’t name, but whatever they were, each passing moment in his company had left her ever more unsettled.
Munia opened the chests and turned to Suri in a voice barely above a murmur. “What color do you choose for the wedding, memsahib?”
Suri made an overt sweep of her hand over her purple sari and replied in an equally subdued voice. “Whatever do you mean? I am dressed for the wedding.”
“No, memsahib. You were dressed for the journey. You must greet the bride and groom with no impurities from your home or from the streets. Now you must bathe, and I will place the mehndi on your feet, and you will be prepared for the wedding.”
Suri stepped over to the chest where the scowling maid lifted a corner of the colorful folds for Suri’s inspection. A thought of John, not here to see her outfitted in her next elaboration, crept in. How bizarre all this suddenly seemed. With smug resolve she whispered, “The pale blue.” The same shade as the one I wore in the garden when John kissed me ’til my toes curled, you grump.
…
Vámbéry stood not three feet from Suri when the groom rode onto the wedding platform astride a white horse as finely turned out as its master. So distracted was she by the number of men who continually approached Ravi-ji, she barely noticed the glorious parade of the wedding party. The shouts that went up at the groom’s arrival drowned out the voice of a man currently murmuring to Ravi-ji in a voice so low, she only caught the familiar words Dilli Challo.
A wave of panic washed through her and the ground threatened to disappear beneath her feet. Hopefully, in this crowd, Ravi-ji wouldn’t notice how the hem of her sari quivered. Surely Vámbéry knew what was going on. If she had become so aware of the talk, then certainly, he couldn’t have missed anything much, but oh, how she wanted to sidle up to him and pass on what she’d learned. She closed her eyes to steady her nerves.
Ravi-ji squeezed her arm and spoke loudly in her ear. “Do you not feel well?”
“I’m fine,” she shouted back in order to be heard above the roar of the crowd.
“You had your eyes closed to the groom.” His face was a frozen mask. “Have you learned any words in Hindustani since arriving in Delhi?”
“Any words since arriving?” Only Dilli Chalo. The rest I already knew. “No, sorry. I’m afraid not.” He took a small step closer and loomed over her, his cold appraisal of her cutting right through to her bones. Anger bubbled up. She drew in a lung full of air to try and calm her ragged breathing.
Something flickered in his eyes, then he stepped back, a faint smile playing on his lips. “I shall see you to your grandmother sooner than I expected. This evening, perhaps.”
Suri’s spirits lifted. “Thank you.”
“The bride comes.” He nodded toward the elaborately decorated platform that had been erected to serve as an altar for the public wedding.
Before her, a woman was guided toward the groom who’d dismounted and stood before the horse, waiting. Not only was the bride beautiful, but Suri doubted there was an inch of skin not covered in jewels. Strings of fresh flowers hung down her back and trailed to the floor. How did the woman even manage to walk so heavily laden?
Beautiful, yes. Calm, no. “She looks terrified,” Suri commented.
“This is the first time the bride and groom have met,” Ravi-ji responded.
Suri’s jaw dropped. “The first time?”
Ravi-ji glared at Suri with no attempt to hide his disgust. “Must you insist on repeating my words, dear cousin? I know perfectly well what I have said.”
“I’m sorry.”
“All Indian marriages are carefully arranged to assure the purity of a caste. It is not unusual for the bride and groom to meet on their wedding day.” He shot her a venomous look. “Your mother was well aware of this unbreakable rule before she took up with your father.”
She focused on the bride, but her mind ran in wobbly circles. Oh, to meet her grandmother and quickly make her exit! How could she have been such a fool to have agreed to come here with Ravi-ji?
…
John sat in the marble room with Tanush, Chatham, and Brevet Major Hodson, the latter drumming his fingers on the table to the point of irritation.
Chatham scowled at Hodson’s hand. “Must you?”
Hodson paused his fingers long enough to take a long swig of lemonade. He set the glass down with an angry thump and turned to John. “I’d like one request granted, sir.”
“And that would be?”
“I want the capture of Bahadur Shah and his sons left to me and my men. I want it known they are mine.”
John studied Hodson a long moment. The man was on fire with want of action. John had heard rumors that Hodson could be cruel when it came to dispensing punishment. Nonetheless, he held a stellar reputation as the best the army had. He could be trusted to get any job done he’d been ordered to perform. “Very well. But I want it remembered that Ravi Maurya and the Resident are mine when the time comes. Understood?”
Hodson smoothed his fingers over his thick mustache. “Yes, sir.” He went back to drumming the table.
The muscles around Chatham’s mouth tightened. “Oh, for Lord’s sake, Hodson, cease your infernal tapping.”
John turned to Tanush. “As soon as you return, find Vámbéry and between the two of you, get Suri out of that goddamn hornet’s nest.”
Tanush nodded.
“If you have to see to her being bound and gagged, so be it. I don’t care if she’s met her bloody grandmother or not, she is not to remain.”
A light tap on the door and Marguerite let herself in. “You sent for me?”
Chatham eyed his wife. “Do you have anything to report with regard to your sister and Ravi Maurya? Did anything unusual take place before she left?”
Marguerite nodded and slipped into a chair. “Ravi-ji sent along a note yesterday—oddly, in his native tongue.” She turned to John. “You would’ve been proud of my sister. She didn’t let on to Munia for one moment that she could read the dratted thing. Handed it to the maid to read aloud. Once Munia was out of earshot, Suri read it to me to make certain the maid hadn’t bent Ravi-ji’s words.”
Marguerite clasped her hands together and set them on the table. John noticed her knuckles turned white in the process and her face looked a frozen mask. She’s hiding something. A muscle twitched along his jaw reminding him to unclench his teeth. “What did the note say?”
She shrugged a shoulder. “Merely instructions to have the clothing and jewelry he’d given her sent to the women’s quarters on the palace grounds.”
John had run out of patience. “If that was all there was to the note, then why do you look as though you’re staring at a cobra about to strike?”
Wariness dissipated from Marguerite’s countenance. Her mouth drew tight. She lifted her chin and set a stern gaze upon him. “There was one little mention of something I do not think should be conveyed in mixed company.”
John leaned forward, using every bit of diplomacy he had left. “Madam, this is not the time to cross swords with me.”
She contemplated him for a long moment, and then her chin lifted a bit higher. “Very well. Ravi-ji instructed my sister to send everything along but the yellow sari she’d worn in your company the night previous. He indicated it was most likely soiled.”
“Good God!” A deep current welled up in John. Blood drummed against his temple. He pinched the bridge of his nose, fighting for control. “He’s having her watched. He has designs on her—”
“No!” Marguerite interrupted. “He cannot…I mean he does not…”
This time Chatham leaned forward, his face so red he appeared ready to explode. “Spit it out, Marguerite. For God’s sake, you aren’t protecting your sister by keeping something from us. We believe Suri is in danger with a mutiny about to break out during the wedding, not to mention what Maurya might want with her. Tanush is about to go back in after her, so for both their sakes, give over what you know.”
Marguerite’s eyes widened, and her cheeks blotched. “Mutiny, now? I…I…didn’t know.” She waved a hand in the air. “Ravi-ji has no personal designs on her. He’s…it seems he’s her cousin.”
“What?” all the men exclaimed. Even Tanush looked aghast. His lips thinned to a straight line before his dark eyes focused on John.
Despite the dread constricting John’s chest, he took the lead. “Her cousin? How in God’s name did she locate a relative while she was in England?”
Fingers trembling, Marguerite slipped a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “Through a solicitor who handles business and legal arrangements with Indian royals.”
“Jesus. Ravi Maurya of all people.” The sick feeling swirling in John’s gut worsened. The bastard’s out to kill her. He took his time looking from one person to the next, willing his emotions to remain intact. “This bit of news alters everything, Lady Marguerite. Rather like sweeping a chessboard clean of all pieces except for the king and a pawn. The gentlemen sitting before you know what Suri being related to Ravi Maurya means. But do you?”
“What?” she whispered.
God, he needed fresh air to clear his mind so he could think and not panic. “As you well know, the Indians consider we British to be untouchables. As an illegitimate half-caste, Suri is perceived as the lowest of the lot.” He barely managed to hold his voice steady, so he paused a moment to collect himself. “Wouldn’t this bit of information have alerted you to the danger she is in?”
Marguerite’s shaky fingers pressed against lips gone pale. “But he’s her cousin. He’s done so much for her. He’s been so gracious—”
“Marguerite!” Chatham shouted.
Raising his hand, John signaled for Chatham to cease. “Don’t blame her. Memsahibs live sheltered lives here. They aren’t privy to male conversation.”
A sickly pallor inched across Marguerite’s face, yet she drew herself up until dignity took hold. “Pray tell, Ravenswood.”
He fixed his eyes on a disarray of notes in front of him while he fought the storm unleashing within. “Touchy things, these rigid customs. Death is the preferred punishment when one conducts an illicit affair or tries to marry outside his or her caste. Suri’s mother committed the greatest sin of all by falling in love with a British subject and begetting his child. The moment Suri was born she was marked for death.”
Marguerite gasped. “But why would Suri’s mother have even been allowed to give birth in the first place?” Her voice came hoarse and clogged with tears.
John struggled to say the words. “Perhaps…” He paused to clear his throat. “Perhaps it was the severest punishment they could conjure up for the young mother.”
An awful, primitive cry erupted from Marguerite. She began to shiver. Chatham rushed to her side.
John shoved a hand through his hair. My God, what a holy mess! “Had I any inkling Maurya was Suri’s cousin, he would never have been allowed that first dance with her. I saw the lascivious way he regarded her while in your ballroom each night, how he kept her close to him as only an infatuated man might. But that wasn’t what his attention had been about—all the while, he’d been planning her demise.”
Marguerite gasped, and her eyes shimmered with tears.
Chatham fished out a handkerchief and stuffed it into her hand. She dabbed at the corners of her eyes. “But why would he wait so long? Why bother going to such lengths? And why didn’t he simply refuse her request and leave her in England?”
“Once Maurya had learned Suri had survived,” John said, “he would’ve been obliged to inform his grandmother lest he himself be punished with death. Most likely he was instructed to see that Suri arrived here as proof of her existence. However, now that Maurya has her, he’s like a cat with a young bird fallen from a nest. He’s toying with her before he pounces. Regrettably, this particular cat is extremely dangerous. He’s powerful. He’s intelligent, and he’s become quite taken with his half-caste cousin—a deadly mix.”
Tears streamed unbidden down Marguerite’s cheeks. “I told Suri that very thing before I knew he was her cousin. Once told, I convinced myself that I’d only imagined such.”
John nodded. “Being related makes it all the worse, I’m afraid. He’s gone to great lengths to carry out an elaborate plan. He’s going against Indian customs that could cost him his own life, yet he arrogantly proceeds.”
“But why?” Marguerite cried.
John pushed his hand through his hair again and sucked in a hard breath to try and untie the knot in his gut. “Most likely to spend more time with her…dress her in the finest and revel in her beauty for as long as he dares. I doubt he meant things to go this far but, unless I’m wrong, he can’t let her go quite yet, and that angers him immensely. Here’s a man used to having anything he wants and yet the one thing he covets most, he’ll never be allowed. A part of him loathes her while the other part…”
He paused while he worked at unclenching his jaw. He’d had it clamped so damn tight, his teeth hurt.
“What’s to happen now?” Marguerite cried.
It would be cruel to suggest that, once again, Suri might be thrown to the lions or murdered and cremated to destroy the evidence. “Maurya may be toying with Suri because he’s indulging in a bit of his own fantasies but, as far as the anticipated end result, I’ll wager he’s following someone else’s dictates. Most likely the grandmother’s.”
A moan escaped Marguerite’s lips. She jumped to her feet. “My God, do something!”
The pain constricting John’s chest bound so tight he could barely manage a nod let alone words. He fisted his hands at his sides while little bolts of lightning struck his heart and the air convulsed in his lungs. Christ, he’d never forgive himself if he failed to rescue her. He stood and headed for the door. He only hoped he wasn’t too late.



CHAPTER TWELVE
Why didn’t Suri feel something? Anything besides this urge to run away? She sat on a wooden chair along a private balcony positioned behind a viewing screen above a room filled with a small group of women. She stared down at one woman in particular—her grandmother. Smells of curry and turmeric floated in the air along with feminine perfume. Such a cozy scene before her—odd that it left a cold emptiness seeping through Suri’s bones. Why did this gray-haired woman who’d tossed her out as so much trash look like any of the other women gathered around her?
Ravi-ji shifted behind her, his clothes barely rustling, yet every movement could’ve been a blast going off for as loud as the sound seemed. She wouldn’t ask just yet, for she had been told to remain absolutely silent, but was this her so-called meeting? It couldn’t possibly be. This had to be a mere first glimpse, as Ravi-ji had promised. Tomorrow morning, she would meet with her nani.
But what if he didn’t keep his word? What then? No longer did she trust her cousin’s promises. Whether she met personally with her grandmother tomorrow morning or not, by afternoon, she’d have Tanush spirit her away.
Forcing herself to concentrate on the scene below, she fixed her lips tight against her teeth, afraid if she let her guard down she’d blurt out the feelings that had driven her to India—the hurt at being tossed away like so much trash, the awful sense of never quite belonging anywhere. The anger at having been judged so harshly for so many years. And truth be told, there was another feeling crawling around in her belly—a creeping fear that something was terribly wrong. Lord, but she’d never experienced such discomfort.
To her grandmother’s right sat a younger woman. Could this be a sister to Suri’s mother? Suri’s aunt? Her father had kept a miniature of her mother hidden away in his desk. She’d found it after his death. Oftentimes, she’d held the small painting to the mirror, comparing herself to her mother. There was a distinct resemblance. Did the woman below bear that same resemblance?
A bitter sense of betrayal stormed through her. All those years her father had kept her mother’s likeness a secret and had never shared it with Suri. He’d cheated her out of knowing even that much about her mother.
She bit her lip and fought a sudden wash of tears.
Did every child who never met his or her mother long to speak to her just once? Long to be held in gentle arms for only a moment? Long to be told she was loved and wanted? Did a mother’s love carry more weight, more depth, than a father’s?
What if her mother had lived and wanted Suri? Would she have held her to her bosom and rocked her as a babe? Or would she have sent Suri off to a nanny to be looked after?
She’d always told herself her mother would’ve wanted her. Would have seen to her needs. From what she’d observed here in Delhi, Indian women took it upon themselves to care for their own children, with nannies only as support. Even below her, she spied several of the finely dressed women sitting on large pillows, each with a child’s head in her lap, petting and stroking the child’s hair. The children appeared content and familiar with this kind of gathering.
A brittle shaft of pain broke inside Suri’s heart. She could’ve been part of this scene had she been legitimate. Had her mother married someone of her own caste.
But then, she’d not be the same Suri, would she? And she would not have known Marguerite. Or her brothers. She shifted in her chair.
Ravi-ji touched her shoulder at the rustling her sari produced. She nodded, letting him know she understood the need for silence and returned her concentration to the scene below.
Her grandmother appeared to be stern and autocratic, but every now and then a whisper of a smile passed over her mouth, or at least Suri thought that’s what she saw. From where she sat, she could pick up bits of conversation. Nothing much of interest—chitchat that could’ve taken place within the cultural confines of any family gathering. If she could hear them so easily, then she herself must be very quiet lest she be detected. The pounding of her blood sped up at the idea of being caught peeping at a grandmother who’d once wanted her dead.
Suri frowned. There were still pieces of the puzzle missing. How was Ravi-ji going to arrange a face-to-face meeting? How would he get her grandmother to agree? Oh dear, what if she wasn’t to know Suri was the granddaughter she’d thought dead by her own hand? What if she was to meet her as a casual acquaintance of Ravi’s? That was it, wasn’t it? There was no way on earth he intended to escort her into this fold.
Heat flushed her cheeks. I have put another dunce cap upon my head. Good heavens, I’ll be wearing a tower of them before I’ve finished here.
A movement from below caught her attention. Her grandmother rose to her feet. The other women stood, pressed their hands together prayer-like, and bowed their heads to the matriarch. Without a backward glance she glided from the room, like the royal she was, her servants trailing behind. The other women followed suit. Those carrying children were the last to depart.
Ravi-ji tapped Suri lightly on the shoulder. She turned and, nodding silently, rose to follow him from the darkened balcony through an even darker room. Keeping close enough behind to feel his presence, they entered a passage hidden behind a tapestry and descended a narrow set of stairs.
When he opened the door for their exit, Suri blinked at the harsh torchlight that would have been a mellow glow had she not made her way through a darkened corridor.
And then she faltered.
Her grandmother stood before her, unsmiling, regarding Suri with hate-filled eyes. Whatever words Suri had mulled over all these years were lost in the realization that nothing she said would overcome such vehemence.
Still, she made to step closer. Ravi-ji grasped her by the elbow so tightly, she bit her tongue to keep from crying out.
She did not move. Did not speak.
Then her grandmother turned to Ravi-ji and with a bare nod of her head, sent a silent message to her grandson, who responded in kind. A look of satisfaction swept over his countenance. With a militaristic turn of his heel, he marched Suri out the door and into the night.
They walked in the moonlight back to the women’s quarters with fear beating a wild drum in Suri’s chest. Munia followed a few steps behind. The grounds of the Red Fort were peppered with people still celebrating. Small fires dotted the landscape. Music lingered in the air. Would any of these people come to her aid if she cried out?
Knowing it was useless to discuss her grandmother, Suri struggled to act unafraid. “Do the celebrants carry on through the night for all these days?” Her words left her mouth in a sticky, uncomfortable cadence.
“Some do. I doubt the groom will sleep much, but the bride will take her rest so she will be presentable for the morrow.”
The groom doesn’t have to be presentable? Suri scrunched her forehead. “But this is their wedding night. Won’t they spend it together?”
If what left his lips was supposed to be some sort of cynical laughter, he only succeeded in snorting. “Once the consummation has taken place, the groom is free to do whatever he chooses. Usually, the new husband prefers the company of other men to celebrate and not the isolation of some stranger he has barely set eyes upon.”
Suri couldn’t help herself. “Ah, love. So grand a thing, isn’t it?”
“Love?” Ravi-ji’s voice took on a sharp edge. “Is that what you call your little escapade with Ravenswood?”
Anger at the invasion boiled in Suri. “Did you have me followed, cousin?”
“Did I?”
“You’ve no call to have me spied upon.”
“In case you have forgotten, I am your cousin and therefore, as part of the family, you are my responsibility.”
“Except for our grandmother, does our family know I even exist?”
There was a heavy pause, one that traveled through Suri’s bones and set the hair standing up on her arms. “At the moment…no. But that will soon change.”
There was no particular reason for Suri to read anything into Ravi-ji’s carefully chosen words, but nonetheless, the sharp hiss in his voice could’ve been the blade of a sword being drawn from its scabbard.
They reached the entrance of the women’s quarters where a guard stood at either side of the tall, double doors. Ravi-ji turned to her. In the low lamplight, he looked quite dashing in his pale blue sherwani and churidars, the jacket trimmed in white beading. This had been his fourth change of clothing for the day, as was hers. His carriage, his demeanor, his soft way of speaking, his carefully chosen words at all times—where once they had been exceedingly appealing—Suri now was convinced they cloaked something dangerous. What would it take to peel away the mask he wore?
“In the morning, then,” Ravi-ji said with a slight bow. And then he eased forward, so close his heat enveloped her, rank with a sour layer of sweat underlying the cloying fragrance clinging to him. Her throat thickened in rebellion. He lifted a hand as if to touch her and then hesitated, his fingers inches from her shoulder.
She stepped back.
He sent a quick glance over her shoulder at Munia and then dropped his hand. “I will take you to your next meeting after sunrise.”
Suri swept around in time to see Munia shift her dark gaze from Ravi-ji’s and bow her head.
Danger.
Ravi-ji smiled with a satisfied benevolence that set Suri’s skin crawling for reasons she couldn’t identify. Without returning the smile, she turned and swept indoors.
It had to be after midnight, and the quiet whispers within the women’s chambers were the same as during the day. So there were others still too excited to sleep?
Munia helped prepare Suri for bed. “I will be here at sunrise,” she said, and backed out of the quarters with her head down.
The maid could’ve been a turtle for the way she’d withdrawn into her shell since their arrival. No, since Suri had returned from her night with John. Once here, Munia refrained from eye contact, kept herself a further distance from Suri and was far more formal than she’d been at the Chathams’s.
Suri flopped onto the mattress. It was dark inside her room. Or was the space she occupied little more than a hole? Opulent as it was, and as flimsy a barricade as were the drapes securing her privacy, why did she feel like a prisoner? What she wouldn’t give to slip away and run to the safety of John’s arms.
Where was Tanush? He’d take her back to John. But she’d bet her life, if she slipped out of these women’s quarters to look for him, Ravi-ji or one of those two guards at the front door would haul her right back inside. Another thought seized her. Were those guards at the front doors there to keep people out or women in?
So she’d seen her grandmother, and to Suri’s surprise—and utter disappointment—there had been no connection, no emotion attached. Nothing. Empty. Years of anticipation and all she’d seen was a vile matriarch dressed in colorful silks. The woman could’ve been anyone.
Suri tossed and turned, but sleep evaded her. The whispers and rustling she could barely hear during the day sounded like a constant wind blowing through the corridors tonight.
What if she walked around to work off some of this restlessness? What if she went to the baths—would there still be lamps burning? Would there still be women soaking in the great scented pool? Could she slip into the smaller pool in the private room she’d had all to herself?
She threw on a wrap and slipped through the curtains. After a few carefully chosen steps, she overheard her name being spoken.
“Suri.”
Her name hovered in the breeze of whispers as though it held a volume all its own. She halted in front of the pulled drapes next to hers where the sound filtered through.
“Abinit,” she heard whispered from within. A frisson of shock pricked her skin. A wanton? Were they speaking of her? Perhaps they spoke of another Suri. Certainly, she wasn’t the only female around with that name.
“Gharib,” sounded next in her ears—a foreigner, a stranger.
“Apavitrata!” The word unclean spiraled out of the cloud of whispers like a small storm and nearly struck her down.
They were speaking of her!
Fear of being caught listening, fear of what she was hearing, froze her in place. And then she distinctly heard two alarming words strung together—Maurya and figan. Maurya was in charge of an overthrowing!
A giggle and then her name was uttered again, this time with another word attached—“ghurkana.” Someone intended to terrify her.
Oh, God, she had to get out of here.
Find Tanush!
She turned to run.
Munia stood not ten feet away, a knife in hand. Behind her stood two other women.
Suri took an involuntary step backward, her eyes fixed on the weapon. Terror set off her own private earthquake, shaking her insides to the core. Her throat constricted. She wouldn’t have been able to scream had anyone been there to help her.
She whipped around to sprint in the opposite direction and stumbled. Three women blocked her way.
“You must come with me, memsahib.” At Munia’s soft but steel-hard words, the wind of whispers ceased to blow. The drapes to her right parted a bare inch. She could hear blood pounding in her ears, the space had grown so deathly quiet.
“What is this?” she managed to whisper.
“You must rest,” Munia said. “It is my duty to see you are ready for Ravi-ji when he comes for you. There are few hours to spare. Come.”
Suri glanced at the knife in Munia’s hand. “What is that for?”
Munia’s lips twitched. “I was cleaning fish.”
So, Suri was a prisoner. But why?
Oh, dear Lord, someone help me.
There was little she could do surrounded on all sides, so she followed Munia, aware that most of the drapes on both sides of the corridor had parted by scant degrees. Some dared to hiss at her as she passed, but the women following behind her swatted at the curtains, and silence ensued.
Once back in her quarters, Suri turned to Munia and raised her chin in defiance. She would not allow Munia to smell her fear, not if she could help it. “When did you come to be employed in the Chatham household?”
No longer did Munia hold her head bowed. No longer did her eyes shift from Suri’s to the floor. Munia’s lip curled and she folded her arms over her chest in as bold a fashion as a peer. “A month before your arrival…memsahib.” She uttered the last word as though some bitter tonic crossed her tongue. No longer did Munia use the speech of a low-caste servant. Instead, her inflections and dialect were that of a highborn.
Oh, dear Lord!
“How long have you worked for Ravi Maurya?”
“Work for Ravi-ji?” Her lips flattened in a crude grimace. “I am not employed by him. I am his sister.”
Sister? Despite the sweat crawling down her spine, Suri chilled. “But…what is going on? What do you mean to do with me?”
Munia uncrossed her arms and, with the tips of her fingers, played with the edge of her knife. “What am I going to do with you?” She shrugged. “Nothing, memsahib. My job was to look after you, to see that you were well cared for. To listen in and learn all I could. I did my work well, did I not? What is to be done with you is Ravi-ji’s concern, not mine.”
“But why? What have I done?”
“Why?” Anger flashed through Munia’s dark eyes and then vanished, reminding Suri of the same expression she’d caught in Ravi-ji’s emerald eyes. “You are an untouchable and you disgrace our family with every beat of your heart.” Munia spit her words out, as if their very utterance contained poison. “You were sent to your death twenty-seven years ago, yet you still walk among us. How dare you blight our family name?”
Had she been a man, Munia probably would’ve spat at Suri’s feet.
“What…what now?”
“You will rest until morning and then Ravi-ji will come for you.”
“To do what?” Did she really want to know?
Munia shrugged. “I do not know. I will not be present.” She turned to leave. “Do not attempt to vacate your quarters. The women occupying the rooms on either side of you are guards. You will also see others when I exit. They will spend the night standing in front of these drapes.”
She tapped the silk fabric with her knife. “It would be a shame to have you in less than respectable condition when Ravi-ji arrives.”
Like a cloak in a storm, Suri gathered as much of her senses around her as she could. “You and your brother have gone to a great deal of trouble. If you wanted to be rid of me, why didn’t you do so the moment I stepped off the ship?”
Munia shrugged. “Ravi-ji does odd things at times. Had he not made sport of you, he’d have quickly proven your existence to our grandmother and then done you in.”
An enigmatic smile floated across Munia’s mouth. She stepped through the curtains, tall and straight as any royal, paused with her fingers on the drape and glanced back over her shoulder. “Sleep well, cousin.”
Suri tossed her braid behind her and straightened her spine. She’d be damned if Munia would hear any further pleading, nor would she get away with a grandiose exit. “You don’t have the green eyes of your brother…or me. Are you illegitimate?”
Munia turned, her face a sudden mask of sheer loathing. She reminded Suri of a snake slithering across the floor as she approached. Setting the flat blade of her knife beneath Suri’s chin, she lifted it and stared into Suri’s eyes with deadly menace. “We have different fathers.”
Daring to take a risk, she returned the venomous hatred with a small, cynical smile. “Best be careful with your knife, half-cousin. Your half-brother won’t be pleased should you damage his goods.”
…
John stalked through the dark streets toward home with Shahira ahead of him, tugging at the end of her chain, the cat’s lithe body slinking through the starless night, her ears pointed forward to night sounds, her golden eyes alert. Damn, he detested having to sit around feeling powerless while he waited out Suri’s rescue. But the plan he and the men had worked out was the most practical one, so he had to muster patience. There was no one better than Tanush to get Suri out of that snake pit…providing she was still alive.
No, don’t think that.
Even Maurya wouldn’t have done Suri in on the day of a royal’s wedding…at least they had to assume as much. When Tanush had slipped away from the celebration, he reported that Suri and Maurya were attending a small reception for the bride and groom while the masses celebrated on the grounds of Red Fort. No one, not even a madman, would spill blood on a celebration like this. Would he?
Muttering a curse, John dug his heels in deeper and picked up speed, his body humming with rage. Suddenly, he’d never wanted anything so goddamn much in his sorry life as to get out of India and back to England. He was bloody well sick of this heat and of living with nothing to look forward to but finding his brother’s killer and trying to prevent a roaring mutiny.
His beloved Ravenswood Park cleaved a path through his mind so clear he could’ve flown there on a flying carpet. The stately granite house surrounded by gently rolling hills tugged at his heartstrings. Those hills he and his brothers used to romp all over from dawn to dusk would be a juicy spring green about now.
And dotted with mares and new foals.
Echoes of remembrance whirled through him. His already tight chest constricted even further. There was nothing like getting your hands on newborns so fresh their legs still wobbled—rubbing them down, whispering in their ears until you made them yours—until they trusted you with their lives. Damn, he missed that. He hadn’t allowed himself to think about home for a long while, but the memory of the peaceful countryside sliced through his mind in such sharp detail, he could practically smell the apple blossoms, lilacs, and new grass.
He wiped sweat from his brow again as he hiked along at a speed just below a trot. He’d have apple tarts this fall. Pluck the fruit right off the trees and deliver them to Cook just like he and his brothers used to do. Slip into the kitchen with his shirt hanging out, the front a makeshift apron weighted down with his bounty.
Cook would beam him a wide smile, her cheeks rosy from the kitchen’s heat. He could practically taste the little pies, still warm from the oven, their tops a bit crunchy from the sugar and cinnamon sprinkled on them.
An image materialized of Suri sitting at the table alongside him, her stomach round with child. They were eating fresh tarts, stealing from one another’s plates and laughing, her face aglow.
With a shake of his head, he dashed the picture from his mind. What the hell was he thinking? She’d rejected him in the same cold manner as had Lady Elizabeth. As had Laura before she died. Overseeing the rescue of Suri was one thing—it was his duty. Once done, he’d not lay eyes on her again.
Christ. She’d seen through to the core of him, had exposed the harsh truth that his high-handedness had set him up for round after round of betrayal and repudiation. Her blunt words had lodged an arrow deep in his underbelly. Moreover, she had no inkling how direct the hit.
A bull’s-eye.
Had he paid close attention to Lady Elizabeth’s innuendoes instead of arrogantly assuming she was all caught up in him, he’d have sensed the presence of another man, would have realized she was after more than a skilled lover. And had he listened to Laura, really heard her, she’d be alive today, back in England with their daughter and awaiting his arrival. Instead, her final words would likely haunt him the rest of his life. And then there was Suri herself. Much as it hurt, he respected her for having the starch to put him and his audacious offer out with the trash. Who was he to presume she’d gleefully oblige him?
What the devil did he know about matters of the heart? His parents, contracted in marriage as babes, had detested one another. There were no sisters to relate to, only equally insecure brothers, the three of them growing up wondering how a drunken father and glowering mother could spend weeks at a time under the same roof and not wander into each other. And God forbid his parents should prearrange their meetings, which meant vicious arguments over his father’s peccadilloes, followed by months of separation—his mother off to parts unknown, the duke departing for Town.
Three pitifully confused boys left to their own devices. Hard to keep nannies that way. Boarding school at age eight had been a godsend, but that meant leaving his youngest brother to fend for himself. Edward hadn’t fared so well. Good God, the guilt. He’d have had none of it had he not turned a deaf ear time and time again.
Another vision of Suri washed through his mind—a wraithlike goddess in purple and turquoise silk. This deuced image had been coming at him repeatedly. Followed by a bloody ache in his chest. He doubted he’d ever seen a woman look more hauntingly beautiful. His jaw clenched at the memory of her going off to a royal wedding with that son of a bitch Maurya. Damn it, his only business with Suri was to remove her from danger, not to ponder her beauty. Maurya on the other hand…
Shahira tossed a nervous glance backward. “Easy, girl.”
He rounded the corner and tapped out the familiar signal on his gate to indicate his arrival. The turbaned guard opened the gate and closed it silently behind John, who only nodded. He didn’t feel much like conversation tonight.
The front door opened and he stepped inside, reached down and removed Shahira’s collar and chain. “Have a good prowl in the garden, girl.”
Shahira took off at a run.
And then she stopped, hunkered down, and spit out a warning.
John’s hand slid to the knife in his boot.
A net landed over the cat.
She screamed and hissed and clawed.
He heard a sickening crack, wood to bone at the base of his skull, and then his own grunt as a blast of hot pain exploded inside his head.
Damn. He hadn’t seen that coming.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Oh God, what has he done with John?
Suri sat before Ravi-ji, trying her best to appear calm. She ignored the emerald and diamond collar lying atop his desk. Its golden chain glinted in the morning sun filtering through the slats of the shuttered balcony. While she managed to still her trembling fingers, there was little she could do about the perspiration trickling down her spine. Ignoring the ropes binding her wrists to the arms of the chair was impossible. Judging by the tingling in her hands, they were about to go numb from so tight a restraint.
Ravi-ji wanted her to comment on Shahira’s leash.
He wanted to terrify her.
She wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction of knowing how very close she was to falling over the edge of self-possession and into a sea of wild panic.
Her father’s words echoed in her head—never lose your dignity to one who acts more powerful than you.
A person could do most anything she sets her mind to, he’d told her. Well, she’d set her sights on seeking out her grandmother and look where that got her—facing a madman. Next time she’d be more careful—if there was a next time.
Now she had to fix her wits on not allowing the horror fraying the edges of her composure to take hold, or she would give this man exactly what he was after. What has he done with Shahira? Where is John? Renewed anger hit her like a punch to the gut. The advantage of her fury was that it balanced the scales and kept her revulsion internal.
“You’re insane.” Her words sounded calm, matter of fact.
He leaned a hip against his desk, positioned in such a way that even with her focal point on him, her peripheral vision couldn’t help but catch sight of the leash behind him—the one thing in the room that screamed Ravenswood.
Ravi-ji had not said a word since he’d summoned her, only studied her with what she swore was a lustful glint in his eye.
His mask is off.
Emerald eyes glittered at her from beneath a froth of dark lashes. He lifted a brow. How was it she’d never seen that glimmer as anything but a reflection of subtle humor and a zest for living? But wait—in retrospect, she had grown a bit uncomfortable with him rather early on. It was her confounded determination to meet up with her grandmother that had colored her perspective.
Tanush.
Where was Tanush? He was her only hope. Him or Vámbéry. But while the guard was the one always within reach, Vámbéry remained at the periphery, his tasks apparently counterpoint to Tanush’s. Better to rely on Tanush to get her out of here and to locate John.
“What, no thought of your beloved?” Ravi-ji set down an intricately carved pen he’d been stroking with his neatly manicured fingers and folded his arms over his chest. Splendidly attired in a crisp white cotton kurta and matching pyjamas, the kurta elaborately trimmed in the intricate zardosi needlework unique to India, he hardly looked the part of a criminal. With his neatly clipped dark hair, intense eyes, and classic features, one could easily count him among the most handsome men in the land. Who would have guessed what menace lurked beneath his refined surface?
She would not ask about John. Nor about Shahira. If both were dead, she’d mourn later—likely, forever. A sharp pain lanced her heart at the thought. She studied her bound hands and veiled her telltale features from Ravi-ji. I must survive!
Managing a modicum of control, she slowly raised her head. “I am curious, cousin. You were the first man to escort me onto the dance floor my first night in Delhi. And your sister…excuse me…your half-sister was waiting to serve me upon my arrival. If I’m an untouchable, how could the two of you have spent so much time with your hands on me?”
A curious shadow crossed his face at the mention of him touching her. Oh Lord, there was definitely hunger lurking. He shrugged and the odd look disappeared. “We will be ritually purified to restore us to our caste system once we are finished with you nabobs.”
Finished with us?
He’s got John.
Pain—white hot—shot through her heart. “Was it worth all the trouble you went to? Why not refuse to help me? Or why not end it all when I stepped off the ship in Calcutta?”
He laughed then. “To think after all the years you pined away for your mother’s family only to send you off to your Christian God without having touched any of this?” He swept his hand about the room that contained so many splendors, she’d not been able to take it all in. “How remiss of me that would have been.”
“Poppycock.”
His head jerked and his eyes glittered with threat. “I do not know that word but, by its inflection, you have mocked me. You had best be careful, cousin, lest I remove your tongue.”
A chill ran through Suri. Nonetheless, she remained steadfast. “I was raised in wealth, cousin. Surely even you should realize that gilding a few walls and statues would not impress me, nor would it be your impetus to waste your time bringing me all the way to India. You have a deeper reason for going to such lengths, and it has to do with something personal between you and our grandmother. I saw the look she gave you when she inspected me. You owe her something, don’t you?”
A shadow slid across his countenance.
“What is it, Ravi-ji? What did you do that requires proving my existence to her and then doing away with me on her behalf?”
A half-smile curled his lip. “If you must know, it’s not so much what I did as what I did not do that has me making amends.”
“Which is?”
“I failed to save a certain drowning uncle, which didn’t sit well with my grandmother.”
Just the way he said it told Suri he could have saved the man but purposely hadn’t. Whatever had led up to the uncle’s demise was something she’d never know—nor did she care to. A shudder ran through her.
He picked up the pen again, a finely carved piece of wood with a nib attached to one end, a small ruby embedded in the other. Stroking it with his fingers—ever so lightly—that smile of his snaked over his mouth. “When I received your letter and learned you were still alive, I knew bringing you here as proof and having you done away with, once and for all, was an excellent opportunity to redeem myself. Obviously, I have.”
Disgust swirled in the pit of Suri’s stomach and mixed with a dread that beat out its own rhythm. How had she ever thought his smile benevolent? “This is all a game to you, isn’t it?”
He regarded her for a long while through eyes that had been cold a moment ago, but now danced with merriment. “I do rather enjoy the game. Especially since another player has been added and the stakes rose higher than I had anticipated.”
“What stakes?”
“You took up with the Duke of Ravenswood.”
“You killed his brother.”
“Did I?”
“Yes, I believe you did.” She bent her head and allowed a corner of her mouth to rise. “Are you missing a knife with a jade handle, by any chance?”
Lifting his hip off the desk, he made his way around the ornate piece of furniture and pulled open a drawer. He set a knife on the table matching the one Suri had been exposed to in the marble room. “Do you mean like this?”
Do not react. “Yes, that’s the one.”
“Well, aren’t I the fortunate one?” He bent behind the desk and lifted a small chest and set it atop his desk.
Suri swallowed her shock at recognizing the box as the one she’d seen in the marble room. She fought the urge to squirm in her seat.
Ravi-ji lifted out a spent cartridge and a Bible. She knew what would come next.
He lifted the curved knife from the container and set it next to its twin.
Despite the panic eating away at her composure, she managed to remain stoic and tried to appear bored.
He lifted a brow. “Aren’t you the calm one?”
“I must take after you.”
A muscle ticked at one corner of his eye. “Let’s see how calm you remain.” He picked up the collar and chain, and walked around the desk toward her.
Her heart jumped into her throat. Don’t panic!
“Did you like the jewels I sent over?”
“They were beautiful, thank you.” She forced her eyes to remain on his—wouldn’t allow them to wander to Shahira’s collar and chain.
“Would you have guessed that all the jewels draped about your person belonged to your grandmother?”
This time it was she who laughed. “I’d wager you forgot to tell her you borrowed them. Do you think she noticed them on me last night?”
He regarded her for a long moment as though lost in hungry thought.
Gooseflesh studded Suri’s arms.
And then, just as suddenly, his eyes warmed again. He smiled. “You do have a way about you. It’s a shame I had to return Grandmother’s jewels this morning. I’ve left you looking rather bare, haven’t I?” He brought Shahira’s emerald and diamond collar to her throat. “Perhaps this will suffice?”
She jerked her head away. “You can’t be serious.”
“Ah, but this is a gift from your beloved. Certainly you wouldn’t dishonor him by refusing to wear his bequest?”
She craned her neck away from him and closed her eyes against her whirling senses. Oh God, no.
His warm breath fell against her mouth. “If you don’t fight me, you’ll have a little reward.”
Was he about to attempt a kiss? Gathering her strength, she opened her eyes and bent her neck away from the collar. “I believe I’ll pass, thank you.”
“But I insist.” His words melted in the air like warm honey. He hovered so close his features blurred before her. When his lashes nearly tangled with hers, she gasped. He stepped back. Fury replaced passion in his countenance.
He shot a fierce glance to the guard behind her and turned his back, one fist clenched tightly against his side, the other digging into Shahira’s collar. She heard a shuffle of feet before rough hands gripped each side of her head and held it steady.
God help me! “I’m afraid it simply won’t do,” she said. “Too large for my neck.”
“Ah, but then you’ll not have to concern yourself with it chafing your lovely throat, will you?” Ravi-ji wheeled around and fastened the collar about her neck. The thing hung just below the vee at her neck. “Perfect.”
She lifted her chin and stared at him in defiance. She would not give him the satisfaction of knowing how horribly he demeaned her.
He addressed the guard. “Take her to her new quarters and give her the reward I promised.”
The guard untied the narrow ropes binding Suri’s wrists to the chair, forced her to her feet, and then tied her wrists behind her back. He took up the chain and with a hard tug, led her from the room like a leashed animal.
Trailing behind the guard, Suri stumbled down one long corridor after another—up one flight of stairs and down again. What was she to do? The collar was large enough—perhaps she could manage to cast it over her head if she got the chance to run.
She fought the hot tears that gathered behind her lids. How could she get out of here? Even if she did manage to escape, she had no idea where she was.
Two guards stood beside a set of double doors fitted with a wooden barricade caught through the handles. Here was her destination? Without glancing her way, one guard sidestepped to the middle of the entrance and slid the wooden pole from them. He swung open the door.
Her captor gave the chain a hard yank.
She stumbled into the room and froze like a frightened rabbit. “John!”
One eye swollen and bruised, his clothing and hair in disarray, he lay on a mattress strewn with silk pillows—his miserable appearance a stark contrast to the opulence in the room. Blood smeared his waistcoat and a shirt once white as snow. One leg hung over the mattress as though he’d not enough strength to lift it the few inches to join his other.
“I’d be a gentleman and stand, but I’m afraid it’s quite impossible at the moment.” A wet cough ended his casual sounding words. His face distorted in pain.
Suri started forward, her vision blurred by tears. The guard yanked on her chain and she stumbled. John’s quick scowl told her not to react.
Her shocked mind slowed until her surroundings resembled a dream state.
The guard dragged her over to the wall near where John lay and hooked the chain on a clip so high above her head, Suri was forced to stand on the balls of her feet. He turned her enough to untie her wrists and then walked out of the room with no further regard for either of them.
Already her feet wobbled, forcing her out of her torpor. “God in heaven, I can’t manage to stand like this very long.” Her breath came in short and rapid bursts. Panic threatened to force her off that jagged cliff where she’d drown in her sea of terror. “I can’t get up high enough to slip the collar over my head.”
“Listen to me, Suri,” John called out in a ragged voice stippled with pain. “You’ve got to relax so you can concentrate. Force yourself to take in a few deep breaths. That’s it. Now, close your eyes so you can use your senses to feel your way around the collar. There’s a release latch, but you have to know what to look for.”
She tried to nod but choked. “Tell…tell me what to do.” Her words came out garbled against the restriction on her throat.
“If you can manage it, get up a bit higher on the balls of your feet. Stretch as tall as you can and then reach around to where the chain connects to the collar.”
He was silent while she searched. “Got it?”
“Got it,” she muttered.
“Now use your thumb and feel around until you locate a small slit in—”
“Found it.” Her head pounded from the restricted blood flow and darkness dimmed the edges of her vision.
“Get your thumbnail under that small opening and pull up.”
The collar fell open and Suri tumbled to the floor with a thud. “Oof!”
“Are you all right?”
She turned to John, her cheek pressed to the floor while her head cleared and she struggled for breath. She rose on an elbow. “That’s a question I should be asking you.”
“Come to me, darling,” he said on a heavy exhale that exposed his weariness.
Suri scurried over to where he lay and curled her legs under her. Gently, she laid her hand on his cheek. “Oh God, John, what have they done to you?”
“Well, they didn’t kill me. That’s saying something.”
She touched the tips of her fingers to his swollen eye.
He winced. “You’ve been brave, darling.”
In his exhausted eyes, Suri saw affection coalescing with pain. Her heart fell apart in tiny little pieces. Her chin quivered. She bit her lip to keep from weeping, but it did little good. She closed her lids to try and hold back tears, but they slid between her lashes anyway.
She brushed his bruised cheek with the back of her fingers as lightly as she could manage. “I’m afraid I don’t feel very brave right now. I don’t feel very strong, either.” Tears dripped onto his bloody waistcoat, and where a button had gone missing, the wet seeped through to his shirt, mingling with his blood.
His hand touched her hair and stroked it ever so gently. “You don’t always have to be the brave one, Suri. I can’t say as I’m feeling any too courageous right now, either.”
Carefully, she touched the left side of his chest where the dark stain seemed to originate. He winced, slammed his eyes shut, and hissed through his teeth. She snatched her hand back. “They’ve broken a rib, haven’t they?”
“Or two,” he answered. “At least I’m alive. For however long that remains.”
She gathered up his hand and held it to her cheek. “What happened?”
“I don’t really know. Apparently, a couple of my guards are on the other side of the war. Someone let a few ruffians into my home. Gave me the devil of a headache, the bastards.”
Suri leaned to inspect the blue pillow beneath his head. “Oh!” A dark halo soaked the silk. Her stomach churned at the sight of the blood, but she held steady. She had to. For John’s sake. “You’re bleeding,” she managed to utter.
“I’m afraid, darling, that’s why I couldn’t rise to greet you. That and these confounded ribs.”
Rage bit at her gut, balancing the scales once more. “Ravi-ji did this to you.”
“He’s smarter than that. He put his henchmen up to it.”
“Smarter than that? But he killed your brother outright.”
“No one saw him do it, Suri. With me, things are different. He intends to become the hero who captured the lead British intelligence officer here in India. Cut off the serpent’s head right before a mutiny, he did. Maurya will be careful with how I meet my demise.”
John moved and hissed a curse. The bloody stain soaking the pillow beneath his head inched wider.
Hollow sobs tore loose from Suri’s throat. “Let me wrap your wound.”
“Better to bleed it out into the pillow.” A small grimace tipped his lips. “Besides, the pressure helps the pain a bit. I doubt I’d enjoy you moving me about right now.”
“Dear God in heaven, this wouldn’t have happened had it not been for me.”
“You’re damn right it wouldn’t have happened this way. If not for you, I’d be dead.”
“Dead?”
He managed a small, pained smile. “Ah, there you go, repeating yourself again. Maurya would’ve had me murdered on the spot had it not been for you. He wants a bit more sport here, having gathered you and me together—two of his worst enemies.”
She touched his arm. At least that seemed a safe place where he wouldn’t hurt. “He’s already paraded me past my grandmother, so why doesn’t he just kill me and be done with it? I don’t understand his rationale.”
John reached up and, with shaking fingers, tucked a loose strand of hair behind Suri’s ear. “Because much to your cousin’s chagrin, he’s quite taken with you. The fact that his heart betrays him makes him fiercely angry.”
“He demonstrated as much back in his quarters.” She had to fight against the sickening dread spreading through her. Could John be speaking the truth? If so, how had she not seen this? “But I’m his cousin. Not to mention an untouchable.”
“Which is all the worse for him, when you think on it. For those very reasons, he can never touch you in all the ways he’d like, but that doesn’t stop his mind from wandering there. Even the first night he danced with you, I saw the ravenous way he looked you over whenever he caught you unawares. He’s suffering a jealous rage now, and wants some kind of vicarious pleasure from seeing the two of us—together, but broken.”
He let his hand drop to hers, gave it a weak squeeze. “Or so he thinks.”
She hung her head and let her tears fall while she sobbed softly. “I want things the way they were the night we were together. Tell me we can get through this.”
He squeezed her hand again. “Don’t look around now, but Maurya watches us.”
Suri swallowed her sobs and wiped her tears with the back of her hand.
“Shh. He can’t hear us as low as we’re speaking but, in a bit, look around.” John motioned with his eyes. “The wall to my left contains a series of arches with small screens. He watches through there.”
She nodded. “He took me to where my grandmother presided over other women. The balcony had been fitted with similar screens. One can see quite well through those tiny holes.”
“Does it matter to you that he spies on us?”
Bile rose in her throat. “It makes my skin crawl.”
He squeezed her hand again, peered deep into her eyes. “We can shut out the world if we’ve a mind to, love. We may have a little time left together.”
She steeled herself against a new flood of tears. Did he realize he’d just called her “love?” For a moment, she wished he did care for her the way he had once loved his wife. A sensation of a fist tore into her stomach. Had she made a terrible mistake rejecting him? “Don’t say that. We must keep up hope.”
“Come. Lie with me, if only for a while.”
Sniffing away her tears, she moved to stretch out beside him.
He winced, and a small groan escaped his lips.
She drew back. “Is there any place I can touch you where I won’t cause you pain?”
A small, lopsided grin found its way to his mouth. “If so, we’ll find it.”
“Oh, John, how can you possibly manage a smile when you are hurting so?”
“Because it likely drives Maurya mad to see us like this.” He squeezed her hand again and then lifted his fingers to her lips when she began to sob once more. “Shh, darling. We can’t let him see that now, can we?”
She sucked up her cries and wiped away the tears with a corner of her sari.
He’d kept his eyes on her the whole while she fitted herself next to him, his countenance filled with what she could only describe as devotion. Was he a dying man who knew nothing in the world mattered more than what they now shared, for what little time they had to share it? Oh, this can’t be true!
He grew serious, stroked his hand through her hair once again. “Smile for me. If I don’t get out of this alive, I’ll be damned if I want that bastard thinking he played a game of chess with live subjects.” His hand cupped her cheek and his thumb drew tender circles over her flesh.
She managed her own bittersweet smile. Yes, if this was the end, then smile she would, and Ravi-ji could go to the devil. “I’m so terribly sorry for the way I spoke to you in your chambers. I had no right. Can you ever forgive me?”
His hand cupping her cheek stilled. His eyes burned into hers. And then he smiled, the effect incongruous amid a bruised and swollen face. “On the contrary. You set me on my arse to splendid effect, my dear. Should’ve been done long ago. Brava.” He let go her cheek and swiped his hand over his damp brow. “Do you think we can manage a kiss?”
Carefully, she lifted up and studied his beautiful face. “I think we can manage.” She bent over, careful not to move him about, and set her lips to his. Even in the terrible shape he was in, even with the strength he lacked, the effect his kiss had on her was still above her ability to give it expression. Here was a kiss beyond sensuousness, beyond the physical, beyond warmth and sweetness. And then she knew—here was where their souls were connected. That first kiss ten years ago had done it.
She lifted her head and touched her lips to his forehead. “We’ll get out of this, John. Somehow we’ll manage this. Tanush…”
He set his fingers to her lips and whispered, “No names.”
She nodded.
“Listen to me, Suri. If there is a child out of our night together and you find yourself in a fix, go to my brother Edward. He’ll see to your care.”
“Would he accept a half-caste bastard in his household?”
John barked a small laugh and then moaned. “Damn, that hurt.” He looked at her, humor laced with his pain. “Ah, yes. That thing I was going to tell you if you would’ve agreed to marry.” He motioned for her to come closer so he could whisper in her ear. “You and me? It just might be that we’re both a couple of bastards.”
She lifted her head and stared into his eyes. Had she heard right? “Whatever do you mean?”
“Don’t pull away, come closer.”
She bent her ear to his mouth once again. “Tell me.”
“When I was twelve I became acutely aware of a wall that existed between my parents. They used to go to the apple orchard whenever they had strong words to exchange. Standing in the middle of our small copse of fruit trees was their way of keeping servants from overhearing. One day I was up a tree, gathering apples for Cook’s tarts, when my mother stomped into the orchard with my father at her heels. They stopped under the very tree I sat in and argued about not taking in another bastard. That was when I found out the extent of my father’s philandering. It seems at least one of us brothers—if not all three—was the product of a few careless nights with a couple of young servants.”
Suri’s jaw dropped. “What? You mean, you might be a—”
“Exactly. On at least one occasion of which I learned, my mother took a servant girl to one of our outlying estates on the premise that my mother was the one carrying a child and had gone off to await the birth. My mother saw to the birth by herself. Mum’s a decent sort, wouldn’t have mistreated the girl. After the child was born, the servant girl received a new name and was removed to the opposite side of England—so far away, no one knew her. She was gifted with a cottage by the sea and a decent enough stipend with the strict understanding that if she ever said a word, she’d be stripped clean of everything.”
“And your mother never told anyone?”
“And risk losing everything upon my father’s death if all three of us were declared bastards? The entire inheritance—titles, entailments, would go to a third cousin twice removed who openly detests my mother. He would oust her in the time it took to heave her out the door.” John managed to lift a brow. “Mother is smarter than to have uttered a word. Casting doubt on one child would’ve cast doubt on all three.”
He regarded Suri for a long while as he gathered his strength to continue. “Who knows, perhaps my mother is barren and we were all begat the same way. I’ve often wondered if that were the case.”
“Were you ever curious about the woman who might be your real mother?”
He tried to nod but couldn’t. “Yes,” he winced. “It got so whenever I caught my parents heading for the orchard, I’d beat them there and climb the tree they always stood beneath. Overheard a great deal that way—even got the name of the village and the woman’s new name. When I was sixteen, I located her. I dressed like a pauper and went to her cottage looking for work, but she turned me away. I don’t think she caught on that I could be her son. She regarded my smooth hands a bit suspiciously though.”
“What was she like?”
“Still attractive. Sweet appearing. But honestly? Mum was my mother at heart. This woman I stood staring at was a complete stranger. I felt nothing. On the trip back home, I realized what a privileged life I possessed, and to stir things up would only destroy my future, not to mention those around me. There were Edward and James to think of, as well. So, at least one of us is a bastard, but who? Perhaps all three, if my mother was barren—at least one of my parents’ arguments suggested that might be the case. If so, my father’s nocturnal visits to the occasional female staff preserved my mother’s destiny. Warped reasoning perhaps, but it suits me fine.”
Suri sighed. “So that’s why you laughed when I said one reason we couldn’t marry was because I was a half-caste bastard.” Her breath caught. “And no wonder your reaction when I called you an arrogant bastard.”
He managed a tight grin. “Ah, what an inane world we live in.” He squeezed her hand. “You see, darling, you aren’t the only one who considers begetting illegitimates profoundly unacceptable.”
“Your confession is an attempt to calm me.”
“Is it working?”
“Not in the least. I’m terrified.”
His hand came up to stroke her hair. “Ah, I fail you then.”
She took his hand and kissed his palm. “No, John. God knows, I feel as though I am failing you. If only there were something I could do.”
He grimaced. “Can you unbutton my waistcoat a bit? I’m finding breathing a bit difficult.”
Despite his words being soft-spoken, they carried the force of a slap. Dear Lord, was he bleeding inside? Was a lung punctured? Carefully, she unbuttoned his waistcoat and, as gently as she could manage, removed his shirt from his trousers. Sliding her hand under his shirt, she splayed her fingers over his belly.
“Your hand feels so good,” he whispered. “I might have neglected to tell you what a soothing touch you have.”
She slid her hand to his left side.
He groaned.
She snatched it back. “That’s your broken rib.”
“As I said…or two.” He exhaled, closed his eyes and lay so quiet, Suri froze.
Oh no! She bent her head to his mouth to check for air. Stay with me. Don’t leave me. Together, we can get through this. “John, speak to me.”
He whispered in her ear, his voice weaker now. “Take my ring.”
She lifted her head and glanced at the signet ring on his little finger. “Why?”
His eyelids cracked open a hair. “Should you be with child and should your stepmother or half-brothers disavow you, then go to Edward. He and my mother will look after you.” He managed a grin that was little more than a grimace. “Mum knows quite well how to take care of a few bastards.”
A strangled cry tore from her lips. She pulled away and sat up. “You really don’t think you’re going to make it, do you?” Panic and more pain than she’d ever experienced gripped her until she shook. She could barely utter words. “Don’t tell me you don’t think you’re going to make it.”
The door swung open and in strutted Ravi Maurya ahead of several turbaned men. A profound arrogance filled his countenance.
John squeezed Suri’s hand. “Say nothing and take the ring.”
She passed a corner of her sari over John’s hand to cover her actions while she slipped the ring from his little finger and onto her index finger. She looked up to the group of men surrounding Ravi-ji.
Tanush!
His eyes glittered with the same evil as Maurya’s. He walked over and kicked John. He grunted, his face distorted with pain.
“Tanush!” she cried.
A sneer curled his lip. He threw a hard glance her way and returned to Ravi-ji’s side.
This cannot be! Horrified, Suri’s mind swirled at the idea that she’d entrusted herself to one of Maurya’s men.
John regarded Tanush with no expression. “So you are the cur who let Maurya’s men into my house. I wondered.”
He looked to the other men. Vámbéry stepped forward from the rear of the group.
Suri gasped.
John regarded him for a moment, as well. “Neither one of you was much good at keeping secrets, I see.”
Vámbéry, arms folded over his chest, stroked his beard. “Depends on whose side one is on.” A faint grin touched his mouth.
“You son of a bitch,” John said in an emotionless monotone. “You were being paid from both sides.”
“Now then,” Ravi Maurya announced. “Let’s see what can be done with these two.” He strolled over to where Shahira’s collar hung on the wall. “A pity your cat didn’t have more meat on her bones, Ravenswood. Her fur was prime, though. Domesticated the way she was, there were no battle scars on her coat to lower the price.”
Ravi-ji’s words sliced through Suri’s heart. She squeezed John’s hand.
John squeezed back and managed a snort. “Who do you think you’re fooling, Maurya? She is a well-trained cheetah, just the pet a royal would pay dearly to get his hands on. She’s on her way to some raj prince as we speak. A prized gift from you.”
Suri exhaled through her nose, fighting an audible sigh of relief.
Maurya chuckled. “Such a brave front you put on, Ravenswood. If you could slit my throat for stealing away your little house cat, you would.”
“That and for a few hundred other reasons.” John looked past Maurya to Tanush, who stared back, his eyes narrowed in defiance.
Maurya removed the golden chain from its hook with the élan of a jeweler lifting the finest necklace from a queen’s neck. “Now then, Suri. Time for your final destination.”
His glittering eyes flickered from John to Suri and back again. Handing the leash to Tanush, he turned once again to John. Ravi-ji spread his hands, palms up, in a questioning gesture. “What, not curious as to where your lover is headed?”
Both Suri and John only stared at Maurya.
He grinned and turned from them. “Well then. Tanush, will you place the collar on our Miss Thurston again, please?”
Tanush stepped forward and took Shahira’s leash.
Suri scooted backward. “Anyone but him. I don’t want him touching me.”
Maurya moved to stand in front of her. “About five more feet and you’ll be up against the wall, cousin. Can’t you see there is no place to go?” He snapped his fingers. “Tanush.”
Tanush reached for her.
She sank her teeth into his hand holding the leash, clamped her jaw, and bit hard.
He grunted and slapped her across the face with his other hand.
Maurya laughed. “Feeling a bit helpless, Ravenswood? Tsk, tsk. What a disappointment you’ve turned out to be. Am I right, Miss Thurston?”
The sting from Tanush’s slap heated her cheek. She rubbed at it. God, this can’t be happening!
Tanush hooked the collar around her neck and yanked her to a standing position.
Ravi-ji stood tall and straight like a general giving commands. “Take her away. You know where. And tie her hands so she can’t manage the collar over her head.”
Tanush only nodded, slipped a rope around Suri’s wrists, and yanked her toward the door.
Suri tried to turn around to search out John, but Tanush gave the chain a sharp tug and she stumbled forward.
“Wait,” Maurya called out. “Amar, you see to her fate.”
The guard who’d hauled Suri into the room grew wide-eyed. “But, Ravi-ji, why me? Tanush is far better…”
“Because you were foolish enough to untie her hands once you brought her in here, so you can feed her to the lions.”
Suri’s head spun. “The…the lions?”
Maurya whipped around and stalked over to her, his cheeks inflamed. “Must you repeat everything I say, even when you are near to dying? I’ll be glad to be rid of you.”
He stood there glaring down at her. And then his features softened as quickly as they’d become enraged. “Ah, yes, the lions.” His voice went velvet soft again—lyrical. “Our grandmother failed where I shall not. Do you now understand why I bothered to help you in the first place?”
He spun around to Amar, his face alive once again with passion—the quicksilver mood changes of a man gone mad. “Tie her to a tree and bring the collar back to me. If you do not return, I’ll send someone to search. Not for you. For the collar. It goes with the cat. If you were fool enough to leave her wrists unbound, let’s see if you are clever enough to avoid being eaten by the beasts yourself. You know where they are, now leave us.”
“No!” Suri managed to turn enough to catch sight of John, who lay on the mattress holding his side. Her heart pounding to bursting, she finally fell over the cliff’s edge into that sea of terror. Great sobs tore through her throat.
“Now then.” Maurya’s velvet-lined voice landed on Suri’s ears while the guard dragged her from the room. “Who would like the privilege of putting Ravenswood out of his misery?”
At Ravi-ji’s words, Suri’s knees gave way. She stumbled and fell to the carpet.
“I believe I can take care of that little bit.” It was Vámbéry’s voice she heard as the guard heaved her to her feet.
“Good,” Maurya remarked as he strode into the hallway and stepped around Suri. “I detest the sight of blood.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Snap. The lions moving through the underbrush didn’t bother with stealth—it was as if they sensed their prey was helpless. Snap. Suri’s knees gave way, and her wrists chafed against the silk cord binding her against the sissoo tree.
This is going to hurt.
Time slowed.
Coherent thought escaped and her mind whirled about in one mad pattern after another.
There was no more hope that someone would save her. Not out here—in the middle of where? Ravi-ji’s palace was outside the walls of Delhi and the sepoy dragging her out here—what was his name—Amar? God, how could she recall his name at a time when she could barely remember her own?
Another snap of a twig. And another.
She swallowed hard to keep from vomiting.
No, there would be no one to save her. Only a demented person—or one ordered out here on the threat of death—would wander about where wild beasts roamed. Amar had been as frightened as she. His hands had shaken like a leaf in a storm while tying her to the tree. Then he’d taken off at a run, gripping Shahira’s collar—the golden chain dragging a trail behind him.
A rustle of leaves, another snap of a twig, and her head fell back against the tree, her limbs shaking so hard against the ropes she could smell her own blood where the bark cut through her flesh.
She’d been wrong when she thought there were no more tears to spill—they cascaded down her cheeks in a torrent.
As the beasts drew nearer, the crunch of vegetation behind her grew louder. She turned her head sideways to listen harder. A low rumbling, and she knew at least one of them was nearly upon her.
And then a hiss and a wild roar, so loud it shook the ground. An animal scream filled the air followed by a flurry of grunts and fierce, beastly noises.
New terror struck. She was being stalked by more than one, and they were fighting over which would sink its sharp fangs into her belly first?
My God!
Head against the bark of the tree and eyes closed, she heard a violent screech and a thud to her right. She opened her eyes and saw a blurred golden streak as a lion sped off with a leopard in fast pursuit.
A long moment of silence dragged past before the beast reappeared. Head lowered and eyes fixed on Suri, the animal approached with the stealth of the wild cat it was.
And began to churr.
Suri squinted through the sweat in her eyes and saw the beautiful painted face. That’s no leopard! Could it be?
“Shahira?”
The cheetah drew closer and its churr turned into a purr.
“Oh, dear Lord, Shahira, it is you!” Terror filled with the certainty of imminent death drained out of Suri’s veins and left her limp. Already slick with sweat, a new flood of perspiration bathed her skin.
The great spotted cat settled herself on the ground not far in front of the tree, her head held high, her great amber eyes searching the landscape in slow motion.
And grew silent.
Watchful.
Excruciating pain shot through Suri’s shoulders and back as her mind came into focus. If she didn’t do something soon, her arms would pull out of their sockets. Inch by inch, she wiggled the ropes toward the base of the tree and managed her way to a sitting position. Perspiration dripped into her eyes. How in the world could her body produce even more of the wet stuff when she was thirsty beyond belief? At least she was tied beneath the shade of a sissoo tree, where the blistering sun scorched the leafy canopy overhead instead of her.
The cat’s tail twitched slowly back and forth, her alert eyes following deepening shadows in the underbrush. How was this cheetah to help in the long run? A cat couldn’t untie her—couldn’t guard her forever.
“What happens now? Do I die a slow death tied to a tree? What about after the sun goes down? Oh, Shahira, what am I to do?” A sense of hopelessness overlaid her despair and wound through the aches and twinges racking her body. She thrust her face to the sky to bring the hot air deeper into her lungs and then went back to regarding the cat, her head now pounding like the devil had a hammer at her temples. She drew in a long, ragged breath, only to have it leave her lungs as a dry, choking sob. Why couldn’t she just go to sleep and never wake up?
With a graceful turn of the cheetah’s neck, it looked at Suri as if to say it wasn’t the cat’s place to know what destiny lay ahead—her position was to stand guard, and stand guard she would. A couple of blinks and Shahira went back to scanning the area.
Suddenly the cat rose and, lowering her head, peered into the underbrush. With the speed of lightning, the cheetah leaped and disappeared, snarling and hissing. She doubled back, running behind Suri while hissing and spitting. Something other than the cheetah roared and was gone. Shahira trotted back and settled in front of Suri once again.
I’d be dead without this cat.
John.
Was he facing the same fate? Or had Vámbéry already done him in? How had she not figured out something was wrong with that odd little man? Why had John, head of British Intelligence in Delhi, not smoked him out? Tanush betraying them, she could understand. He was Indian and could easily conceal whichever side he was on. And she’d never heard him speak more than a couple words, so what was she to know of him? But Vámbéry? He was an articulate and educated Hungarian posing as an Indian. He’d worked for the British during the Crimean War. Or had he? What if he’d been a turncoat all the while?
Shahira rose again, ready to pounce. Suri began to tremble once more. The cheetah lowered her head and growled.
God help me, how long can she fend them off?
Shahira ceased her growling and leaped around the tree where Suri was bound. Twigs snapped and leaves rustled. The cat rounded back and stood in front of Suri.
They weren’t alone, Suri could feel it.
A flash of white and Tanush stepped into view.
Terror streaked through Suri once again. “No!”
He held a hand up, palm out. In his other, he held Shahira’s leash and a bloody knife. “I will not harm you, memsahib. I have come to save you. You must be quiet. We are too close to the palace.”
Suri stared at the knife, her eyes growing wide in newborn fear.
He glanced at the weapon and knelt down. Stabbing the blade into the earth, he pulled it clean and stepped forward.
Suri didn’t know what she babbled, but she cried and begged and screamed his name in blasphemous contempt, damning him until he slapped a hand over her mouth.
“I will not harm you, but your loud calls will, memsahib. If you do not remain quiet, they will know you live and that the lions did not eat you. The beasts are making a meal of the sepoy who brought you here, but soon they will finish. There are cubs to feed and there is another pride of lions that have smelled your sweat and the fear it holds.”
Suri sagged against the tree.
He stepped behind her and she felt him cutting at the ropes around her wrists. Suddenly she was free, but her sockets and shoulders screamed with pain as blood rushed to the parts of her that had numbed. She rubbed at her bloody wrists.
“Come, memsahib. I must take you to Bombay.”
Shaking so hard she could barely put her head in her hand, she raised the other as he’d done to her in a signal to pause. “Where’s Ravenswood?”
When Tanush failed to answer, she looked up. Her blood ran cold at the desolate look that flashed through his eyes. There was no faking what she’d seen. “He’s dead, and you’re certain of it.”
Tanush looked away, his face stoic, his eyes suddenly unreadable. He gave a short nod. “I am to see you safely to Bombay. We must leave from here.”
She tried to rise but could not. Tanush reached for her, but she waved him off. With tears streaming down her cheeks, she looked to him. “Tell me what happened.”
He gave his head a small shake. “It is best to know that it is over, and he suffers no more. We must leave.”
She studied him while his words cut through each layer of her skin like a million little knives, filleting her until they found their way to the marrow of her miserable bones. In the heavy silence, the heated air around her came alive with the buzz of insects. In slow motion, she swatted at a fly. So this is it, came a numb thought. John is truly gone. Tanush watched her, unblinking.
From somewhere deep inside her miserable self, she found the strength to shore up her trembling legs. Rising, she leaned her back against the trunk of the tree and took in a breath to steady herself. “We must return to Delhi and collect my sister and her son.” Her voice sounded thick, as though she’d been drugged.
His brows furrowed, his eyes beneath them brewing black with concern. “An impossible task, memsahib. Delhi is under siege. The mutiny has begun.”
The utter calmness of his words jarred her senses awake. “Wha…what do you mean? My sister and her family are inside those walls.”
“The Resident conveniently left the gates to Delhi open. The sepoys stormed them this morning. Even if you could manage to get in, you would never make it out alive.”
Adrenaline surged through her. Suri stood and defiantly fixed her fists on her hips. “My sister is in there. So are her son and husband. I will not leave them—no, I cannot leave them and expect to live with myself.”
She looked up to the tall, slender man whom she now firmly believed had been loyal to John. When she looked closer, she found pain in his eyes. He would tell her one day how John died. He’d have to.
“Vámbéry did what he was told,” he said, as though he’d intuited her convictions. “All was over quickly. A knife to Ravenswood’s heart.”
Numb again, she stood silent for a while and then said, “You saw?”
He gave a slight nod. “I was witness to the whole thing, memsahib. Maurya ordered me to stand behind the screen with him and watch, which was why it took me so long to reach you. Maurya was testing my loyalty. It was the only way I could have any hope of saving you. I am sorry I was so late in arriving.”
A sudden, astonishing pain lanced Suri’s heart. “Watching your friend die must have been a terrible undertaking. I’m sorry.”
Tanush looked to the cheetah who continued to survey the underbrush. “She had not yet been sent on to the raj prince, so I set her loose. She is a loyal cat. She found you for me.” He looked back to Suri, the pain removed from his eyes. “Please, memsahib, we must be on our way.”
Suri dusted off her hands. “But not yet to Bombay. You must help me, Tanush. You’re a trained warrior, the finest in the land, so Ravenswood said. If anyone can get me and my family out of Delhi, it’s you. I have nothing…” She paused long enough to capture more air into her lungs and to wipe her nose and eyes. “Please, I beg you. I have nothing left without them. Ravenswood…” She simply could not say the words.
Tanush stared past her shoulder at nothing in particular for what seemed an eternity. “I have asked myself what Ravenswood would want of me.”
“And?”
“He would want what you want. I shall do my best to keep you safe.”
At Tanush’s words, her knees went out from under her. He was so quick, she didn’t have time to fall before he swept her up and held her in his arms in the same way he’d transported her to John.
“Reach under and remove the leash from my fingers, memsahib. Curl it on your stomach.”
“I can walk,” she said and wiggled free.
“We must take a route through the grass lining the Yamuna River. There are snakes, and you are in soft slippers.”
“Oh!” Before she realized what happened, she’d flung her arms around his neck and jumped back into his grasp.
…
Darkness settled in before they reached the Kashmiri Gate leading into Delhi. Better to try this entry, Tanush had said—the night would hide them, and this particular entrance was the quietest since the sepoys had entered through the main Delhi Gate.
The din of mutiny flowed like a filthy river over the wall surrounding the city. The cacophony scraped along Suri’s flesh, beaded perspiration along her brow, and set her hands to trembling. Tanush still carried her. How he maintained his calm reserve she hadn’t a clue, but her nerves were in shreds, and she was exhausted.
Sleep, he’d told her. How was she to sleep in Tanush’s arms when all she saw with her eyes closed was John—his battered body a sinful contrast against the silken decadence on which he lay. Damn Ravi-ji to hell. If she managed to make it out of here alive, she’d spend the rest of her life with that sorrowful image of John branded in her mind and soul.
And what of Marguerite and her family? Oh Lord, how she prayed they had hidden in the marble room. The way the door was built into the wall, no one would know the room existed…unless some of the servants were mutineers. Oh, she couldn’t think such thoughts.
When they neared the gate, Tanush lowered her to the ground and pulled her sari over her head. “Keep your head down and do not let go of the back of my kurta, memsahib. Once inside the gates, I know ways to get to the Chathams’s with the least detection.”
She nodded and sent up a silent prayer. As if Shahira understood, the cat slipped into the brush and disappeared.
“She will follow us in her own way, memsahib.”
Tanush used pure magic to move them through the streets filled with torch-bearing sepoys chanting and firing rifles in the air or at anything they saw moving. Fires dotted the city, thunder roared from cannons, and gunfire repeated in unending volleys, until Suri could no longer hear anything other than a loud uproar.
She stumbled over a body and, before she could scream, Tanush’s hand covered her mouth. Smoke clogged her throat and nose. She choked and wrenched his hand away, then clutched at it like a child. He said nothing, only dragged her through growth of jasmine and thick bushes that tore at the thin fabric of her sari. He maneuvered her past locked gates that he opened in seconds, through houses in shambles, and out the rear entrances. Good God!
“We’re here,” Tanush murmured when they reached a high wall she’d not have recognized had her life depended on it. “Leave your sari.” He pulled the end off her head and helped her unravel the yards of tattered silk until she stood in only her choli and lehenga. By now, she didn’t question Tanush’s directives. She trusted he knew what he was about.
“I’ll hoist you atop the wall. Once there, lie flat and don’t move until I can help you to the other side.”
She nodded and stepped into his hands cupped on his knee.
“Now,” he said and catapulted her upward.
She scrambled onto the ledge and pressed her belly to the hard clay bricks while Tanush crawled up the wall with the ease of a spider. He slipped over to the other side and helped her to the darkness beyond.
There was no lamplight, no sign of life, only the noise outside the walls, the chaos lighting up the night like fireworks. Suri’s heart leaped to her throat.
Tanush pulled her along in the red-tinged darkness to the side of the house where the private rooms were located. He hoisted her onto another wall and dropped over with the ease of a cat. When he lowered her to the ground, she realized they were in the garden leading to her own chamber. He must have brought her here intentionally. They entered her room, and Tanush led her around an overturned chest.
The room was in chaos.
“Oh, dear Lord!”
Tanush pressed his long fingers to her lips. “Change your clothes, memsahib,” he said quietly. “On our journey, you must wear a sari and pass for a native, but you must choose something plain.”
Suri inspected her torn clothing. The small mirrors and beads on her choli hung at odd angles, the mirrors catching the red night sky. “How did we make it through without anyone spotting…oh, the sari hid the mirrors.”
“Do you have anything which won’t draw undue attention?”
“A simple blue cotton sari is all I can think of.”
He nodded.
“But I must find Marguerite first.”
His fingers went to his lips again, hushing her. “No. You must change first. We will not come back this way.”
“I…I don’t know if I can find much of anything in the dark, but I’ll try.” She picked her way through the mess on the floor to the armoire with its doors hanging open. She dug through what clothing wasn’t scattered about. “I think I found something.” She took the sari and matching choli and lehenga to the garden and viewed them by the light of the fires in the sky.
“Change quickly, memsahib. Keep the sari folded. You can wrap it around you once we are back over the wall.”
“We’re going back over the wall?”
He grabbed her hand and hauled her out the bedroom door toward Marguerite’s and Harry’s chamber.
Their rooms were in shambles as well. A single oil lamp that had not been knocked over still burned in their dressing room. Tanush guided her toward the light. Suddenly, he stepped in front of her, shielding her. “Don’t look.”
Some base instinct caused her to push around him. Harry lay sprawled on the floor with a dark gash across his throat, his eyes blank. Oh God, oh God!
A nightmarish rant climbed up her throat but, before it tore loose, Tanush’s hand muffled her screams. Standing behind her, he circled his other arm around her waist and held her from rushing forward. He lifted her up and swung her away from the gruesome sight. Her feet flailed about.
“Stop it!” he ordered in a fierce growl. “If you want to live, you must control yourself. I told you not to come here.”
She nodded behind his hand and forced her screams inside the depths of her tattered sanity. When he set her feet back on the floor, she peeled his fingers from her mouth. “I’m going to be sick,” she muttered.
He swept her away from Harry, bent her over at the waist, and held her steady. “Anywhere,” he murmured. “It no longer matters.”
When she’d finished casting up bile from a stomach that had sat empty for hours, he picked up a shirt off the floor and cleaned her face and mouth, then grabbed a tipped vase of flowers standing cockeyed against the wall. He swirled the vase and liquid splashed about inside. “Rinse your mouth with this. The flowers were fresh so the water will do.”
She rinsed her mouth and spat back into the vase. She looked at Tanush in the dim light, but all she saw in her mind’s eye was the image of Harry…wonderful, sweet, cherubic Harry. She buried her face in Tanush’s kurta and wept great heaping sobs.
A crash of something outside the room followed by muffled male voices and Tanush stiffened. He took her by the shoulders. “Memsahib, we are not alone. We must leave here.”
She backed away, picked up another shirt from the floor and swiped it over her face to dry her tears. She sniffed. “I have to find Marguerite and Jeremy. They are my family. I cannot leave without knowing. You have a knife. We need to get to the marble room. Maybe they’re locked in there.”
“Come then, but close your eyes until I tell you to open them.” He lifted her in his arms and headed toward the dressing area and—oh God—over Harry’s body. “You may open them now.”
Despite the cold monotone of Tanush’s voice, she knew he suffered, but he’d been trained for this very thing. She couldn’t have trusted anyone more.
Except for John.
He set Suri down and pressed a panel on the back wall of the dressing room. It opened with only a whisper of a sound. Suri stared at Tanush wide-eyed.
Lifting the oil lamp, he motioned her inside and closed the door behind him. He spoke softly. “This secret corridor leads to the marble room. You will be safe there while I search for your sister and her son.”
Hope sprouted in Suri’s heart. “I believe they are already in there.”
He motioned her inside the dark corridor and closed the door behind them. She followed him as the passageway turned left and right and finally emptied into the marble room where Tanush set the oil lamp on the table.
The room was empty.
Suri’s heart sank.
She turned to Tanush, but he was gone, back through the corridor. She stared at the door they’d come through, now closed and invisible amongst the marble panels.
Minutes could have been hours for as long as Suri waited, the muscles in her jaw sore from clenching her teeth. When she was certain something must have happened to Tanush, he reappeared. In his arms, he carried Jeremy.
“Jerri,” Suri cried. Scrambling to her feet, she rushed to him.
The boy fell into her arms and held on to her, his small body trembling. “Where’s your mama, Jerri?”
He sobbed into her shoulder and nearly tore her flesh, his little fingers dug in so hard.
“What happened, sweetheart? Tell me.”
“I…I was supposed to go with Nanny, and Mum was to come later, but I slipped away from Nanny and came back to find Papa.” His sobs turned into wails.
Suri swayed back and forth, rocking Jeremy as she stroked his back. She shot a speaking glance to Tanush. “Do you know where Nanny was to take you?”
He nodded. “Uh huh. To Flagstaff House.”
Straight through Delhi! Suri squeezed Jeremy tight to cover the spasm that ran through her body. She did not move except to rub her hand up and down Jeremy’s back. The walls were closing in on her, but where would she go? Not out in that carnage. And she couldn’t set Jeremy aside and walk away swimming in her own pain.
Tanush shook his head at her silent regard of him. “We cannot get there, Suri. You know as well as I, it is impossible.” His eyes darkened. “You have a great responsibility now, memsahib. We must leave for Bombay while we can. All the other gates are closed, and soon they will close Kashmiri Gate—if they have not done so already.”
Jeremy lifted his head and regarded Suri, his eyes as red as the mussed hair atop his head. His bottom lip quivered. “I want Mummy.” An odd look swept over him. “Papa. He…he’s been hurt. His neck…”
Oh, dear God. He’s seen his father! She clutched Jeremy to her breast and held him tight. He sobbed into her shoulder again.
Tanush stepped forward. “We must leave here now, memsahib.” His words had grown harsh. “You must think of the boy.”
They couldn’t barricade themselves in here for long. Suri knew then she had no choice but to follow Tanush’s directive. “Can we leave a note on the table? Here would be the first place Marguerite would be certain to check.” If she’s still alive. Oh God!
He turned to leave. “Wait here.”
Suri sat in a chair with Jeremy in her lap. He clung to her as if they were perched high off the ground and he feared falling. He wept, crying out for his mother. “Jeremy, listen to me, sweetheart. There are bad men out there and we have to leave here. Your mother is at Flagstaff House where she is safe. There are soldiers guarding the place. When everything settles down, she’ll return and see the note we’ll leave for her. She’ll join us later.” I can only hope and pray I’m not lying to you. “But you and I must leave with Tanush now. Do you understand? It is not safe for us to linger here any longer.”
Tanush returned with a pen and paper and native clothing for Jeremy that he’d retrieved from the servants’ quarters. He nodded to the other side of the room. “We must leave through a secret exit.”
Suri glanced to the plain marble wall. Who would have known? “Why didn’t we enter that way?”
“One can only exit. It’s a deathtrap if one tries to enter.”
Suri helped Jeremy into the diminutive kurta and churidars while Tanush smeared dirt on the boy’s face and hands to darken his skin. He wrapped a child’s turban around the boy’s head to hide the shock of red hair. “You must keep your head lowered at all times if we are approached on our way to Bombay, or your blue eyes will give you away. Do you understand?”
When Jeremy failed to respond, Tanush bent on a knee and, holding the boy by the shoulders, turned him until they faced one another, eye to eye. “It is very important you follow instructions like the man you are. You must keep your head down. You must pretend your Aunt Suri is your mother, and you will hide in her skirts out of shyness if anyone stops us. Do you understand?”
Jeremy stared into Tanush’s dark eyes for a long while. And then he nodded his head, sniffed and swiped a sleeve across his runny nose. Like a good little soldier, he straightened his spine, then pivoted and marched back to Suri, where he climbed onto her lap and grew silent. He stared at Tanush with solemn eyes that suddenly held far more wisdom than any six-year-old should possess.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
John managed to collect himself enough to open his eyes at Vámbéry’s less-than-silent entry into the darkened chamber. “I hope to hell you don’t intend to pour fire into my wounds again.” His words rasped across a sand-dry throat. He lifted his head. Dizzying pain shot through his temples. He flopped back onto the pillow. “Christ Almighty.”
Vámbéry hovered over him, his turban slightly askew. “Ah, Ravenswood. Awake at last. Since your uncivil mutterings bore nary a modicum of intelligence, I didn’t know whether or not you were even aware I’d been treating you.”
“Stuff it, you arrogant ass.” John squinted at the man. The light streaming through the shutters hurt like the devil. “With the amount of laudanum you’ve poured into me, I’m fortunate to string two thoughts together. Even my skin reeks of the scent of almonds.”
“Had to use it—you grew rather boisterous at times.” Vámbéry stepped over to a small table and lifted a bottle of clear liquid to eye level. “I’d like to dispense a bit more of this fire, as you choose to call my fine Hungarian liquor, into your chest wound. It’s not healing as quickly as I’d like.”
Aw, hell. A shudder rippled through John. “Any word?”
Vámbéry carried the bottle and a stack of linens cut into small squares back to where John lay. Sitting on the edge of the bed, he drew the thin coverlet to John’s waist, exposing a stained bandage wrapped around his bare chest and shoulder. “Tanush set off for Bombay with Suri and her nephew three nights ago.”
A torrent of relief swept through John. He tried to raise his head again but gave up at the excruciating pain. “When will this god-awful ache disappear?” He passed a hand over his sweaty forehead. “Only the nephew? How do you know?”
“I managed to get to the Chathams’s where I found a note Suri left behind in the marble room.” Removing the bandage, Vámbéry inspected the oozing lesion above John’s heart and then soaked a few squares of the cloth in the clear liquid before setting them to the wound.
Fire blazed through John’s shoulder and chest. “Christ!” Exasperation took hold at both the searing pain and Vámbéry’s few words. “Speak up, damn it. Pulling hens’ teeth is easier than getting you to talk. How’s Suri? Where’s Chatham? And see to getting me out of here.”
He paused in his ranting and regarded Vámbéry through still-squinting eyes. “By the way, where am I?”
Soaking a new set of cloths, Vámbéry set them to John’s shoulder and squeezed more of the stinging liquid into the injury. Curses flew from John’s mouth like a swarm of bats out of a night cave. “Bloody hell, man, are you trying to finish me off with that rot?”
“Sorry,” Vámbéry said. “I know this hurts, but giving up my last bit of fine Hungarian pálinka to disinfect your wound pains me, as well.” His face a blank canvas, he put the bottle to his lips, took a swig, and let go with a noisy exhale before drizzling more of the liquor over another set of squares. “You’re right, Ravenswood—burns like blazes down my throat.”
John scowled. “As I said, arrogant ass.”
Vámbéry ignored him and dabbed at the wound. “The note was brief, but I gathered Suri was fit enough to travel and look after her nephew.”
He regarded John with sudden seriousness. “The madness in the streets is still at its worst, I’m afraid. The throng of sepoys is busy destroying anything in its way—even their own kind. Brevet Major Hodson arrived yesterday, so he’ll soon have things under control. You’ll be free to leave once the dizziness and weakness gives way.”
“What about Chatham? Have you heard anything from him?”
Soaking a third set of cloths, Vámbéry went about cleaning John’s wound with surprising gentleness. “I’m afraid our man didn’t quite make it through the revolt,” he said quietly.
The shock of Vámbéry’s words whipped through John’s heart, stinging worse than the liquor seeping into his laceration. “Oh hell!” He struggled to contain his emotions. “What of Lady Marguerite?”
With the precision of a practiced surgeon, Vámbéry laid out a small pile of the dry linen squares atop John’s stomach along with a pair of scissors and a length of cloth. He went about bandaging the cleansed wound. “Her son said she’d gone to Flagstaff House. At least let’s hope so.”
Something’s not right. John’s brows furrowed together. “She went without her son?”
“According to Suri’s note, the boy’s nanny was seeing him there ahead of his mother, but he slipped away from her and went back to locate his father.” His voice grew tentative and slowed in its delivery as he chose his words carefully. “Young Jeremy found him after the fact, I’m afraid. It wasn’t a pleasant sight, what was done to Chatham.”
“Good God!”
Vámbéry cast him a furtive glance. “I took proper care of our friend’s remains if that gives you any solace.” He tore the length of cloth into narrow strips as he spoke. “I’ve a hunch by the time Lady Marguerite got to Flagstaff House it was too late to turn back. The place was stacked full of British—men, women, and children. The whole lot barricaded themselves inside, waiting for help to arrive, until some fool dumped a pile of bodies, mostly British officers, in front of the building. Those locked inside figured the sepoys were coming to kill them and panicked. They evacuated the premises and moved on to Meerut and Karnal, so I suspect that’s where Chatham’s wife is at the moment.”
At the shocking news, John again attempted to rise on his elbows. “Meerut and Karnal? But there’s—”
Vámbéry shook his head and gently pressed a hand on John’s good shoulder, easing him back. “Lie still. They’re all safe. Nothing much is happening in either place any longer. All the carnage is right here in Delhi. I passed on word that should anyone run across Lady Marguerite, to tell her to make haste to the marble room once the danger of travel has passed. The note Suri left explained that Tanush was seeing her and Jeremy to a ship out of Bombay.”
When Vámbéry grew silent, John regarded his surroundings—walls hung with brightly colored silks, golden statues, finely woven carpets atop a gleaming wooden floor. Expensive goods. “You failed to answer me awhile back. Where the hell am I?”
The makings of a sardonic grin twitched one corner of Vámbéry’s mouth but failed to materialize fully. “Right under the devil’s own nose. Or at least you were.”
Irritation ransacked John’s insides. Bloody idiot. “What’s your meaning?”
“I mean that despite my telling Maurya I’d fed you to the lions, I managed to hide you in his palace. You are two floors above his private quarters.”
The bed could have dropped out from under John and left him floating in air just then. “How the devil did you manage such a devious undertaking?”
“Paying particular attention to the layout of whatever dwelling my host resides in has its advantages. Besides, he no longer gives a care where you are.”
Foreboding crawled under John’s skin at the odd look that passed through his friend’s eyes. “What are you implying?”
Vámbéry shrugged. “I carted you to a patch of sissoo trees where I was supposed to leave your remains. Instead, I secreted you beneath a blanket and towed you right back here.” He swept his hand around the opulently appointed room. “And hid you thusly.”
A faint dawning curled around the edges of John’s mind, sharpening it like a razor set to a strap. “Go on.”
“When I reported back to Maurya that I’d tossed you to the lions, I told him I’d stumbled across something he might find of great significance, but preferred to reveal it in private where the walls had neither eyes nor ears. Naturally, this piqued his interest, so I gathered up a chest I brought along and followed him to a secret chamber similar to the marble room at the Chathams’s.”
A hint of smugness crossed Vámbéry’s countenance. “I set the coffer on the table, and while he was preoccupied with figuring out the opening, I slipped from the room and locked it from the outside. Thick as the walls were, it wasn’t long before I heard muffled screams. Said screams told me that he’d got the box open and met with a rather sizeable king cobra. I imagine the snake’s magnificent hooded head rose up in deadly greeting.”
Repulsion fisted John in the gut. “Good Christ!” He knew firsthand what that meant, having watched his wife succumb to snake venom.
He’d have killed Maurya outright.
“He screams like a girl,” Vámbéry said matter-of-factly.
“Oh for God’s sake, I told you I wanted him to myself!”
Vámbéry sat back, stroked his beard, and studied John for a long moment. “Had you done what you’d intended, you’d have had Maurya’s blood on your hands for the rest of your life.”
“Well, the man had my brother’s blood on his, for pity’s sake.” Filled with heated fury, he flung the cover off his hot body, paying scant attention to the fact that he was clad only in a pair of unfamiliar drawers. “James deserved retribution.”
“And your brother finally got it, didn’t he?”
“Yes, but not from my hands.”
Vámbéry lined up the strips of cloth in neat rows across John’s stomach and cast him a long look. “In years to come, you will thank me,” he said quietly. “No matter how vile the enemy, blood on one’s hands leaves scarred memories in one’s winter years.”
John clenched his jaw so tightly, a muscle rippled. “At least I still have that good-for-nothing Resident to get my hands on before I exit Delhi.”
“I’m afraid Maurya took care of that little deed for you.”
“What?” John made to lift his head again, but the pain made him give up. “How?”
“After Bradleigh left the Delhi gates open for the mutinous sepoys to enter, he scurried here for his payoff. But Maurya never delivered—or should I say he delivered something the Resident hadn’t expected?”
Vámbéry lifted John’s shoulders to fasten the bandage around him. John groaned at the pain slicing him in two. “As soon as I’m able, I intend to pound on you for the way you carved me up, not to mention the way you toss me around.” He grunted as Vámbéry eased him back on the bed. “I think you enjoy torturing me.”
“Tsk, tsk, tsk. You should thank me, Ravenswood. I thought I did a marvelous job of making it appear as though I’d stabbed you through the heart. I was exceedingly thorough in my endeavor, by the way. I even managed to slip into the screened viewing room beforehand to figure out where to position myself between you and the witnesses so they couldn’t see exactly where the knife was to be delivered. Had to make it look as though I stuck you square in the heart so mine wouldn’t get cut out.”
What could barely pass as a smile swept over Vámbéry’s lips. He lifted the scissors from where they lay atop John’s chest and raised them high in the air. “See here—I angled the blade just so in order to make a vertical slice between the threads of sinew, and not horizontally where it would have cut the muscle in two. And then with great force, I—”
“Enough!” John growled and batted at the scissors. “I don’t give a damn how you faked my demise, I’m alive and—” He squinted hard at Vámbéry again. “Was Tanush one of the witnesses?”
Vámbéry nodded.
“Did you manage to get to him afterward and tell him what you’d done?”
Vámbéry’s brows arched. “No time for that. I was so good at what I was about, the man is probably convinced I’m the enemy.”
“Good thing he’s off to Bombay, or he’d see to your head.” John hissed in pain when Vámbéry pressed the bandage to his wound. “By the by, you could have used a cleaner knife from the looks of that oozing pus.”
“It’s all I had on me at the time,” Vámbéry said. “Besides, it’s a rather special weapon. One I designed myself.” He rose from the bedside, made his way to the table, and returned with a sinister looking dagger with a long, slender blade. He handed it off to John. “Take a look.”
“The blasted thing must be six inches long. How the devil did you manage to keep from poking me clear through to the other side? In case you didn’t know, you weren’t gentle in your delivery.”
A rare sparkle went through Vámbéry’s eyes and then vanished as quickly as it came. “See that little jewel near the top of the handle?”
John nodded.
“Have a go at stabbing the mattress. Just when the point of the blade makes contact, press the carnelian and—”
“Good God, man, I can barely raise my head and you want me to plunge—”
“Allow me.” Vámbéry slipped the knife from John’s fingers and stabbed it into the mattress with a violent thrust.
John winced at the recollection of the same force driving into him. “Bloody hell?”
“Watch carefully as I extract the knife.”
To John’s surprise, the blade wasn’t much over an inch long. “Be damned! Where’d you get that thing?”
Vámbéry’s lips twitched. “Told you already. It’s my design. The blade withdraws by pushing on the carnelian. I adjusted it beforehand so it wouldn’t retract all the way.” He pressed the round jewel and the full length of the blade popped out again. “Clever, say?”
He stepped away from the bed and went back to preparing new bandages for the next treatment. “Tell me, Ravenswood, if I were forced to repeat my clandestine act upon your body, would you still prefer I use a normal knife that was a bit cleaner?”
John couldn’t tell with Vámbéry’s back turned, but he’d wager there was a small, but satisfied, grin generating from that bearded face. “You knew exactly where to place the knife so as to deliver the least amount of damage and still make it look as though you’d killed me. Brilliant, but you’re still arrogant.” He regarded the little Hungarian for a long while. “You’re a bit insane, you know.”
“Isn’t every man, in one way or another?” Vámbéry turned, took another swig of his pálinka and shot John a taut grin. “I’ll have you out of here within the week.”
“Sooner,” he responded. “I’m only a few days behind Suri and Tanush, which means there’s a good chance I can catch up with them in Bombay. Hopefully, they’ll have to wait for a ship.”
He’d make certain Suri was all right. Make certain she was not carrying his child. And then he’d return to Ravenswood Park and go about the business of finding a suitable wife. The prospect layered another dull ache upon his many others.
He lay there staring up at the ceiling. What if he reached England and learned that Suri was not with child? What then? Would he pay his respects and simply leave? The thought of never seeing her again hit him so hard it was as if someone had walked into the room and pummeled the stuffing out of him again.
Hell, walking away was not what he wanted to do. Not at all. What he wanted was Suri. He wanted her as his wife. As the mother of his children. As his friend and lover. But what he wanted most was to spend the rest of his life with her beside him. They’d see each other through thick and thin, they would. He knew her well enough to know she’d do that—stand by him no matter what.
For the first time in a long while, something finally felt right in his life. He didn’t give a bloody damn what anyone considered suitable for a duke, he knew, as surely as he breathed, that he and Suri were right for each other.
If she would have him.
“Ever been to Bombay during the monsoons, my friend?” Vámbéry offered the bottle to John who shook his head and grunted, too stunned by his spectacular revelation for words.
Vámbéry lifted a brow and, after studying John for a moment, gave a shrug of his shoulders, swallowed a mouthful of pálinka, and expelled a quick breath. “What a steamy, muddy mess that city is during the season. In case you haven’t thought of it, there’ll be no ships leaving port once the rains come, so you’re likely to find yourself stuck there until the monsoons die off. By the way, I’ll not be the one to escort you.”
John managed a small snort to cover the groan of pain as he shifted about. “Once I get out of this bed, I can manage to hire someone to transport me. Where are you headed from here?”
“I was thinking a trip to Budapest might be just the thing.”
Something peculiar sketched a shadow across Vámbéry’s eyes. John recognized the look—he’d seen loneliness reflected in the mirror too many times not to know the signs. “Any family there?”
Vámbéry set about replacing the near empty bottle, scissors, and remaining squares of cloth on the table. “Been so many years, I no longer know. However, all will not be in vain since those marauding Turks left spectacular thermal baths behind a few centuries ago. I’ve a mind to sink my sorry body in a few while I figure out if anyone I’m related to still exists.”
Picking up the bottle of pálinka, he made his way to a chair and sank into it. “There is one high note in this blight upon humanity I nearly forgot to mention.”
When Vámbéry failed to elaborate, irritation leaped through John like flames through a dry haystack. “Spit it out, blast it!”
“It seems there was a familiar-looking cat lounging about the Chatham grounds while I was there.”
Shahira! John shot up on one elbow and cursed both his head and host but managed to remain upright this time. “You’re certain it was her?”
Vámbéry nodded. “There aren’t many cheetahs that give off that strange noise and then trot up beside me for a bit of a scratch behind the ears. Followed me back here.”
A flood of relief—or perhaps it was the entire morning’s events coupled with his weakened condition—swept through John, unhinging him to the point of threatening tears. God, how he’d like to bury his face in Shahira’s coat about now.
Vámbéry took another swig of his pálinka, then reached up and straightened his turban before stroking his beard. “Someone made off with her decadent collar and leash, though. In these parts, the chain alone would feed and clothe an extended family for a good ten years, so I doubt you’ll see it again.”
“Where’s Shahira now?”
“Damned if I know. Likely hiding in the brush waiting for you.”
…
Suri sat under the cover of a deep veranda and stared at a curtain of rain so dense she couldn’t make out the other side of the walled garden. God’s tears, her stepmother used to call a heavy downpour. Well, in this torrent, God was doing more than weeping—he was wailing. She glanced down at John’s signet ring she’d been twisting around her index finger—an unconscious habit of late.
God’s tears. Wouldn’t that be something if her Maker truly was weeping, seeing as how she hadn’t shed a tear since the night they’d escaped Delhi’s mayhem?
But then, neither had Jeremy.
Nor had he uttered a word.
She didn’t know which was worse—his lack of tears or his lack of voice. And he hadn’t let her out of his sight. Not for a waking moment. If she turned around this minute, she’d find him behind her, leaning up against the wall and staring at her back. This morning he had even followed her to the privy and waited not three feet from the door—staring at it with those sorrowful eyes when she’d opened it. They’d been more than a week as guests of Tanush’s friends—a large, extended family. She awoke every morning with Jeremy asleep on the floor beside her bed.
Poor thing.
He was like an empty shell. However, so was she. All hollow inside, lifeless and unable to feel anything except a concern for her nephew that ached like a bad tooth.
A vision of John, so wonderfully handsome, floated through her mind. Perhaps she shouldn’t have thought only one night with him would be enough—for that’s exactly what she got, wasn’t it? He was gone to her now.
Forever.
A tiny quiver of pain threatened to sprout. She focused harder on the sheet of rain. How could it be so insufferably hot even in this hard downpour? What a godforsaken place. How did humans even think to settle here in the first place? How had John stood it for so long? Or Marguerite and Harry, for that matter?
At the very thought of them, at the image of each in her mind’s eye, grief inched its way toward the surface, followed by a trail of misery so profound it would surely take her under if allowed to take hold. Good Lord, she had Jeremy to think of! Her mind cleared and she swallowed hard against the emotions that threatened to expose themselves. Soon they all but withered, leaving her empty once again. Her dry eyes burned, but still no tears came to dampen the sting.
A thin girl of about fourteen padded over to Suri carrying a small tray with two glasses of minted lemonade. “Memsahib?”
Suri took one in her hand. “Thank you. Would you see to it that Jeremy gets the other?”
The girl nodded and disappeared behind Suri only to reappear a moment later. “He won’t take it from me, memsahib,” she whispered with a frantic look in her wide brown eyes.
“It’s all right. Set the tray down and I’ll see he gets it.”
The girl scurried back into the house. Without turning around, Suri stretched her arm out, palm up, and waited. After a moment, a small hand slipped into hers, hot and sweaty. “Come, Jerri, sit beside Auntie.”
A shock of red hair caught her peripheral vision and then Jeremy slid in beside her. He laid his head in her lap and stared out at nothing. Slowly, she stroked his hair. “You’re safe, sweetheart. Your mother will come along behind us. She will.” Oh, she prayed her words wouldn’t prove false. “Drink your lemonade. A sip or two, so you won’t get too dry.”
Still the boy said nothing, only stared at the rain. How long was this going to go on—Jeremy’s silence and the deluge?
And where was Tanush, anyway? She hadn’t seen him going on three days. He’d sent a trunk of clothing in for her that had arrived early this morning—fashionable English wear. She still wore the sari she’d traveled in, although it had been thoroughly cleaned. She wasn’t about to climb into burdensome clothing until right before the ship’s departure. Fainting once in this oppressive heat, because of a tight corset, had been enough.
As suddenly as it had started, the rain stopped. Just like that. “Well,” she said. “I see Tanush was right. These on-again-off-again downpours are merely a prelude to the monsoons. Can you imagine what they must be like? I do hope our ship sails before they arrive, don’t you, Jeremy?”
He said nothing.
Suri sighed and ran her fingers through his hair while she absentmindedly studied the foliage. Aside from jasmine and roses, she had no idea which plant was which, only that they were well cared for. She also had no idea how long she’d been sitting there when she heard footsteps approaching from behind. Not the padding of bare feet, but the heavy steps of boots that scraped to a stop.
She turned to find a finely dressed, dark-haired, and exceedingly handsome English gentleman with eyes black as cinders watching her. His head turned to the side, his eyes flashing dark mystery. A muscle rippled along a chiseled jawline—a jaw that had been recently shaved, judging by the lighter shade of skin at—oh, my God!
“Tanush?” Gently, she settled Jeremy beside her and rose on shaky legs. “Tanush, is that you?”
He arched a brow. “Trenton Traehaern at your service, Miss Thurston. You may call me Trent. All my friends do.”
Gone was the turban, the Indian clothing, the thick beard that had once obscured a rigid face without emotion—which this one wasn’t. This countenance was fluid, bore depth and grace. And the eyes were no longer unreadable.
Her head spun and she grabbed the arm of the settee to steady herself. “Oh, my God. Tanush? I don’t understand. You…you’re not Indian?”
He shifted on a polished booted foot smattered with mud and straightened his back in a manner at once familiar. “Welsh, actually.”
“But…but your black hair…your skin.”
“We Welsh are known for our dark hair and olive skin. Although I’ve had to bake in the sun on a daily basis to help the coloring along. It’ll fade in the coming weeks and then I won’t have a two-toned face.” A corner of his mouth hiked up in a faint, rueful grin.
She sat down with a thud. Jeremy clung to the folds of her sari. “I…I don’t know what to say.”
“You don’t have to say anything.”
She gazed up at him as he stepped around in front of her. “Did John know?”
He nodded. “We’ve been friends for years.”
“Do they know?” She nodded toward the house. “I mean, how can they not know something is awry? You showed up as an Indian by anyone’s measure, but now you look the epitome of a respectable Englishman.”
“Respectable Welshman,” he corrected. “And yes, they are aware of my status. At least the adults are. The men in the household are all recruited spies. May I sit?”
Confusion reigned and her face heated. “Yes. No. I don’t know…”
She shook her head, trying to clear it, and clutched Jeremy to her with one hand while she pressed the other to her hot cheek. She stared at Tanush…at Trent as though trying to discern who he really was. “Why didn’t you tell me when you found me strapped to a tree? For heaven’s sake, there was no need to hide the truth then.”
He moved to sit on the opposite side of her from where Jeremy sat, but she held up her hand. He paused in front of her and regarded her with somber eyes. “Ah, but there was. Had we been cornered and you knew the truth, you could have innocently given the ruse away. It was better you trusted me to see you through by thinking I was Tanush and Tanush only.”
He tilted his head back and studied her through veiled lids. “Actually, I was Tanush at the time. Completely. Now I’m not. I mean, I’ve slipped in and out of the disguise for so long, he’s become my alter ego.”
Her head swam with all the realizations bombarding her. “How? I mean, are you a kind of warrior like John said or was that, too, a falsehood?”
“He spoke the truth. My father was the commissioner for the East India Company in Calcutta several years running, which is where I was raised.”
“Traehaern.” Her eyes widened. “Your father was Commissioner Traehaern? Knighted by the queen for bravery when he saved an entire battalion from decimation?”
He nodded. “My father saw to it that I was trained in the Indian martial art of dhanurveda. Much to his pleasure, I turned out to be an excellent student. What he didn’t know was there were government spies reporting my progress to the Foreign Service.”
“Why were there spies around him after all he’d done for his country?”
“They…we’re everywhere.” He lifted a shoulder in a small shrug. “I was a perfect specimen with my black hair and coloring, my command of the languages, my ability to blend in having been raised here. Not to mention the skill by which to kill a man with a single blow of my hand or foot. They recruited me after I was sent off to Cambridge. Which was where I met Ravenswood, by the way. Blame me for enlisting him and his brother in this bloody mess.”
That quiver of pain that had threatened to sprout in Suri before Trent arrived suddenly bloomed to the trembling point. Then the terrible hurt coalesced with anger watered by unshed tears. A swirling mass of emotions she couldn’t identify rose up until she quaked inside. Gently, very gently, she set Jeremy aside and stood.
A quizzical look flashed through Trent’s eyes. He tilted his head again. “Suri?”
A storm of anger, hurt, and pain railed inside her and broke loose. “How dare you show up here like nothing whatsoever has happened. All dressed up in your…your finery as if you’re ready to board ship and forget any of this nightmare ever happened. As if…as if…”
He gave a bare shake of his head and shot a meaningful glance at Jeremy and then back at her as if to say, Stop. Think of the boy.
She caught herself. He was right—he was no longer Tanush. That blank-faced, hard-eyed unreadable man who’d guarded her with his life was no longer. This man spoke volumes with a mere blink of an eye.
Suddenly, the pain whipping through her heart and soul did her in. She caught her lower lip in her teeth to keep it from trembling. Lord have mercy, she’d been taking everything she’d locked inside herself out on him—John’s death, Harry, Jeremy, her sister…her own pain.
Her own foolishness with Ravi Maurya that had led everyone into a trap.
And worst of all, she’d refused to wed John.
Her beloved.
She feared her heart might stop altogether just then. Too late, she realized that had she agreed to marry him, their union would have set them on sacred ground. And just as he’d tried to tell her, she was certain now they’d have formed a powerful force, one that would have withstood any storm that came along.
Another insight battered her as if she were being stoned—had she married him, there would have been no attending that ill-fated wedding with Ravi-ji, no need for John to have chased after her.
Dear God in Heaven, if it weren’t for her, he’d still be alive today! Spots danced before her eyes. Her world tipped on its axis and her balance wavered.
Trent grabbed her by the arms. “Suri?”
It was hard to see him through the sheen of tears. She was going to cry. She couldn’t. Not with Jeremy here.
“It’s all right,” Trent said, as if reading her mind. “Jeremy is a strong young man. He knows everyone weeps now and then. Don’t you?” He glanced at the silent and withdrawn boy. Pain shot through Trent’s eyes and swam in the dark pools of remorse. “If it’s any consolation, Ravenswood was like a brother to me. Your father was a best friend. I understand your pain.”
Suri didn’t know if he spoke to Jeremy or to her, but his honest display of emotion proved to be her undoing. Her knees buckled and she fell against him. His arm went around her to break her fall, and then he extended his other hand to Jeremy.
Jeremy’s small, trembling hand found Trent’s. He gathered the boy against him and Suri. “It’s all right for the both of you to grieve your terrible losses,” he said. “Perhaps we all need to.”
Suri wept into Trent’s shoulder, soaking the fine cloth of his jacket while a dry-eyed Jeremy silently buried his face in the folds of her sari. She broke into sobs. “All those times you stood by my door guarding me,” she said, “I never had any idea you were a Welshman doing the bidding of your best friend. You would’ve gone to your death for him. For me. Oh, God!”
His arm tightened around her shoulder. “I’ll see you safely to England, like I promised Ravenswood, but I had best do it right and proper.”
Suri sniffed and pulled away. “What do you mean?”
He reached into his pocket and handed her a handkerchief. “I’ll be two and thirty next month. By any chance do you have a brother in my age range?”
She shook her head, confused. “Rupert is four and thirty. He’s the Duke of Bridgeford now that my father is gone. Why?”
“He won’t do. Is there another?”
“Yes, my next oldest brother. He’s nearly thirty.”
“His name?”
“George.” She sniffed again and wiped her nose on the cloth he’d given her. “Lord George Thurston.”
Trent arched a brow and his mouth crooked in a half-smile. “Then you’d better get used to calling me George.”
…
“Blast it all!” John was a day late for the last ship to sail. And Suri was on board. He sat in the same settee as she had not twenty-four hours earlier—so he’d been told—his fingers buried in Shahira’s thick fur behind her ears. He cursed the weather and his misfortune. Every ship, boat, or piece of wood that resembled anything an Indian might fish from was moored and battened down. The westerly winds had sprung up this afternoon, churning the sea’s water to a muddy brown and acting as a deadly force that would drive the monsoons inland, turning everything into a mass of knee-deep mud for weeks. And the blasted weather wasn’t about to relent until August.
He rubbed his sore shoulder and stared at the curtain of rain. Well, damn it, he couldn’t sit around on his arse all summer long waiting. Monsoon mud or not, he’d make his way back to Delhi and find Suri’s sister. Yes, that’s what he’d do—he’d locate Lady Marguerite and see her home.
Providing she was still alive.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
BRIDGEFORD HALL—BEDFORDSHIRE, ENGLAND
Suri collapsed into a leather chair, her heart beating high and fast. My inheritance gone? This cannot be!
Straining for a modicum of composure, she opened her mouth to speak. Nothing. Why could she not assemble her words? Silence hung in the air like a heavy fog.
Pressing trembling fingers to her lips, she stared at her brother’s back. The pompous ass stood there in front of the library’s tall windows acting as though he’d announced the dismissal of an errant servant rather than delivering the news that he’d just destroyed his sister’s future.
Rupert cleared his throat twice. Papa used to do exactly the same when he was mad as a hornet. Her brother was angry? The nerve. He should be on his knees begging forgiveness for what he’d done.
He fisted his hands on his hips in an all-too-familiar manner and cleared his throat again. Twice. Since when had her brother decided to mimic her father? Sunlight outlined his bulky frame and created a white nimbus around him. Whenever she’d seen her father’s large body block the sun that way she’d thought he resembled a saint. But Rupert was Lucifer in all his sinister glory.
Anger, hot and foul, brewed in her stomach. She swallowed against the rising bile until she finally found her voice. “What do you mean, my inheritance is gone? Father left it to me, not for you to squander. Damn your eyes!”
Rupert whipped around and bore down on her in long, purposeful strides, his booted feet driving into the lush Turkish carpet, his eyes brilliant with challenge. He halted in front of her. A muscle along his clenched jaw rippled while his hate-filled eyes stared into hers. Then his fists shot up, just enough for her to shrink back reflexively. She blinked rapidly, as if he’d already struck her, but then she straightened and leaned forward, daring him to act out his hostility.
Trent stepped from the corridor and into her peripheral vision. He leaned a shoulder against the door jamb and folded his arms over his chest, his face a blank mask.
Tanush is back in service!
The muscles in Suri’s gut uncoiled and the blood pounding through her veins resumed a normal flow.
Rupert delivered Trent a duke’s setdown glare that might have thrown the fear of God into anyone else. When he got no response, he fixed his heated gaze back on her. “This is between you and me. Call off your hound.”
Despite the shocking news that he’d drained her finances, an insane urge to laugh in Rupert’s face caught hold of her. “Then you’d better step back and stop snarling at me or there’s likely to be a dog fight. And take my word for it, you would lose. Miserably so.”
Her brother straightened, clenched his hands on his hips again, and gave Trent an authoritative and demeaning once-over. He must have practiced that belittling maneuver in private, because Suri had never seen the likes of it before. Of course, he’d been away at school for years.
Rupert snarled at Trent. “Step back into the corridor and close the door behind you or I will have you tossed out on your arse.”
Trent stood rooted in the doorway. “No, I don’t believe I will,” he responded in a voice as calm as a windless sea, yet it carried an undertow of warning. “I’m curious to hear your explanation of how you siphoned off your sister’s funds.”
Her brother was either quite stupid or very naïve, because he sent another scowl Trent’s way and then swaggered over to his father’s desk—now his. Leaning one hip against the dark mahogany that had been polished over the years by her father’s similar stance, Rupert turned his glower on Suri. “I did not squander the funds. I appropriated them for the good of Bridgeford Hall and for all the tenant farmers. There were roofs to be repaired and taxes to be paid.”
Anger overrode shock and served to clear Suri’s head. She rose, stepped forward, and fired a blistering gaze at him. “Oh, for pity’s sake, Rupert. I gave you power of attorney over my funds while I was gone because I trusted you. How could you?”
His bark of laughter rang brutal. “How could I?” He arched a brow. “I withdrew your funds and spent them. That’s how.”
His words stung her ears and nearly stole what little reserve she had left. “But…but why? Father ran a profitable and well-oiled business. We never wanted for anything.” To emphasize her point, she swept her hand around the opulent library.
He curled his fingers on the desk on either side of him, sank his meaty neck into his wide shoulders, and leaned back, looking down his nose at her. “Or so we thought.”
Oh, how she’d love to slap that smirk off his face. Instead, she curled her fingers into the folds of her skirt. “So we thought?”
“There you go, repeating my words. Gads, I’d hoped you’d got over some of your loathsome habits.”
Despite her bravado, tears sprang to her eyes. Could she actually be hearing this? “What are you saying? You act as though you despised me all our growing years—”
His lip curled in a cold sneer. “I did.”
What? A shaft of pain lanced through her chest. Don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t cry. She straightened her spine, drew in a long breath, and responded as if his words had not broken her heart. “And your reasoning, dear brother?”
He gave his head a slow shake and did nothing to hide his scorn. “Darling Suri. Papa’s little half-breed. Always his favorite. You may no longer refer to me as your brother.”
No longer her brother? Her hand slid to her throat. Stoicism slipping, she raised her chin in defiance and forced calm down her throat. “Well, we can do little about that bit, can we?”
With another wicked arch of his brow, derision was back full force. “Not only are you a half-breed, Suri, you are a half-blood. Which makes you nothing. Not only in my eyes, but in the eyes of the courts. Legally, you are a child of no one. Father had no right leaving you an inheritance and nothing for the rest of us.”
“Nothing for the rest of you?” She swept her hand about the room. “Why, you have all this. And…and Marguerite declined her legacy when she married Harry. Furthermore, long before our father passed on, he gave George ample funds to found his shipping company—” Suddenly, she saw Rupert in a different light—one striated with shards of blackness. Why, you self-serving bloody cur—you want it all for yourself.
She studied him intently while an excruciating dawning spread through her. He had never loved her. Not for one minute. How naïve had she been to grow up with a brother who had loathed her, and she had not realized as much.
Her hand pressed against her stomach to ease the physical pain devouring her insides. Had George and Marguerite secretly resented her as well? No, Marguerite loved her, she was certain of it. And George—he’d regularly sent her letters during his school years. And later, when he had taken to the sea, he had sent gifts along with his long letters describing his adventures. He wouldn’t have bothered had he not cared. But she’d never received so much as a note from Rupert.
Realization sent a sour taste tramping through her mouth like an army of unkempt foot soldiers. “You wanted everything all to yourself, didn’t you? Do you resent George as much as you resent me? No, don’t bother answering since it’s clear as day, you bloody pig. A pox on you.”
“Tsk, tsk, tsk, Suri. What would the queen think of your language?”
Her mouth fell open. “What would the queen think of—this ridiculous conversation is over.” Her jaw snapped shut. “Where’s Mother?”
He snorted. “She’s hardly your mother, Miss Half-breed. In case you haven’t realized the way things are, allow me to explain. The dowager duchess is even further removed from you than I, seeing as how not a drop of her blood flows through your veins. She won’t see you.”
“Won’t see me?” An earthquake trembled through Suri. Suddenly the library, with the stale scent of cigars still clinging to the walls, with the same brown leather furniture she’d climbed all over as a child, with the books she’d been allowed to arrange by author and then rearrange by title again and again, closed in on her. She didn’t belong here any longer. Papa was gone and she had to go as well. Despite the darkness threatening to close in on her, she stiffened her back and lifted her chin. “And why, pray tell, would the woman who lovingly raised me now refuse to see me?”
Rupert snorted. “Letters from acquaintances were sent from Delhi long before the mutiny broke out telling Mother how you, a duke’s daughter—no matter that you are a half-breed—flirted shamelessly with an Indian and allowed him…certain privileges.”
“Privileges? I did no such thing.”
“Nonetheless, gossip has it you refused to leave Delhi in a timely manner, which forced Marguerite to wait around while you dallied with some darkie prince. Mother blames you for Marguerite having gone missing and wants nothing further to do with you.”
Suri tried to make sense of what she’d heard. The only mother she’d ever known was throwing her to the wolves? When she needed her most? How different was this from a grandmother who had literally thrown her to the lions? Suri’s fingers found her temples where she pressed against the pain throbbing through her head. “Then what am I to do? Where am I to go? I have nothing.” Her words echoing through her head seemed to come from a long way off.
Rupert shot a suggestive glance toward Trent. “You might try lowering your standards and make do.” He waved a hand at Trent in a dismissive gesture. “Now take your—whatever he is—and leave Bridgeford Hall once and for all.”
A peculiar shudder ran through Suri. She blinked away a darkness that threatened to close in on her. Dear Lord, her knees were about to give way. Mustn’t lose control now—there is Jeremy to think of. She locked her knees in an effort to remain upright and gathered her strength about her like a protective cloak. “Whether or not the dowager duchess cares to acknowledge me, at least call her down to receive her grandson who is likely out in the corridor this minute clutching a maid’s skirts and listening to every cruel word you’ve uttered.”
Rupert lowered his head and stared at Suri through hate-filled eyes. “Seeing as how Chatham gets the blame for dragging Marguerite off to that wretched country, and seeing as how the boy is the image of his father, the duchess can no longer bear the sight of him.”
“You cannot be serious!” Suri batted away tears and struggled to stand steady on her feet. “Marguerite loved India. She—”
A hand gripped her elbow. Barely aware of her surroundings, she turned to find Trent gently tugging at her arm.
“It’s time to get Jeremy out of here,” he murmured. “You, as well.”
“But—”
“Let things be, Suri.” Wielding subtle force, he placed a hand around her waist and led her into the corridor.
Her stomach wrenched at the sight of Jeremy, wide-eyed and holding on to a maid. “Oh, dear.”
Breaking from Trent’s hold, she rushed over to Jeremy. “Come along,” she said in a voice that sounded far stronger than she felt. “We’ve places to go.” Where in God’s name that might be, she hadn’t a clue.
Taking Jeremy by the hand, she marched out the front door and down the steps alongside Trent without a backward glance. She was certain, very certain, that were she to turn and glance upward, she’d catch sight of her stepmother peering down from behind a curtain. Well, she wouldn’t look up if the sky fell.
Life at Bridgeford Hall was over.
Her stepmother no longer existed.
Spine straight, Suri continued on to the carriage. When they reached the open door, she gathered her skirts, placed her hand in Trent’s, and stepped inside.
They rode in silence down the long drive and through the entry gates. Everywhere she looked she was reminded of her life here. To her right stood the wooden, flower-laden fence she, Marguerite, and George used to sit on for hours, delighting in many a newborn foals’ awkward attempts to find their balance on spindly legs. To her left stood the huge mulberry tree they’d been forbidden to climb after George had fallen from the topmost branch and had broken his arm.
Nostalgia wound a slow dance around the errant corners of her mind. And hadn’t George had a fine time with her and Marguerite waiting on him hand and foot while he’d healed? Played off their guilt for having dared him to climb the blasted thing, he did. Suddenly, she missed George so badly the thought of him somewhere out at sea sent an ache through her bones. And Marguerite, where was she? Please, oh, please, let her be safe. Memories, once sweetly cherished, turned cruel and sank into her like sharp talons.
Despite her concern for Jeremy’s well-being, her inner world collapsed like a house of cards. Tears scalded her cheeks and dripped off her chin, staining the blue of her dress in dark splotches that took on a life of their own. Fisting her hands against her stomach, she rocked back and forth, unable to control her moans.
If only John were here. If only she could curl up in his warm, loving arms and find solace…if only.
Recollections of his scent, of the feel of her body nestled against his became so real it startled her. Lord have mercy, as if there weren’t enough pain to deal with.
She shoved a fist against her mouth. The act did no good. Her sobs were relentless. “I…am…so…terribly…sorry.” She gulped in quick breaths, opened her puffy eyes, and peered at Trent. “I…I cannot seem to help myself.”
Trent studied her with concern, etching lines at the corners of his eyes. “No need to. You’ve suffered a great loss—your inheritance, a loss of home, your family. And Ravenswood,” he added softly. “Add that to everything else you’ve been through, and I’d think something wrong with you if you weren’t spilling over with grief.”
From the opposite bench, Jeremy leaned forward and placed a hand on Suri’s knee. “Oh, Jeremy,” she cried.
“There’s my young man. Well done,” Trent said with a small nod of his head. “Let her know she still has you.” He retrieved a handkerchief from inside his jacket and handed it to her. “Your aunt is in desperate need of comforting and I’m hardly the proper fellow to be called upon.”
Jeremy squeezed her knee.
He’s trying to comfort me?
But he’s only a boy. No, he’s hardly had a boy’s life of late, has he? Not at all. She grabbed hold of his hand and leaned forward. “Dear Jerri. I do love you so. You know that, don’t you?”
Before he pulled his hand from hers, he gave her a brief nod. Well, such was progress.
Trent, who’d been eyeing the exchange, regarded her with those fathomless obsidian eyes of his that bespoke compassion. Gone again was the unreadable, enigmatic Tanush who’d protected her in her brother’s library.
“I would’ve intervened earlier and got you the hell out of there,” he said. “But I thought it best to hear all of what the new Duke of Bridgeford had to say. I’ll see to an investigation. And if there’s any way of having your inheritance returned, I’ll find it.”
She wiped her nose with the handkerchief. “What good would that do? He’s likely right. And he’s a duke. They get away with most anything.”
Something dark and mysterious flooded Trent’s countenance. He shifted in his seat. “I’ll see to it he is thoroughly investigated on all accounts. I doubt he’s only recently lost his integrity.”
The confident way he spoke gave her pause—and a queer sort of comfort. She leaned her head back against the squabs and sniffed away her tears. “Can people change that much overnight?”
“I doubt it,” Trent said. “Most likely he hid his true nature quite cleverly over the years.”
Suri rubbed her temples in small circles in a feeble attempt to dissipate the ache in her head which had reached thunderous proportions. “He’d always been civil with me up ’til now. I’m just realizing I was rather foolish in assuming everyone loved me with the same regard as I loved them.” She blew out a heavy sigh. “I fear I am severely lacking in sensibility at times.”
Another tear trickled down her cheek. And here she thought there were none left. She swept it away with a gloved finger and bit at her lower lip to keep it from trembling. “We shouldn’t be speaking so in front of Jeremy.”
Trent glanced at her nephew. “On the contrary. Since he’s been forced to grow up long before his time, we need not shelter him from our foibles now. How is he to learn how to decipher his inner conflicts if we shield him from our ability to resolve our own?”
Jeremy tilted his head.
Trent shot a speaking glance Suri’s way.
She nodded that she understood Jeremy paid keen attention. She picked up where she’d left off. “As I reflect on things, Rupert was a rather aloof child. But I didn’t feel singled out as someone he despised. I didn’t think his coldness meant he loved anyone the less for it. Whenever he returned from school for the holidays, I simply passed his choleric disposition off as part of being raised to be a duke. I doubt my father had any inkling, either. Knowing Papa, had he been aware, he would’ve found a legal way to stifle Rupert’s arrogant ways.”
Trent wedged a shoulder in the corner of the carriage and stretched out his long legs. “What about George? How was his behavior toward you?”
“George?” She couldn’t quite tell what was playing in Trent’s mind that caused such a question. “I’m certain he cared for me. He even told me so in his letters. And when we were children, he left me silly little gifts. Papa always referred to them as a boy’s show of affection.”
Trent leaned his head back and studied her. “Silly gifts?”
Despite her sadness, a bit of a smile escaped. “Toads in my bed, salt in my shoes, those kinds of presents. He treated Marguerite equally.”
Something mischievous skipped through Trent’s eyes. His fingers tickled the window curtain in an unconscious gesture. “Brilliant. I never once thought of dumping salt in my sister’s shoes.”
“You have sisters?”
“Singular,” he replied.
Suri suddenly realized that with all their time together aboard ship, and with all their deep conversations, she knew little of Trent’s personal life. Over time, she’d observed how he enjoyed watching the sun set over water, that he’d eat anything placed before him except snails, that he harbored a wicked sense of humor, and that he cheated at cards. But as far as his background? He’d slipped that by her without her even realizing. Yet, she’d come to think of him as dearly as a brother. And with as much integrity as she saw in George. They’d traveled far together, but where would they go from here?
“I wonder where we’re headed, Trent? I’m destitute, which puts me in a bit of a stew.” Oh, dear. She glanced at Jeremy to see if her carelessly tossed words had any effect on him. He was gazing out the window at the rolling hills dotted with horses and sheep as if he’d heard nothing. She doubted that was the case.
“To Ravenswood Park,” Trent responded, and eased the curtain aside with his gloved fingers, as if searching for whatever Jeremy was intent upon. “Edward and the dowager duchess are expecting me.”
Suri’s breath left her in a whoosh. “Ravenswood Park? Oh, my. How can I go there? I mean, surely you’ll be welcomed, but as for me…”
“Do you mean will they shut you out like what just happened in the only home you’ve ever known?” He turned from the window and glanced down at John’s golden signet ring she was busy twisting around her finger. “I know Ravenswood’s mother,” he said in a voice gone soft. “She’s a good woman. You’ll be welcome.”
“And then what, Trent? Where do I go from there?”
He shrugged. “Take things one day at a time, Suri. You’re on your way to a safe sanctuary. That’s enough for now. It has to be. And don’t forget, a grieving mother and brother await our arrival.”
Suri ceased working John’s ring around her finger and buried her hand beneath her other one, her heart in her throat. Although Trent had not spoken of the letter he’d sent off to what was left of John’s family, it had to have been hard on him. He’d barely spoken for a full day afterward.
“I apologize if I appear insensitive, Trent, but what of John’s younger brother? The new Duke of Ravenswood? You’re quite certain he’ll receive me? Allow me to remain until I can find my own way?” My own way at what? To where? Dear Lord in Heaven, help me.
“Edward accepts everyone.”
A knotted thread of curiosity begged to be unwound. “Is he one of you?”
Trent lifted a brow. “One of me?”
“A spy.”
A wisp of a smile crossed his lips. “No, Edward is not a spy. He is…well, he’s hardly spy material.”
“Does he know that you are one? That his brothers were?”
Trent shook his head. “He knows me from our Cambridge days, but he wasn’t aware I was a member of the Queen’s Foreign Service or that I had recruited his brothers. On occasion, I accompanied all of them to Ravenswood Park on holiday.”
“But Edward was in Delhi for a time. Didn’t he recognize you as Tanush?”
“No. India came several years later. To him, I was merely one of many guards who came and went. He never so much as made eye contact with me. Why would he when he had nothing to do with running things? I was as good as invisible to him.”
Jeremy turned and with a blank face studied Trent. Was that a spark of life passing through the boy’s eyes? Could it be because he had the privilege of knowing Trent to be a spy right under Edward’s nose, while Edward, a grown man, did not? She suspected this might be so.
She managed a small smile at Jeremy who promptly turned his face to the window. “Is John’s brother a coward, then?”
“No. He’s just…” Trent shrugged and resumed running his fingers along the curtain’s edge. “Edward is simply Edward.”



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
RAVENSWOOD PARK—NORTHHAMPTON, ENGLAND
Four days later, a hired coach carrying the threesome turned off the narrow road onto a wide, tree-lined lane signaling the entrance to Ravenswood Park. The carriage knocked along endlessly. Raw nerves tingled up and down Suri’s spine. Despite having lingered in a nearby village overnight while Trent sent off a note informing the duchess and Edward that Suri and Jeremy accompanied him, she feared an unwelcome reception.
What would they think of the sudden appearance of strangers? What if they wanted to talk about John? Surely they would. Oh, dear. Tears threatened again. Would they never dry?
She swept imaginary wrinkles from her gray wool traveling dress. Ever silent, Jeremy, his nose pressed against the window, watched the horses in the rolling pastures, their heads bent to the emerald green grass. Suri wondered how many of them might have descended from her father’s herd. Blast it! A mere thought of horses and the memory of John kissing her in the stable slapped her in the face. She took in a deep breath and blew it out so hard her cheeks puffed.
“There’s no need to be nervous, Suri.”
She turned her head to find Trent studying her. He’d worn all black today. John’s mother and brother would surely be in black as well. Should she have considered more appropriate mourning clothes? No, gray was right, Trent had assured her. After all, having failed to marry John, she wasn’t family. She raised her chin and tightened her jaw, as if doing so might stifle the terrible hurt the thought had produced. “You haven’t exactly been your usual self, so don’t deny being on edge as well. You’ve said little since our departure at sunrise.”
“For a different reason entirely,” he replied in a voice suddenly laden with heaviness. “While you worry needlessly that you might not be welcome, I must face the fact they’re going to want details from me.” He turned his face to the window. “After all, I’m the one who witnessed Ravenswood’s demise.”
“And in his mother’s eyes, I’ll be the one who loved him last,” she trailed off, the sting of her own words startling her. “If my relationship with John means anything to the duchess, and it well may, she’ll likely seek words in private. As a woman, I know I would.”
Trent turned. Suri saw sorrow in his eyes.
“You’re probably right.” He went back to watching the lush landscape. “Damned insensitive of me. My apologies.”
She smoothed a nervous hand over her skirt again. “Oh, let’s not get at each other, Trent. We may as well admit it—we’re both a bundle of nerves.”
The carriage rounded a bend and there was the home where John had been born and raised. No wonder the estate was called a park—the massive stone mansion rested peacefully amongst tall chestnut trees, their lush, green canopies shading the acreage around the grand structure.
The carriage rolled to a stop in front of a cadre of servants lined up to meet them. A petite woman dressed in black waited on the steps.
The duchess—John’s mother. Suri bit her bottom lip to cease its quivering. For some reason, she’d expected a tall, willowy woman. She slid John’s ring off her finger and tucked it inside her reticule. The carriage door swung open and Trent stepped out, turned, and offered Suri his hand.
“Your fingers are trembling,” he murmured. “Get ahold of yourself.”
She stared at her feet to hide her words and stepped down. “I’m doing my best.”
Jeremy exited last. Suri took his hand and the three walked forward. As they drew closer, disappointment crept in when nothing in the duchess’s features resembled John. Her hair, although streaked with gray, was the same dark shade as his, but that was the extent of anything similar. So was John the bastard after all? What did it matter since the woman raised him as her own? How the duchess must ache for the two sons who’d been murdered halfway around the world. Had the thought ever crossed her mind when each man left home that she would never set eyes upon him again?
Closer now, Suri caught sight of the duchess’s hands. From a distance, they appeared to be clasped in front of her in a dignified manner. Upon closer inspection, her fingers were knitted together so tightly the skin covering her knuckles had turned white. A tight smile flattened her lips. It struck Suri that, despite this woman’s terrible loss, she still managed to maintain a high degree of refinement.
Dear God, what am I to say to her?
Horrid memories shot through Suri’s mind—of John as he lay dying, his body broken and bloodied, of the evil men gathered around to do him in, of her last glimpse of her beloved before she was dragged off to the sissoo tree.
The world suddenly seemed to tip on its axis.
She stumbled.
Trent’s hand went to the small of her back, and the earth steadied beneath her feet.
“Thank you,” she whispered between her teeth.
“Trent,” the duchess said and stepped forward. Unclasping her hands, she extended one his way as she went. Rising on the balls of her feet, she blew a kiss on each of his cheeks. “Ah, but it is good to see you again. You managed a decent trip, oui?”
Oui? John’s mother was French? No wonder she’d greeted Trent in such a manner. Yet another reminder of how little Suri knew of a man who’d remained in her heart for more than ten years. She faltered on a step. Once again, Trent steadied her.
As if John’s mother realized Suri’s pain, she turned, and not waiting for a proper introduction, removed her hand from Trent’s and clasped Suri’s. She blew a kiss alongside each cheek. “And you are Miss Thurston.”
Except for the French word meaning yes, there was barely an accent to the woman’s soft voice, just enough to add even more allure to an already beautiful lady. Despite her age, she was lovely. Most likely the kind of woman who’d remain so if she lived to be ninety.
“Your Grace,” Suri said and gave a slight bow.
The duchess turned to Jeremy. “Here’s a fine young man.” She smiled, her mouth relaxing. “And a very brave one, so I am told.”
Jeremy dropped his gaze to the tips of his shoes and, with flushed cheeks, shuffled back a step. The duchess shot a quick glance back and forth between Trent and Suri, question in her eyes.
Oh, dear.
Suri slid a protective arm around Jeremy, the cracks in her heart deepening. “Everything is going to be all right, Jeremy.”
The duchess gave Suri a knowing nod. “Indeed, Master Jeremy. Not only are you safe here, you are most welcome for as long as you care to remain with us.” Us? Where was Edward? Suri dared not inquire, but she was most anxious to meet him. If nothing else, to glimpse someone who might resemble John. Oh, the sorrow she heaped upon herself nursing such worthless thoughts.
“Come, Miss Thurston,” the duchess said. “Allow me to show you to your room before tea. You could likely use a bit of privacy.”
Jeremy grabbed Suri’s hand.
The duchess smiled down at him again. “You may accompany us as well, Master Jeremy. We’ve made room for you in your aunt’s chamber.” She looked to Trent. “Your quarters are the same as always, but Eades will guide you in any case.”
Suri, with Jeremy in tow and Trent trailing behind, followed the duchess into a large and airy foyer paneled entirely in a light-colored wood with windows stacked the full two stories. Light streamed in and banked against a wide, carpeted stairway that rose to the second floor and broke off in either direction. Had John and his brothers ever slid down those long, curved banisters the way George had done as a child? Her heart pinched. Quickly, she set aside the thought and went about perusing her surroundings. Above her head hung the most magnificent chandelier she had ever encountered. What must the rest of John’s home look like since the entry alone made Bridgeford Hall seem miniscule?
“Where’s Edward?” Trent asked point-blank.
Suri stiffened at his blunt question. So much for protocol and manners.
A shadow flickered across the duchess’s face. “He…he’s gone off to the hunting lodge. Hopefully he’ll return in time for dinner.”
An odd look passed between Trent and the duchess.
He arched a brow. “I’m well aware of the lodge’s location. I’ll find him if he doesn’t show soon enough.” With that, Trent gave a nod toward the man called Eades and climbed the stairs behind him.
For a moment, the duchess studied Trent’s back, but then she turned to Suri and the veil of trepidation evaporated. “Come along,” she said. “I’ve put you in my old chambers. I prefer another room now that the boys’ father is gone.”
Suri was to have the duchess’s chambers? Likely next to the duke’s suite. Which would have been John’s had he returned. Heavens, could her heart take much more abuse today? She faltered once again on the stairs.
“Oh, dear,” the duchess said. “You must be quite fatigued. Here you are, down the hall a bit.”
They entered a large and sunny room with double doors flung open to expose a deep balcony. Pink cabbage roses against an ivory background papered the walls. Velvet drapes, the color of spring grass, hung at the windows. A silk counterpane in the same shade of green covered the carved French bed while an Aubusson in pale pink, beige, and green decked the floor. Not exactly Suri’s taste, but the room felt comfortable. She spied a narrow bed positioned near hers, and a sense of relief washed away some of her unease.
“It will do until Jeremy is comfortable in his own room across the corridor,” the duchess said. She turned toward the balcony. “There’s a lovely view of the gardens from here. Come, have a look.”
Could Suri be mistaken or was the duchess’s well-polished demeanor beginning to fray around the edges? A sense of dread filled Suri again. Surely, the woman wouldn’t wish to speak of John so soon after Suri’s arrival. She followed the duchess onto the balcony with Jeremy tagging close behind.
A pensive look crossed the duchess’s face. “John and his brothers used to play in these gardens the whole day long. And later, in their exuberant youth, they would race around the rolling hills on horseback, as if the devil had given them chase.”
Suri would have liked to have seen that. An ache leaked right out of her bones and tore another hole in her tattered heart
I will never set eyes on him again.
Oh, dear God, she had to collect herself. Had to say or do something before she burst into tears. Not only was there Jeremy to consider, but the duchess, as well. She swallowed hard and gathered her composure around her like a well-worn cloak. “How lovely and peaceful. I missed the countryside something fierce while in India.”
The duchess offered her a small nod. “I am fairly certain I would miss it as well.”
More thoughts of John tumbled into Suri’s mind. Had he and his brothers chased one another up and down the corridors until they’d caught the dickens for their tomfoolery? How Suri wished she were alone so she could flop on the bed and weep. Struggling to find something—anything to make light conversation, she glanced at the duchess. Her hands were clasped tightly together again and her knuckles were white once more.
What a miserable situation this had to be for her.
“I…forgive me if I am out of place for saying this, Your Grace, but I know how terribly hard this must be on you to have Jeremy and me here. I am so sorry to infringe on your graciousness like this—”
“My dear.” The duchess turned and grasped Suri’s hands, squeezing them so hard Suri nearly winced. “I am so very grateful for your arrival.” Her eyes moistened, but with a mere blink, they were dry again. “You and Trent are all I have left of my son. There are things I need to know about him—about his last days.”
Suri crumbled inside. Oh, don’t, please.
No details.
Not yet, anyway. Gently, she pulled her hands away and turned from the duchess, fighting a sob. “John was a remarkable man, Your Grace. There was none better. You’d have been so very proud of him and what he gave to his country.”
“You cared very much for him,” the duchess said.
Every muscle in Suri’s body tensed. She turned to the duchess. “Yes, Your Grace, I did. I still do.”
“Of course.” The duchess blinked a few times, straightened her spine, and her demeanor fell back into proper place like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. She shot a glance Jeremy’s way and back to Suri. “There’ll be time enough for the two of us to chat privately.”
Relief swept through Suri and her heart resumed a normal beat. “Indeed, Your Grace.”
The duchess turned her attention to Jeremy, her spine straight and her chin at an aristocratic angle once more. “There are twin colts in our stable and something else in this house that is sure to amaze you.”
Jeremy stared at her, silent as a gate post.
“We have a lambkin born not a week ago.” The duchess smiled at him. “The thing is so tiny, the likes of which you’ve never seen. The mother rejected the poor mite so we are keeping her warm by the fire in the kitchen. Cook fashioned a bottle from a gardener’s glove. The little glutton drinks constantly. She’s wrapped up in a blanket at the moment. If you care to, you may hold her to your heart’s content. Feed her if you wish. I have. It’s great fun. Come along.” She held out her hand.
To Suri’s amazement, Jeremy slipped his hand in the duchess’s and disappeared with her out the door.
…
Dinner began promptly at eight with neither Trent nor Edward in attendance and with the duchess acting as though nothing was amiss. Where the devil were they?
She and Suri supped in the lesser of the two dining rooms which, despite being described as smallish during the tour the duchess had given Suri that afternoon, could easily seat twelve at the elaborately set table. Still, coziness pervaded. Small golden pagodas etched on bright Chinese red paper covered the walls. Candles in silver candelabras gave off a soft glow, while trays of food lining the sideboards released aromas so enticing, Suri’s stomach growled.
Well into the second course of a flaky puff pastry filled with forest mushrooms and savory wild game—far too exquisite a work of art to be destroyed by a fork—the main door to the dining room opened, and Trent entered. Didn’t he look the handsome one, though? Dressed in gray flannel trousers, a black superfine jacket, charcoal waistcoat, and white shirt with a black stock tie, he could have fit in at the finest salons in London. He was as handsome a man—next to John—as Suri had ever laid eyes on.
But then Edward stepped through the door and her breath caught in her lungs.
He could be John’s twin!
Her knife and fork hung in midair before she could think to set them down. By the time she remembered her manners and placed her hands in her lap, her fingers trembled.
Edward focused on no one as he entered the room, his line of vision falling haphazardly about the room in an indolent and resigned manner. Why, he doesn’t wish to be here!
But then he glanced Suri’s way and paused in his movement toward the upholstered chair at the head of the table. A glint of curiosity skated through his eyes. The gray in them deepened as he scanned her face and hair.
“Edward, this is Miss Suri Thurston, our guest,” the duchess said. “Miss Thurston, meet Lord Edward Fairfax.”
Relief washed through Suri at the idea that he didn’t insist on using his new title until he’d been granted the legal right. She didn’t think she could tolerate anyone taking John’s name just yet. He inclined his head to her, and she responded in kind.
A footman pulled his chair out for him. He sat down and flipped a serviette onto his lap. “I suppose this is where I should say something civilized about welcoming you to my home, but since I’ve only recently learned it is mine, I fail to find anything decent to say.”
“Must you, Edward?” the duchess said in a voice so calm it could have passed over water without a ripple.
Edward focused his eyes on his mother and tipped his head. The silence was as thick as the soup Suri had consumed during the first course. And then, to Suri’s surprise, he winked at his mother. Winked!
“Yes, I must.” He lifted his wineglass and signaled for the footman to pour.
Trent, sitting in the chair opposite Suri, reached over and retrieved the glass from the footman, then slid the wine decanter filled with a ruby liquid from Edward’s reach. “Thought we’d been through this already,” he muttered.
Edward turned to Suri. “Just full of sizzle, isn’t he?” Behind the gray in his eyes, mischief glowed like banked embers.
Could he be inebriated? Flabbergasted, she looked across the table to Trent, who only arched a brow before helping himself to the puff pastry a footman held before him.
Another footman filled Edward’s plate, one he paid no particular attention to since he was busy staring at Suri.
“Edward’s been out hunting all day, haven’t you, sir?” the duchess said in a voice laden with all the sweetness of a garden filled with flowers.
“Need something to wash this down with,” he responded with his mouth full and his focus on the wine decanter. “Dry as old leaves.”
Suri looked to the forkful of pastry Edward had shoved into his mouth and then back to Trent, who smirked and pushed a glass of water Edward’s way.
“There’s a nice hunter’s sauce to go over it,” the duchess offered in her same calm voice. “Without it, you might find the dish a bit too dry for your taste.”
Edward snapped his fingers at the footman. “Sauce it is, then.”
Mercy. Suri kept her eyes focused on her plate while a snigger crawled up her throat, one of those rogue giggles that had always sent Marguerite and her into hysterics at the most inappropriate of times. Fatigued as she was, if it took hold, there would be no stopping the madcap laughter that was sure to ensue. She swallowed hard and prayed for relief.
The man was clearly foxed. No telling why, but she suspected his condition had something to do with their arrival and how their visit was tied to his brother. Where women wept to purge their grief, weren’t men more prone to these sorts of acts? The thought quelled her terrible urge to laugh. But what of the duchess’s odd response to him? What made her cater to his behavior as though it were an everyday occurrence?
Oh, dear, perhaps it is.
The duchess cleared her throat. “Have some trout, Miss Thurston. It’s freshly caught.”
How long had Suri been preoccupied? Long enough so when she looked up from her plate, she found everyone staring at her. “Forgive me, I was lost in thought.”
“Obviously,” Edward said. When had he leaned back in his chair and studied her as if he read her every thought?
She stared back.
A shiver ran down her spine at his remarkable likeness to John. Except for the mouth. Where John’s sultry lips had sent her heart stuttering at a mere glance, Edward’s mouth, although well made, did nothing to convolute her insides. Even though the physical similarities were uncanny, the brothers acted nothing alike. Was his behavior always so rude? Or should she blame it on the drink—and the circumstances? Tonight, she had no right to pass judgment.
She didn’t know how she got through the rest of the meal but, at some point, Trent turned the conversation toward horses where it remained until after the dessert course. When the men retired to the smoking room, Suri begged off for the rest of the evening, eager to check on Jeremy and relieve the maid who watched over him. She climbed the stairs to her bedchamber, so fatigued she doubted she’d make it down the long corridor without falling asleep on her feet.
Once in her bed, however, memories of John and what life must have been like for him at Ravenswood Park robbed her of sleep. Thoughts tumbled about in her head like so many stones being polished. Frustrated, she tossed the coverlet aside and slid off the opposite side of the mattress from where Jeremy slept in his own bed, buried beneath the covers. She slipped into a wrap and lit a candle. After creeping over to the armoire across the room and retrieving a carpetbag she’d tucked inside, she set the bag on the bed and removed Shahira’s emerald and diamond collar and golden chain.
“Take it, sell the stones and gold,” Trent had told her. While she’d readily accepted the cat’s belongings, selling them was another matter entirely. She couldn’t bear to part with them. The chain warmed in her hand as she held it to her breast. Bittersweet memories swept through her. Shahira had taken right to her that first night at dinner. And when the cat had practically climbed into bed with them, Suri had found the cheetah compelling.
The memory of being tied to the sissoo tree slammed into her with such force, a shudder ran right through her. There had been no hope of setting herself loose. No hope of rescue. Only wild cats stalking their next meal. She’d been stripped to the soul back then. But just as she had given up and accepted death, just as she had slipped over the edge and awaited the painful strike that would end her misery, Shahira had appeared out of nowhere.
Wonderful, protective, complex Shahira. God in heaven, not only did she miss John, but she grieved the loss of the cat as well. Dreadfully so. What had happened to her? Had she met her demise, as well? Or was Shahira like one of those faithful pets Suri had read about who lay beside its master’s grave, the animal grieving for the rest of its life? Shockwaves pumped through her at yet another awful truth—there was no grave for John. Certainly not in India…and for other ugly reasons she couldn’t bear to consider. Sucking in a ragged breath, she fought the demon of stark despair yet again.
Jeremy rolled over with a little moan. Suri locked her emotions down tight lest she lose control altogether and begin sobbing aloud. She stood still, waiting until Jeremy’s breathing took on an even rhythm.
Moving silently to the mantel, she laid the collar and chain on it. Trent was most likely right, selling these precious items would give her something measurable to live on. But until such a time arrived…
She gathered two candlesticks and set them on either side of Shahira’s things. Next, she collected a small vase of flowers from the bedside commode and tucked it into the center ring of the collar. Fishing John’s signet ring out of her reticule, she placed it next to the flowers and stepped back with a sigh.
Tomorrow, she’d see to it Edward got the ring. But for now, what little remained of her beloved would hold a place of honor on her new altar.
…
“Jeremy. Where’s Jeremy?” Suri awoke with a fright to find his bed empty and Becky setting her things out for the day.
“He’s down in the kitchen with the lambkin, milady.”
“Really? He left me?” She sat up and pushed her hair out of her eyes. “And I slept through it?”
The maid smiled. “Her Grace allowed yer nephew to name the babe.”
“How could he do that when he has yet to speak?” Her breath stopped somewhere in the middle of her throat. “Or has he begun now?”
“No, milady. He plucked a rosebud from the garden and showed it to Her Grace, then pointed to the lamb. I think he’s made claim of little Rosebud. Hasn’t left her side.” Becky held up a pale yellow morning dress. “What of this, milady? Does it suit you today?”
“What? No, the riding habit will do, thank you.” What kind of magic had the duchess worked on the boy? A gnarled heap of worry should have moved out of her belly. Instead, the idea of Jeremy attaching himself to an animal was bound to complicate matters when the time came to leave. Her mood shifted downward a notch, but she slid out of bed and asked the maid to help her dress before melancholy could take hold. “What time is it?”
“Nigh on ten, milady. You slept sound and all.”
“When I finally managed to fall asleep,” she muttered. Her stomach grumbled in response. “Is there still breakfast to be had or am I going to embarrass myself walking into an empty morning room?”
“There’s plenty, milady. Always is, this time of day.”
“Let us hurry then. I’m famished.”
Dressed, she fastened John’s ring on her finger and scurried down the stairs to the breakfast room where she stumbled to a halt when she saw the only person in attendance—Edward. Her heart missed a beat. He sat at the table with a half-empty plate of food in front of him, his face buried in a newspaper. The Times, she could make out from where she stood.
He lowered the paper and those gray eyes of his met hers. He nodded. And then his gaze swept the length of her and back up. Ever so slowly.
Discomfort trickled down her spine.
“Your Grace,” she said and moved toward the chair a footman held for her.
Edward slashed her a dark look. “Don’t call me that. I’ve no right to use the title until all legalities have been met.”
She paused in front of him, her heart pumping faster. “Sorry, Your…sir.”
“Which could take years,” he finished. “Not that I care to have the title dumped on me. Call me Edward, Miss Thurston.”
She tried to smile but it didn’t quite hold. “You may call me Suri, then.”
His eyes shifted to her clasped hands.
The ring. Of course, the ring. She slipped it off her finger and handed it to him.
He studied her open palm. A line creased between his brows. “How did you come by my brother’s ring?”
“John…the duke…your brother gave it to me before…well, before I was led away. He told me, if he didn’t make it, to give it to you.” She wouldn’t, for the life of her, tell him John said Edward would take care of her had she been with child. “It’s yours.”
He laid the paper aside and sat back, a hand resting on each muscled thigh, staring at the ring as if it were something disgusting. “Keep it. At least until I have a right to wear it.”
Not knowing quite how to respond, Suri slipped the ring back on her finger and sat down. Watching the footman pour her tea, she said, “I’ll see it’s placed in safekeeping.” She’d give it to the duchess in due time, but for now, she desperately wanted it back on the altar she’d fashioned—alongside Shahira’s collar and chain. Somehow fashioning the altar out of their things had given her a modicum of peace she couldn’t grasp before. She’d ended up staring at it the rest of the night while fantasies of what life might have been like, had John survived, roamed the corridors of her heart.
Edward retrieved a silver flask from inside his jacket, poured something into his coffee that, even from where Suri sat, smelled distinctly like spirits.
In the morning? At breakfast? “What is that?” she blurted out.
“Whisky. Want some?” He reached over her tea with the flask.
She slapped her hand over the cup. “Certainly not!”
A chuckle, low and melodious, rolled out of him. He returned the flask from whence it came and lifted the cup to his mouth.
Stunned, she couldn’t take her eyes off him. “Not that it’s any of my concern, but didn’t Trent remove the liquor bottles from your control last night?”
Humor touched gray eyes, which stared unwavering at her, over the cup he held to his mouth. “The blackguard.”
Mesmerized, Suri watched the muscles ripple along his throat as he swallowed. The man was decidedly not spy material. Not if he was a drunk. Where had those thoughts come from? And how brazen had she been just now?
“Forgive me,” she said. “I have no right making judgments. I’ve recently been through a rather arduous time, and I am not myself.”
The gray in his eyes darkened. “I’m sorry for your loss.”
She fidgeted under his stark assessment of her. “And I, yours.” What did she say now? And would he please cease looking at her as though she owned not one secret?
He set his empty cup down, shoved his chair back, and stretched out his legs. “I see by your clothing that you ride?”
“Indeed,” she answered, glad for the change in subject.
“Would you care to ride with me?” His smile was soft now, almost shy. “I can show you a bit of Ravenswood Park, point out some of our stock that traces back to Bridgeford Hall.”
When she nodded, he rose, crossed over to where she sat, and held her chair while she stood. She turned to him. He placed his hand at the small of her back and guided her from the room. The heated contact—ever so gentle—penetrated the fabric of her riding habit and sank into her skin. Just like the way John had touched her.
She wished Edward wouldn’t.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Two weeks after her arrival, Edward sent formal notice for Suri to meet him in the library. Her palms were sweaty when she entered the large room resplendent with more books than she’d ever laid eyes on.
She despised meetings in libraries.
They did not bode well for her. Not after the debacle with her brother, anyway. And she was uncomfortable calling Edward by his Christian name. She had tried using the more proper Lord Edward after he refused his new title, but he’d denied her even that. Nonetheless, they’d got on decently these past days, even though his stark appraisal of her over dinner each evening set her nerves on edge. Oh well, she doubted he was entirely present at the table, what with the way he came to it smelling of spirits.
“You wished to see me?” Could she be mistaken, or did he look uneasy?
“Please, sit.” He motioned toward a richly colored burgundy leather chair and sat on the edge of his desk, hands folded over his lap.
Why did men always take to sitting on the desk when they wanted authority over someone? Her palms perspired. She fought the urge to wipe them on her skirts.
“Trent tells me you are concerned about where you’ll go from here and what will happen to your nephew should your sister not return.”
She nodded. “Yes, but once we arrived here, Trent wrote to the Duke of Bridgeford and told him where Jeremy could be found in case his mother returns. I intend to keep her posted wherever we end up.” Lord, but she had no idea where that might be. She’d have to travel to London and sell Shahira’s collar and chain soon. Perhaps Trent would take her.
Edward studied her through a froth of dark lashes, reminding her of how he watched her over dinner each evening. “You no longer need to concern yourself about a place for either one of you.” His voice took on a husky quality that set Suri’s nerves on alert.
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, I am asking for your hand in marriage, Suri.”
Thoughts screeched to a halt inside her head. Blood pounded in her ears. And her heart nearly gave way. “You…you what?”
“You heard me. I’m asking for your hand.”
She scooted sideways in the chair until she viewed him from out of the corner of her eye. Resentment burned a path behind the harsh words wanting to spill from her mouth. “For pity’s sake, Edward, I’ve only been here a fortnight and you ask for my hand? What’s got into you? Surely you’ve figured out your brother and I were lovers.”
“That, and for other reasons, is why I am asking you to be my wife.”
His wife?
For other reasons? Good God! The idea of crawling into bed with any man, let alone one who so closely resembled John, was more than she could stand. She barely managed to make it to her feet. “Please, you’ve no need to be your brother’s keeper on my account.”
The bottom of her skirts quivered. He glanced down at them. Did the man not miss a thing?
When he raised his eyes to meet hers, the gray in them was soft, like fog on the moors. “Oh, but I do carry the obligation. I’ve spoken at length with Trent,” he said. “I’m well aware that John intended to marry you, but he is gone, and he gave you his ring to take to me. Surely you are aware that he intended for me to see to your well-being in his stead. Why else would he have bothered to see that you got it? It’s merely a piece of gold that could easily have been duplicated since the casting mold is kept in a vault here.
“I am also aware that your brother has left you homeless and penniless, and that you have no place to go. What if your sister fails to return, Suri? Not only do you have yourself to think of, but there’s also your nephew. As the new duke, I am in need of a wife and heirs. If it is not obvious to you, I live an isolated life here in the country with little occasion to meet anyone. As my wife, you and Jeremy would reside here safe and sound. Things don’t get much simpler than that.”
He eased off the desk and stepped toward her with an outstretched hand. “If you will agree to my terms, you may also build your school for orphaned half-castes here.”
Agree to his terms? “Don’t!” One hand flew out to stop him while the other fisted against her mouth to stifle a cry.
He paused mid-step. “Suri?”
“You mock John with your proposal. You are doing little more than placing a value on me as…as…you wish to use me for breeding purposes in exchange for shelter. I will not have it.”
She stared at his quizzical gray eyes, at his raised eyebrow. “How crude of you, madam. I speak of an arrangement that could work for both of us. I doubt you are so naïve as to think you might find love again. Arranged marriages occur all the time. Especially with someone of my newly acquired status. Tell me, do you have any better offers?”
The air grew thick as miasma between them. A spent log tumbled in the fire, spitting and hissing. In the deceptively profound silence, the mantel clock ticked louder and louder.
Tick-tock. Tick-tock.
He stepped forward.
Tick-tock. Tick-tock.
She gripped her skirts.
And bolted.
She ran from the house, down the steps, past the stables, and into the field where a herd of horses grazed with no inkling her world had just spun out of control. She ran until her lungs were about to burst, until her hair hung wild about her shoulders, until she stumbled to the ground and landed on all fours, gasping for air.
Rolling onto her back, she screamed at John into the cloud-studded sky. “Why did you have to die?”
She lay there, panting, the clouds spinning in the sky above her. Or was it her head doing the spinning? What had happened back there? God, she was about to spill her breakfast on the ground. She rolled onto her side, clutching her cramping stomach. Could life get any worse? What was she to do? What if Edward was right and Marguerite never returned?
Suri moaned. She couldn’t give up hope. Marguerite would return. She would.
But what if she didn’t?
Suri gulped air into her lungs until the pain in her stomach eased and her heart settled back into a decent rhythm.
Behind her, a soft nicker floated in the breeze. She shot up and glanced over her shoulder. A large horse slowly made his way toward her. He shied at her eye contact. “Come,” she whispered. “Come to me in all your magnificence.”
The beast moved closer and nudged her shoulder. She laid a hand between his eyes, stroked down over the velvet of his nose, and blew softly into each nostril, offering him her scent. The horse nibbled at her hair. In her sadness, she managed a small smile. “You lovely thing. If only I’d been born one of you so I could spend my life in a place such as this.”
She looked around at the rolling green pasture, at the apple trees hanging thick with fruit. Fruit for making warm apple tarts, she recalled John telling her. The horse raised his head, twitched his ears and stepped away. Trent came into view, nearly upon her. She turned her back to him. “Go away.”
He plopped down next to her, picked a blade of grass and shoved it between his teeth. He said nothing for a long while.
“I cannot marry him,” she blurted out.
“Well, Suri, where else do you have to go?”
A shudder ran through her. “George will help me.”
He gave a scornful snort. “Grasping for straws are you? Where is your brother, by the way?”
She drew a quivering breath. “I don’t know.”
“How do you manage to stay in touch with him?”
“I don’t.” She pulled her feelings around her like a shroud. “What I mean is, he sends letters to me at Bridgeford Hall, and tells me where he’ll next be.”
He gave a soft, derisive laugh. “And Rupert will forward them to you? Wherever that may be?”
Fear tripped through her blood and sent an angry thrum through her temples. “Never mind. I can sell Shahira’s collar and chain.”
“And how long will those proceeds last you? Five years? Ten? Rupert has ruined you for a decent husband in London.”
“I despise London. Besides, I’m a half-breed, in case you forgot. I am also nearing eight and twenty. I am firmly on the shelf.” She grabbed a handful of grass and threw it as far as she could. “I will never forgive myself for refusing to marry John. Had we married, he’d likely still be alive, and I would not be in this terrible predicament.”
“Turning bitter won’t help matters,” he said.
“I have a right to be bitter.”
“That’s the talk of a pitiful victim.” He turned to her. “You have to let go of the past. Let John go.”
“I do not speak of him much any longer.”
“Your memories hover close to the surface, my friend. You hold on to his essence as if he’s going to walk through the door any minute. Christ, Suri, talk amongst the servants is that you’ve fashioned some kind of altar or shrine for him in your chambers. That’s not healthy.”
She swore under her breath. “Have you ever been in love, Trent?”
“Is that what you think all this is about? Love? For Christ’s sake, Suri, you spent one night in Ravenswood’s bed. I know. I carried you to him, if you recall.”
Fury boiled in her like a volcano about to erupt. She jumped to her feet and hovered over him. “Do you recall, aboard ship, when I told you John kissed me ten years prior in my father’s stable?”
He nodded.
“Well, I fell for him back then, Trent.” Unable to stop herself, her voice rose until she yelled. “The night you carried me to John’s bed, he confessed he’d never forgotten me. Even when he took a wife, he had never let go of me.”
Pacing back and forth in front of Trent with her fists clenched, she screamed, “When I walked into dinner that first night in Delhi, we found each other again. I just didn’t realize it until it was too late.”
Trent stood, took a step back, and raised troubled eyes. “I didn’t know this.”
She sniffed and wiped her nose on her sleeve. “Well, now you do.”
He reached into his jacket and handed her a handkerchief. He strode over to a nearby tree, leaned a shoulder against it, and watched her pace. “I thought marrying Edward would be the best solution—for both of you.”
“What?” She marched over to him, lifted her chin, and glared as a dawning took hold. “Why, you thought this up all on your own, didn’t you? And here I thought you were a bastion of decency.”
His hair, usually neatly combed, was untidy. He shoved back the lock falling across his forehead. Nothing in that composed face gave away what he was thinking, but she guessed he was upset.
“When did the idea occur to you, Trent? Oh, I think I know—when we were in the carriage, and you asked how George felt about me. When we were speaking of brothers, you knew then George was out of my reach but John’s brother was not. That’s when the idea popped into your sorry little mind, wasn’t it? I saw that look on your face back then, but I couldn’t figure out what it was at the time. Now I know.”
When he failed to deny her words, Suri shoved at his shoulder. “Damn you, Trent. That’s why Edward was drunk as a sailor our first night at dinner, wasn’t it? He resented you trying to pass me off on him. His brother’s leavings.”
“He changed his mind after he met you,” he responded. “Surely you’ve noticed how much kinder he has become toward you. Toward Jeremy, as well,”
She wrapped her arms around herself. “I haven’t noticed.”
“How convenient for you.”
Her insides began to tremble. “I do not want to hear this. I cannot possibly wed John’s brother. It feels indecent.”
Trent’s jaw clamped and fury sparked in his eyes. He pushed away from the tree and stood to his full height. “Damn it, Suri. What the hell are you going to do? You are a woman without means, and you have no family to help you. Edward is suggesting a viable solution. His offer of marrying his deceased brother’s woman is not uncommon amongst those of his ilk.”
He swept his hand through the air. “Look around. Do you think you’ll get a finer offer? How many women can either one of us name who found herself in your position and didn’t fare well?”
“I’m not another woman.”
He grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her. “Think, for God’s sake. What choice do you have? Edward is a decent man about to be named a duke. You can work things out between you.”
She shrugged off his hands. “Edward is a drunk.”
“Well, then, ask yourself why and, for God’s sake, help him!”
She stood in startled silence for a long while. “I cannot fix someone who doesn’t want fixing.”
Trent raked his hand through his hair. It was his turn to pace. “As the Duke of Ravenswood, Edward has a purpose now, a reason to mend. As the youngest son, he’d never had much of one before.”
“I am in no position to marry anyone. Not in my pathetic condition.”
“You don’t have to marry him right off; he’ll give you plenty of time. Both of you need it. Good God, how do you expect me to leave here without knowing whether or not there’s a future for you?”
Suri’s heart stalled in her chest. “You’re leaving? So soon?”
With a nod, his gaze turned austere and drifted off somewhere in the distance.
The pause that followed was fraught with silence and then lengthened into an awkwardness that caused her to wrap her arms around herself as if a gust of frigid air swept over her. She struggled for her voice. “Where…where will you go?”
“Back to India to find your sister.”
His words nearly sent her reeling. “But the monsoons are over. What if she’s on her way here and you miss each other?”
He shoved his hand through his hair again. “That’s the hell of it, isn’t it? I won’t know until I get there.”
Her heart broke free of its miserable cage and opened like a flower to the sun. “Oh, for pity’s sake, we’ve been quarreling like siblings.”
Some of the bleakness left his eyes and his lips twitched. “Looks like it.” He turned and strode off.
“Trent,” she called out.
He paused and glanced over his shoulder. “What?”
“Tell Edward I said yes.”
Trent strode back to her and held out his hand, his eyes flashing fire. “No, Suri. You tell him yourself.”
…
Edward was nowhere to be found. Suri turned to Trent. “He’s likely hied off to that hunting lodge his mother speaks of. Probably to gather courage from yet another bottle of whisky.”
“Armagnac,” Trent said dryly. “He prefers good French Armagnac to Scots whisky,”
“How aristocratic of him. A drunk with high standards.”
“Stop it, Suri. Either stick with your decision and make the best of it, or bundle Jeremy up and set out on foot somewhere.”
“That was cruel of you, Trent.”
He blew out a breath so hard it whistled through his teeth. “My apologies. I’m going after Edward.”
“And I’m off to check on Jeremy. Then I shall go to my chambers.”
“You’ll find him in the kitchen with little Rosebud.” Trent turned to walk away.
Suri closed her eyes and bit down on her lower lip. Her knees were about to buckle. “Don’t go. Not just yet, anyway.”
He strode back to where she stood at the bottom of the wide staircase leading to the upper floors. She stared into those mesmerizing dark eyes of his that told her little of what he was thinking. How was it he could manage to keep so many secrets beneath those long lashes? Her lungs squeezed, and the pit of her stomach tied in more knots. “I’m scared, Trent.”
He reached out and briefly touched her cheek with the back of his hand, a gesture meant to comfort. “I know. But it’s the best solution I could come up with. Edward may be a drunk right now, but I’ve a feeling you can help him with that. Even in his cups, he’ll never harm you or Jeremy.”
She pressed her fingers to her temples and rubbed. “I feel as though I’ve fallen into some bizarre nightmare. Thank heaven you were there to save me. You’ve become like a brother of late…like George, I mean. Not Rupert, curse his soul.”
A corner of Trent’s mouth lifted in a bemused smile. “I’ll accept that as a compliment.”
“Can’t you take Jeremy and me along with you?”
“To go spying for the queen?”
“I thought you were off to find Marguerite?”
He gave a small shrug. “That, too.”
“I see.” She drew her bottom lip into her mouth, nibbled on it for a brief moment, while she tried to arrange her thoughts into some semblance of order. “You’re certain Edward will give me time to adjust to all this?”
Trent’s gaze moved across her face. “You’ll both need time.” He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “I’m as sorry as you are it couldn’t have been John, but you need to let him go, once and for all.”
Grief spilled out of her like a shadow, sending a pall over the two of them. “I’ll need to take down the altar.”
“No, you don’t. Using it to help you heal is what you can do with it. There’s a big difference between wallowing in your sorrows and moving through them. Embrace the pain in its awfulness once and for all, Suri. Feel every bit of it, then release it. Let it go. I’m not saying you won’t have your moments after that but, in time, the sad memories will fade while the good will remain.”
Her eyes watered. She fisted her hand into her stomach to try and ease the ache that had collected there. “Do you think Jeremy will be all right in the kitchen if I go to my chambers and see to this at once?”
“He won’t even miss you. He needs that lamb right now like you need your altar. Go, Suri. Write a letter to John. Say good-bye to him, then burn it. Leave the ashes on the altar for as long as you feel a need to, then either bury them in the ground or release them into a stream. It’s an old Asian custom that will help you heal. It works.”
Suri watched Trent disappear, wondering at his last remark, then she climbed the stairs and made her way to her chambers where she locked the door behind her. She wrote and wept and, through her tears, she came to realize that not only was she saying good-bye to John, but she was also releasing any expectations of what might lie ahead for her at Ravenswood Park. She’d take Edward up on his offer to let her build the orphanage. She’d throw herself into it with everything she had. She could do this—she could make a life for her and Jeremy should his mother never return.
Instead of feeling uplifted, her resolve to commit to a life with Edward only served to enervate her. Suddenly weary to her bones, she burned the letter in a small silver vase, then curled up on the bed and fell into a deep slumber.
…
A knocking on the door drew Suri slowly awake. However long she’d slept, it was enough to leave her feeling groggy and hollow-headed. It took her a moment to remember why she was lying on her bed fully clothed.
Another knock.
She made her way to the door enveloped in a kind of gray fog.
“Pardon me, milady,” said Becky, the chambermaid. “His lordship is in the library and wishes to meet with you.”
Suri’s stomach did a flip. She rubbed at her brow and pinched the bridge of her nose while she collected her thoughts. “Yes, of course. Inform Lord Edward that I will meet him there in a quarter hour. Have you seen Master Jeremy?”
“He’s taking a nap in his room across the hall, milady.”
Suri’s eyes widened and every nerve in her body went on edge. “Oh, dear, the door was locked. He couldn’t get in.”
“No milady, that’s not the way things went at all. Her Grace had toys brought down from the attic and made the room over there his playroom.” Becky motioned across the corridor with a jerk of her thumb.
“Her Grace told him he could sleep there or in your room, whichever pleased him. He took right to playing in there by himself, running back and forth to the kitchen to check on the lamb and snatch a few biscuits Cook made him. Wore himself out coming and going he did, until he fell asleep all rosy cheeked.”
A grin lit Becky’s face. “We’ve all got a hand in looking after Master Jeremy, milady. He’s a right good young lad. He’ll do fine, just you wait and see.” The maid gave a little bow. “I’ll be off to tell his lordship you’ll be seeing him in a quarter hour.”
Suri was so stunned, she could only nod. Closing the door, she set about tidying her hair, then chose a fresh day gown, this one in a soft blue cotton. John liked her in blue…she stopped herself from any further consideration. What John liked or did not like mattered no longer. She dropped her head in her hands while she collected herself. It was going to take strength and determination to get through this part of letting him go, but get through it she would.
Suri let out the breath she was holding and headed out the door and along the corridor. Gripping the banister, she marched down the stairs to the library and knocked.
“Enter.”
Her gut contracted. She could not bear this. She would turn on her heel and run. I am not a little coward. I can manage this. She lifted her chin and entered the room.
Once again, Edward leaned on his desk. A shock of heat flushed her cheeks. Dressed in a dark superfine jacket, tan buckskins and tall boots, he looked a handsome sight—so very like his brother. He folded his arms over his chest and lifted away from the desk, only to weave slightly.
“You’re drunk,” she said flatly.
“I am fine,” he said and carefully moved back to the desk where, once again, he hitched a hip on one corner. “Perhaps the prospect of getting turned down in an offer of marriage is unsettling,” he said. “Trent informed me you have come to a decision.”
Did God play cruel jokes? She was to agree to wed a man who drank from sunrise to sundown? Who couldn’t even remain sober long enough to hear her answer? Her ears were ringing so loud she hadn’t caught all of what he’d said. Something about Trent informing him…
“I beg your pardon?” She was trembling. She could feel the hems of her skirts quivering. This was all wrong. But there was Jeremy to think of. And the orphanage.
“Your decision, Suri. What is it?” He lifted a glass of amber liquid to his lips, and his gaze wandered over her.
His action brought her out of her daze. Rain spattered against the tall stack of windows. She watched the trees beyond bend in a strong wind. How odd, she hadn’t even noticed the weather had turned. She made her way to the windows and stood with her back to him while she pulled her thoughts together.
“Suri?”
“I’ll marry you, Edward. But on one condition.”
“And that is?”
She heard the clink of glass on glass. For pity’s sake, more liquor being poured. If that didn’t beat all! She wheeled around, marched over to where he rested a hip against the desk, and yanked the glass from his hand. She tossed what remained of the liquid into the fire and heaved the glass against the stone fireplace where it shattered in a spectacular fashion.
A streak of lightning lit the room followed by a roll of thunder. “Rather fitting,” Edward said. “The storm, that is.”
She stood there feeling nothing for a brief moment. Then, like the lightning and thunder playing havoc outside, an inner storm let loose. Her thoughts more lucid than they’d been in a long time, she faced him, her cheeks flaming with fury. “I’ll not marry a drunk, Edward. I’d rather roam the streets of London looking for handouts. You’ve told me Jeremy and I would be safe here, that I could build my orphanage, and that suits me. But here is my one condition—you must stop drinking.”
“If only I could,” he muttered.
Edward’s expression gave her pause. Was that sadness she saw in his eyes? Sorrow? On a shaky breath, she stepped closer to him. Another roll of thunder and the floor vibrated beneath her feet. “What do you mean?”
“It’s a rather bothersome thing, but try as I might,” he glanced at the decanter beside him, “I can’t seem to leave the bloody stuff alone.”
He wouldn’t look at her just then and, for a moment, she pitied him. “That’s all the more reason you have to,” she said, her voice softening. “Not just because of my dictates, but for yourself.”
When he said nothing, she took another step toward him, close enough to lay a hand on his sleeve. “Can you not talk about it?”
“There’s nothing to say.” He looked at her then, his face void of expression.
“What happened to you, Edward? What made you turn to drink?”
He shrugged her hand off his sleeve and stood. “Life sometimes has a way of turning on a person when there is little they can do about it. But you should know that. It about ate you up. Literally. I’ll see you at dinner.” He turned on his heel and headed for the door.
“Wait.”
He paused and turned, his hand resting on the door’s handle. “Haven’t you said enough?”
“Six months, Edward. I’ll marry you if you can prove to me that you can go without drink for six months.”
“What then?”
“It’ll be out of your system by then. I’ll help you.”
He leaned a shoulder against the heavy panel, folded his arms over his chest, and crossed a foot over the other ankle. Standing there, studying her like that, he resembled John so much it hurt.
The quiet in the room nearly undid her.
“All right,” he said softly. “Six months. With your help.” He opened the door and left the room.
Suri clenched her jaw at the sudden twinges in her gut. She’d bought time. Six months’ worth. Who knew how the world might turn by then.
With any luck, perhaps the sky would fall.



CHAPTER NINETEEN
RAVENSWOOD PARK
The carriage pulled to a rattling halt amidst one of the worst storms in John’s memory. Didn’t that beat all, after suffering through the monsoon season? The driver banged on the top of the conveyance signaling he was on his way to the house. As he clambered down, the carriage shifted to one side and then righted itself. John curled his fist against the fogged window and rubbed a circle large enough to peer through the darkness, hoping to catch a glimpse of his home. “Little good that did,” he muttered.
They’d have arrived hours ago if it hadn’t been for the blasted rain slamming into their carriage like a dam bursting. Slowed them to a crawl, it did. Along muddy roads no sane person would travel. To makes matters worse, their arrival was about to become a surprise since the messenger he’d sent ahead had landed arse up in the middle of the road after his bloody horse had spooked in the storm. God knew where the letter, filled with news that John was alive and had Marguerite in tow, had ended up. They ran across the courier slugging his way through the storm. Poor muddy bugger rode up top with the coachman and was likely cold as a gravedigger in December.
Lightning lit the sky but, with the rain pelting so hard, John could make out little more than a faint glow at what should be the entry. Thunder rolled through the heavens like a mighty lion’s roar. Well, it couldn’t be louder than his heart for the way the blasted thing pounded in his chest.
“I believe I see a patch of light,” Marguerite said.
“My guess is the butler finally decided to open the door. Get ready for a mad dash once the footman gives us leave or you might well drown before we reach the house.” He gripped Shahira’s chain, ready for the run. Her ears pitched forward and she rose from the bottom of the carriage like a sphinx come to life. “Easy, girl.”
Home at last.
His mother and Edward were inside.
And Suri.
His heart kicked up another notch and heat rushed through him. He rubbed at his jaw, his hand scraping along three day’s growth of stubble. He’d clenched his teeth so damn long, his head ached. Nonetheless, his jaw tightened again. “Blast it, Eades, get a move on. Sorry to keep you waiting, Marguerite. The old man creaks, he moves so slowly.”
She heaved a wobbly sigh. “I don’t suppose there’s any chance the storm might be keeping Jeremy awake. The way things used to be, the fouler the weather, the sounder he slept.”
She’d sniffed after her last words which told John she wept again. God knew, with what she’d been through, she had a right as to how she handled her emotions. He drummed his gloved fingers against the leather seat and fought a fierce urge to blast out of the carriage on his own.
Likely asleep, the lot of them.
At last the carriage door swung open. Shahira leaned forward, ready to sprint. John jumped out with her, handed Marguerite down, and they dashed up the steps beneath umbrellas held by two footmen. “Don’t bother hauling the luggage through the side entry,” John called out to the men. “Bring it in through here. The lady will need dry clothing in a hurry.”
Lightning flashed blue white through the night. Thunder cracked and a gust of wind blew an umbrella inside out. Marguerite squealed and scampered into the entry hall ahead of Shahira.
“Your Grace.” Eades stepped back, eyes wide at the sight of the big cat. Just as quickly, he composed himself with a lift of his chin. “Good to see you, sir. Her Grace is still about, going over accounts. I’ll send for her.”
Going over accounts? Shouldn’t Edward be the one doing—oh, hell, he’s still drinking.
John shucked his wet jacket, handed it to a footman, and grabbed the towel in the footman’s hand. He ran it through his hair and across his face. “Since you know Her Grace so well, Eades, you’d best be the one to inform her of my presence. My walking directly in on her might be too much of a shock. This is Lady Marguerite, by the way. Jeremy’s mother.”
A small nod was all Eades acknowledged, but John knew the butler well. The man was prone to clenching and unclenching his left hand whenever nervousness swept through him, and the hand was moving at a rapid pace. “Master Jeremy will be delighted to see you, milady.”
A lady’s maid stepped forward. Eades turned to Marguerite. “Miss Thurston’s maid will show you to your chamber. You’ll be assigned a proper maid on the morrow.”
Suri’s maid? John glanced at the stairs and back to Eades. “See to it she gets Lady Marguerite into some dry clothes.” He paused a beat. “Before she awakens Jeremy.”
Marguerite’s brows drew together. “Should I? At this hour?”
John glanced to her trembling fingers, cocked a brow, and smiled a little. “I doubt your son would forgive you if you didn’t.”
Tears filled her eyes. “My heart’s about to jump out of my throat.”
He eyed the stairs again and a profound fullness seized his chest, threatening to burst through his ribs. He struggled to relay calmness in his words. “I sympathize, madam.”
Marguerite touched his sleeve. “Bless you, John. I don’t know what I would’ve done without you.”
He shoved his damp hair off his forehead, gave her a slight nod, then turned to the maid. “See Lady Marguerite to the nursery, if you will.”
Eades stepped forward. “I’m afraid Master Jeremy does not reside on the third floor, sir.”
John frowned. “Where the devil is he?”
“Directly across the corridor from Miss Thurston. She used to keep a spare bed for him alongside hers, but he’s grown comfortable enough to be on his own. Just not so far from her as the nursery, sir.”
“Oh my,” Marguerite murmured.
The maid stepped forward and indicated the stairs where two footmen were already carting luggage. “This way, if you please, milady.”
John regarded the ascending entourage, his thoughts focused on Suri. “Is my room intact, Eades?”
“As you left it, Your Grace.”
“Is Edward abed?”
“I do not know, sir.”
How the hell long could John keep old stiff-rumped Eades at attention while he worked his way into the one question that caused his heart to beat out of rhythm—where was Suri’s room?
“Has Edward taken the duke’s chambers?”
“No, sir. He refused to occupy them. Kept to the room he’s had all his life.”
Was that hesitation in Eades’ voice? And why was the man’s fist pumping again? What the hell is going on? “And Miss Thurston? She’s abed as well?”
Eades didn’t so much as blink. “Yes, sir. In the old duchess’s chambers.”
John lifted a brow.
“Since Her Grace hasn’t occupied the space in years, she placed Miss Thurston there. Thought she’d be more comfortable with her own private bathing chamber, sir.”
“And you say she has already retired?”
“Yes, sir. The miss goes to bed with the chickens and rises with them as well, since Master Jeremy took to looking after the lambs. Milady oversees him and then takes to the horses. Spends most of her days training them, she does. You’ll be right proud of the fine stock she is turning out, sir.”
There went Eades’ fist again. It must be killing the old man to stand here so calmly. “Inform the duchess of my return,” John said softly. “I’ll see Shahira to the orangery. Tell Mother I’ll meet her in the library.”
Eades gave a barely discernible nod. “As you wish.”
John started down the hall. He paused. “Oh, Eades.”
“Your Grace?”
“Better post a warning notice at each of the orangery doors. No telling where Shahira might wander should she escape. My guess would be the sheep’s pen for lunch.”
Eades looked down his nose at the cat. “I’ll be certain to pass the word, Your Grace.”
John took off on a trot with the sleek cheetah stretching her long legs in a slow, graceful rhythm beside him. “Feels good after being cooped up on the carriage floor, doesn’t it, girl?” The exercise did John a world of good as well. Cramped up in a small hired conveyance all those long hours, while he itched to arrive, had nearly done him in.
“Here you go, girl.” John opened the door to the large indoor garden and the two stepped inside. He knelt and scrubbed at the back of her ears. “We’ve a bit of settling in to do, but we’ll see you have a good home.” He removed the chain from Shahira’s plain collar and hung it on a hook.
“Hard for me to see, but there used to be a barrel or two of water over here somewhere.” He inched forward, feeling with an outstretched hand and a foot. Lightning lit the night, illuminating the glass hothouse. “Ah, yes. Here we are—all the fresh water your belly can hold.” The cat plunked down on top of John’s boots. He gave another scratch behind her ears and slid his feet out from under her. “Sorry. I’ve plans tonight. Be a good girl, and I’ll see you on the morrow.” He slipped out the door and headed for the library, rolling up his damp sleeves as he went.
“John!” His mother rushed from where she stood beside a blazing fire, took his hands in hers and squeezed. She blew a kiss on either cheek.
Hands clasped to hers, he peered into her eyes. Then he grinned. “Is that it, Mother? A couple of kisses blown across my cheeks? How typically French of you.”
Tears gathered in her eyes and she leaned into him. “Oh, John,” she whispered. “You are not a dream, n’est-ce pas?”
Tears. Now there was something he’d never seen coming from her. He’d caught sight of wrinkled handkerchiefs in her hand when his father had passed on, but the tears that had wet them had all been let in private, God love her. Pity swept through him, and his arm went around her. He gave her a tight hug, something he’d not done before. He held her, resting his chin atop her head. “I feel the same, Mother. Am I dreaming or am I home at last?”
She pulled her head back and regarded him. “It is good to have you back.”
He lifted a brow. Ever the cool and detached duchess, no matter the circumstances. Her aristocratic French breeding would allow nothing less. He’d wait to discuss James and his death once she broached the subject—likely over tea—her odd, but predictable, way of handling bad news.
How different things are about to be with Suri.
He forged ahead in a manner he knew his mother could tolerate. “Give it a few days and you’ll be so irritated with my stubborn ways, you’ll be back to calling me your worst nightmare.”
His mother stepped from his arms, tugged a square of lace from her sleeve, and dabbed at her eyes. “I’d wager any mother, with sons as wild as you three, has uttered the same on occasion. Especially with no daughters to buffer the onslaught of male turpitude. And speaking of wild, Eades informs me you’ve brought a jungle cat with you?”
“She’s a pet.”
A tiny sigh escaped her lips. “Doesn’t surprise me.” The duchess was back in full form—chin up, spine stiff. “You’re wet. You should change.”
He shrugged. “I’ll be on my way to my chambers in a bit to retire.” Like hell. “I’ll see to getting out of them then.”
At his words, something in his mother’s demeanor wavered. She made her way to a chair by the fire and sat with her hands clasped in her lap, spine rigid. John followed and leaned his shoulder against the mantel, reveling in the fireside heat against his damp backside. “Do you mind if we wait until the morrow for the full story? I’d like to tell it only once.” Or twice, seeing as how I am about to awaken someone. His heart kicked up at the thought.
Her lips thinned.
She’s read my mind. “Eades said you were working on the accounts. Where’s Edward?”
When she did not answer, he turned and faced the fire in order to grant her a modicum of dignity. He leaned an elbow on the mantel, rested his chin in his hand, and brushed his thumb over his lips. “Is he drinking?”
An odd silence fell over the room. Somewhere a clock rang out the hour—slow, deep, and melodious. He counted the chimes. Midnight.
“Answer me, Mother. Is he drinking?”
“Worse than ever, I’m afraid.”
Christ. “And what do you do about it?”
Another beat of silence. “Mother?”
“What can I do, John? I’ve never been able to stop him. None of us has.”
“Any idea what might have caused him to worsen?”
When she failed to respond, he faced her. Her knuckles were white—he’d anticipated as much. But he hadn’t expected her to be hunched over, working her handkerchief in knots, and looking like the devil had come to call.
Her spine straightened when she realized he’d turned and was staring at her. “Knowing his only brother is alive, might help his…his situation. I…I believe he’s going to be exceedingly relieved to hear you’ve returned to take your rightful place as duke. He abhorred the idea of taking on the title.”
“And all that goes with it.”
Anger flashed through her eyes. “Have a care, John. He’s not of the same ilk as you.”
“You make a mollycoddle out of him, Mother, the way you give in to him at every turn.”
“I…I have my reasons.”
He closed his eyes and rubbed the heels of his hands over his lids. God, he was tired. “I’m going to retire. I’ll see Edward in the morning.”
“I’ll find him, John. I’ll tell him you are here,” she said quietly.
In her eyes, pain shimmered at the edge of fortitude. A strange foreboding snaked through him. He nodded. “He may be your son, but he’s my brother as well.” He started off, that old guilt wending through him. “And I do care for him.”
“I know you do.” Her hushed words floated in the air behind him like down feathers in a soft breeze. “Remember that.”
He exited the library and once down the corridor, climbed the flight of stairs two at a time. Lord, it felt like more than three years had passed since he’d last scaled these steps. But never was there a more urgent reason to do so than now.
A quandary suddenly gripped him. How the devil should he approach Suri? Would he scare her half to death if he simply walked into her room and climbed into bed with her? Or lit a candle and said, “Wake up. I’m alive?” A stray thought inched around one corner of his mind that perhaps he should wait until morning. He snorted at the fool idea.
Turning to his left, away from where Suri slept, he strode to his chambers and entered. A fire blazed in the large fireplace and an oil lamp flickered next to his shaving stand. Before the fire stood a brass tub filled with steaming water. Next to it stood Jenkins at the ready, a stack of towels on a chair beside him.
If that wasn’t a familiar sight. John yanked his shirt over his head, tossed it at the man, and grinned. “Hello, Jenkins. It’s been awhile.”
His manservant smiled so wide John could see his back teeth—what was left of them.
“Good to have you back, Your Grace. Kitchen’s hopping like Christmas morn. Cook’ll be up the night. You’ll see apple tarts on the sideboard come morning.”
John chuckled. “Which means you’ll get your fill as well.” Making his way over to the bootjack near the wardrobe, he glanced around as he worked off his boots. Not a thing out of place. Desk, canopy bed, and wardrobe in the same place they’d always been, all glossed with beeswax. Same blue coverlet and drapes. He wiggled his toes in the Axminster carpet. The room looked as though he’d never left. Familiarity was a good thing tonight—pumped up the blood already throbbing in his veins and vanquished his fatigue. He stripped the rest of his damp clothing from his body and stepped over to the steaming tub. “This won’t be a long bath, Jenkins. I can manage things from here.”
“Yes, sir, but the shave, sir. Do you wish to wait ’til morning?”
John swept a hand over his bristled jaw and frowned. “How the deuces could I forget something like a shave after three days on the road?” He moved to the mirror and winced at his reflection. “Good God, Jenkins. It’s a wonder my own mother recognized me.”
He plunked down in the chair beside the shaving stand. “Do your best, but make it quick.”
When Jenkins discreetly laid a towel over John’s naked lap before setting the razor to the strop, John snorted. Jenkins worked up a lather on the shaving brush and swirled it against John’s cheek. “Word has it you put a wild leopard in the orangery, sir.”
“Shahira is a cheetah. One never makes a pet of a leopard. Nonetheless, take heed, and I’ll see to her on the morrow.” He wondered what else was being said below stairs. There was definitely something inauspicious in the air. Even Jenkins looked as though he harbored secrets. Well, there was all the time in the world to get to the nature of the peculiarities he sensed. He had other things on his mind.
“See to moving my things into the duke’s chambers in the morning,” he said when Jenkins finished shaving him.
He could have sworn the man paused a fraction too long. “Anything wrong?”
Slapping the razor back on the stand and the shaving brush into the mug, Jenkins shook his head. “I’ll see to it first thing.”
John made his way to the tub and climbed in. “I’ll take things from here. Good night, Jenkins.”
“Good night, sir.”
Quickly, John scrubbed himself clean, exited the tub, and toweled himself down. He padded over to the wardrobe and donned a blue velvet dressing gown and a pair of slippers. To hell with anything else. He left his chambers and headed toward where Suri slept, the thick carpet swallowing his footsteps.
He’d see to a special license in the morning. In a day, maybe two, depending on how quickly the wheels turned, he’d move her into the duke’s chambers. As his wife. She could keep the connecting duchess’s chambers for her private use—or whenever she was angry with him. He swallowed a chuckle. They’d have words—most couples did from time to time—and he’d already figured out her stubborn streak matched his. Even that thought felt good and right.
Easing into her chamber, he paused to draw a few steadying breaths. The storm had abated and the moon peeked through breaking clouds, splashing a swath of pale light across her sleeping form. There she was, curled on her side away from him, the covers bunched around her shoulders. The heat pumping through his veins set his body along its own stupid course of arousal, one he chose to ignore.
She sleeps with the draperies open? Did she savor curling up in bed to watch storms as did he? How much they still had to learn of each other. Well, there was plenty of time for that once they were wed. They could spend the rest of their lives discovering one another. At the bed, he peered down. Of its own volition, his body stiffened again. The urge to slip in beside her and slide right into her tight sheath kicked him in the gut so hard he winced.
No, he had to wait. He needed to sit awhile, tamp down his heathen impulses while he figured out how to let her know he was here and alive. But, oh, he ached to touch her, to lay his lips against the soft skin of her throat. And hold her. Just hold her and know that they were together once more and the terrible nightmare had come to an end.
He turned to remove himself to a chair. The banked fire caught his eye. What the devil was atop the mantel? Couldn’t possibly be…could it? He stepped closer and reached out to touch Shahira’s collar and chain.
I’ll be damned!
Moonlight flickered off a circle of gold resting in the middle of the collar. My signet ring. So, Edward refused even this? Lifting it from the mantel, he slid it onto his fourth digit.
He padded across the carpet to a chair where he sat. He was no longer sleepy. Merely weary from all he’d been through these past months. God, but he ached to crawl in beside her.
…
The faint scent of Pears soap laced with bergamot rolled through Suri’s senses, drawing her layer by layer out of a deep sleep and into a state of restless drowsiness. Pulling a pillow to her side, she slid an arm around it. Cold comfort pretending a bag of feathers was John’s sleek body. This pretense that he was with her had to end—sneaking into his room, pilfering a cravat to wash in his favorite soap and douse in bergamot.
Shoving the pillow aside, a soft moan escaped her lips. Was it only her imagination, or did the scent from John’s stock tie she’d removed from under her pillow still linger? That was yesterday, for heaven’s sake. She’d see to having her linens changed in the morning.
She flopped onto her stomach, her cheek against the pillow. Her eyelids fluttered open. A shadow wavered along the wall in front of her. Her breath hitched. Whenever the draperies cast shadows, they did so against the opposite wall from the window—at the end of her bed, not this wall to where she was turned. Her pulse tripped. She shut her eyes again.
John’s faint scent wafted to her nostrils. How long was she going to keep him alive in her mind with her obsessive thoughts and actions? A pillow clutched tightly between her legs was never going to be him sliding into her. A shirt filched from his wardrobe was a pitiful replacement for his warm, strong arms wrapped around her.
Where once her fantasies had helped her through her grief, and through her dread of marrying his brother, they were now beginning to frighten her. This invoking his essence every living moment was poison and had to cease or she’d soon find herself in Bedlam. Memories and impossible longings should not hold so much power over a person. An all-too-familiar ball of melancholy rolled into the pit of her stomach.
A disturbance vibrated in the air behind her and prickled the nape of her neck. Her heart pumped furiously.
Don’t be foolish, nothing’s there.
With a heavy sigh meant to quell her fears, she opened her eyes to see the shadow flicker on the wall once again. The air seized in her chest. Her mouth ran dry. Oh God, someone is at my back!
Another subtle shift of energy from behind and her stomach dropped out. Trembling fingers clutched the covers and her legs curled against her belly. “Who’s there?” Her voice rasped barely above a shaky whisper.
Silence.
And then: “It’s me, John.”
No, not John. Damn it, Edward, drunk again and playing tricks. She let go of the held breath searing her lungs. Anger rooted in her blood. Her legs straightened. Think. She had to handle him carefully. No telling how he’d react in his state. “It’s quite late.” Good, she managed to sound calm enough. Like talking to a child.
“Quite late is an understatement, my love. Months late.”
Her heart froze.
Her brain numbed.
A ghost!
Good Lord, she’d conjured John’s spirit with her impossible longings. Her legs curled up again, and she clutched the covers to her chest.
A sob caught in her throat. “John?”
“Who did you think I was, madam?”
Gooseflesh raced up and down her arms. She lay with her back to the disembodied voice. She wasn’t going to Bedlam after all—she was already there. “Tell me I am not dreaming.”
“You are not dreaming, love. I’m here and I am alive. Come to me, there are things I need to tell you.”
Oh, she had rotted her mind with her foolishness! “You are indeed a ghost. Trent watched you die. Go away.”
“I am hardly an apparition. Vámbéry was a genius at contriving my death. I’m quite alive.” His voice grew huskier with each word.
Gooseflesh continued to dance along her skin. He sounded real. He sounded true. An inkling she should turn over toward the voice trickled through her. She could not. Dear God, had she finally fallen over the edge and into madness? Her fingers quivered so, she couldn’t pull the covers over her head to make it all disappear.
“You’ve not crossed paths with a ghost, Suri.”
She’d done this to herself, pretending for so long. “Yes, I have. Go away.”
He laughed softly. “Come here, and I’ll show you how real I am.”
That low throaty sound filled the air with a resonance she cherished. Some things were never forgotten. Still, she shivered. “You come to me, John. Climb in with me if you’re real.”
“I cannot.”
Her heart tripped and fell. “Because you’re a ghost and you can’t lift the covers? Go away.”
He chuckled. “No, I’m quite alive. In fact, if my blood pounds any harder for you, it’s going to burst right through my veins.”
“Then why can you not come closer?” At least her voice didn’t shake so hard now that she’d begun to gather her wits.
“Because if I climb in that bed with you, Suri, I’ll turn into a beast and ravish you so thoroughly you will truly think I am from another world. Now, come here and sit on my lap, damn it. Let’s do things right this time. Let me hold you for a while and tell you things you need to hear. I’ve waited a long time for this moment.”
Euphoria surged through her. He’s really here! But before she could make a move, trepidation grabbed her like a predator and struck elation flat. Oh, God, what of Edward? Does John not know about his brother and me?
Tears burned her eyes. “All this time…” her voice cracked. “All these months, I thought you were dead.”
“And I knew you were alive and Trent had taken you to safety. What’s going on around here? First my mother thinks I’m a dream and now you think you’ve roused a ghost. What will my brother have to say when he learns of my existence?”
No, he does not know about Edward and me. Dear Lord. She clutched her tight belly and tried to take stock.
“Come, Suri.”
She turned onto her back and stared at the ceiling, refusing to look his way. A cold, hard weight fell on her chest. The truth that he was real, in the flesh, had soared her to new heights only a moment ago, but what she had to say—must say—sent her soul plummeting head first into the ground. “I…I cannot come to you, John. You should leave this room.”
A beat of silence.
“Why?” The single word swirled in the air about them in a voice no longer filled with lusty heat or amused confidence.
“Because I am betrothed to your brother.”
A deathly silence permeated the room like a crypt beneath a church.
When the silence went on so long she’d begun to think that perhaps he wasn’t real after all, she heard a deep and ragged breath exhaled.
“When will you marry?” His voice came low and resigned. And filled with fatigue.
Tears gathered in her eyes and her chin quivered. She clutched the covers to her chest. “I…I told him I would not wed him until he was free of drink for six months.”
“And how long do you have until then?”
“Six months. It seems my ultimatum has only caused him to go deeper into his cups. Barely a day passes when he isn’t in them, so every morning he has to start counting the days all over again. He’s yet to manage an entire week.”
“When did he ask for your hand?”
Tears trickled from her eyes and clogged her throat. “Soon after I arrived. He knew I was destitute and said he wanted to take care of his brother’s—”
“Lover?”
“No. I—”
“Do you love him?” he interrupted.
She pushed up on her shaky elbows and turned his way. He stood in the shaft of moonlight—not a ghost, but a god in the flesh. Oh, how she loved this man. What a horrible predicament. “No, I do not love your brother. And I have been near to insanity wondering what to do. He’s a good man when he’s not drinking. He—”
Their gazes locked and all she had held dear in her memory of him was pitiful compared to what washed over her at that moment. “Has the thought ever occurred to you that Edward might be drinking more because he’s well aware you bear no affection for him, and there is naught he can do about it?”
She swept her feet over the side of the bed and stared at him, integrity holding her from stripping herself bare and running wildly into his arms. “I’m filled with so much guilt. I cannot bear more, even if it means saying no to you and leaving here.”
In the moonlight, she saw a corner of a mouth she’d longed for night after night curl at one corner. “I’ll see to Edward, Suri. I know him. He wouldn’t want you bound to him when you did not wish it. Especially since I’ve returned.”
Every nerve in her body stood at attention, screaming for movement. She clutched the edge of the mattress. “He’s rather sensitive, I’ve found.”
“Trust me. I’ll handle things with great care.”
A tiny stream of hope wound its way toward her heart. “But scandal would surround us.”
A bark of laughter erupted. “Do we give a bloody care about scandal, you and me?”
The stream of hope widened and trickled into her heart’s chambers. “There’s your mother to consider.”
He lifted a brow. “Now there’s a right one with whom to discuss the matter. Her Grace is the queen at hiding scandal.” He set his hands to his hips. “By the way, I brought your sister along. She’s with Jeremy.”
Shock jolted her, left her mouth gaping. “My sister?”
He laughed. “Yes, she’s in Jeremy’s room smothering him with kisses about now, I would suspect.”
Her heart beat wildly and her nerves hummed in her ears. “How? What?”
“Vámbéry rescued her. The wily man knew I’d be back in Delhi hunting for her once the monsoons hit. She was in her home waiting for me.”
Tears fell in earnest and the river of hope twining through her heart burst forth and flooded her entire being. “Is she all right?”
He nodded. “As best as can be expected after losing Harry. We ran into Trent in London at headquarters. He told us about Rupert and what was done to you, so we bypassed Bridgeford Hall and came here straightaway.” His mouth twitched. “Traehaern never said a word with regard to you and Edward. Leave it to him to pack in a few surprises.”
He opened his arms to her. “You’ve a family now if you want it.” His voice lowered, filled with an emotion that melted Suri’s bones. “We’ll help your sister heal. We’ll help Jeremy to speak again. And together, we’ll see Edward through this as best we can. Come, Suri.”
She scrambled from the bed and flew into solid arms of human flesh, the relief she felt at finding him alive eating up any chance of acting the lady. “John!”
He laughed softly and wrapped his arms around her. She nestled her head against his chest and into his familiar heat, and let the love for him she thought once buried rise up in a great crescendo, enveloping her until she cried out against his flesh, “I’m yours, John. You have me forever.”
His hands stroked her back. “If you could only know how badly I have wanted to hear you say such words. All this time you thought me dead, I was working my way to you. My darling, the thought of finding you once again was what kept me alive.”
Her hands flailed all over him, sliding under his robe, feeling his skin, squeezing his muscles. “Oh, John, you are truly alive, truly here. This isn’t some awful dream.” A primitive hunger announced itself, pulsed through her thighs, and moved into her womb. Ravenous for him, she nipped at his chest and licked his clean, smooth skin.
“Stop, Suri.” He grasped her wrist, wrapped her arm around his waist, and lifted her chin. “We’re going to do things right this time.” His voice rasped low and husky. “Slow and right.” A grin tipped his luscious mouth. “No speedy first time followed by leisurely seconds.”
“No seconds?”
“Always,” he murmured. “But slowly this night. Very slowly.” His lips brushed over hers. “I want to savor every inch of you. For hours.” His tongue touched one corner of her mouth and sent a ripple of want through her. “Every single inch.”
And then his lips settled on hers, warm and sweet. Sweeping her hand along his cheek, her fingers touched where their mouths met, and he sighed into hers. He rubbed his cheek along hers, trailing kisses up to the corner of her eye. “How I needed that,” he murmured.
Lifting her night rail off her as if he was removing an exquisite garment too precious to touch, he held it between two fingers and then released it to drop in a heap beside them. Gently bending her neck to one side, he ran his hot tongue along its curve and upward to tug lightly on the lobe of her ear with his teeth. “Delicious.”
Knees weakened, she leaned into his chest. His heart thrummed in her ear. Lifting her in his arms, he moved to the chair and sat with her curled in his lap. Enveloped in his arms, in his heat, in his scent, she rested against him and the velvet of his dressing gown. “John?”
“What?” His fingers worked their way through her braid. Tenderly, he brought her loose hair over her shoulder and combed it smooth.
“The bed. Why are we not in it? And why am I in the altogether and you are not?”
“Because from the moment I first laid eyes on you, I imagined you naked, but I was clothed, you see.” He grinned, and the tip of his tongue swept over his wicked bottom lip. “For years I’ve wanted to experience this very thing.” He settled her in his lap so her legs draped over the arm of the chair.
She sighed and gave in to the pleasure of taking things so slowly every cell in her body sang from his touch.
“Trust me.”
“I do,” she whispered. “Do what you will.”
He ran his fingers around the globe of her breast, watching his own movements. The hard length of him beneath her bottom jerked. He trailed his fingers across her chest and over to circle the other breast. “You’ve no idea how many times I wanted to touch you like this—leisurely, and with nothing in the world to interrupt us. I didn’t get nearly enough of you last time.”
He squeezed the tip of her breast and it beaded to his touch, sending arrows in flight to her womb.
She whimpered.
He smiled a lusty, crooked smile. Whisper soft, one finger trailed languidly down her skin, circled her navel, and then slid farther, into a nest of curls appearing black against her fair skin.
A thrill raced through her. She closed her eyes with a little moan.
“Keep your eyes open,” he urged in a smoky voice.
She obeyed and gazed at him.
“No, don’t look at me, Suri. Look at yourself. Look at what I’m doing to you.”
His finger slid down and inside her. Pleasure jerked her body and she let loose a moan. The dampness between her thighs grew slick, and a shuddering breath escaped her lungs.
A low chuckle released from his lungs. With a finger still inside her, he used the others to gently spread her legs. “Put your hand over mine,” he urged. “Feel me, Suri. Feel what I’m doing to you.”
Her hand slid over his. She gasped as sultry waves of pleasure coasted through her body.
“Follow me inside, if you dare.”
And she did, succumbing to his rhythmic movements until a cry escaped her lips. She removed her hand from his and laid it against his mouth. His tongue touched the tip. Separating the velvet fabric of his robe, she ran her own tongue around his nipple. “More,” she whispered and ran her finger along his bottom lip.
He slipped another finger inside her.
She pushed her hip into his hard arousal. “I want this inside me before you drive me mad.”
His fingers slid from her warm recess, skated across her body and then his arm went under her knees. He lifted her and carried her to the bed. Gently, he turned her onto her stomach. Discarding his dressing gown, he knelt beside the bed. “Have I kissed you behind your knees? I don’t recall.”
“No,” she whispered.
“Liar.”
His tongue swept over the back of one knee and trailed lazy circles up her leg. “You’ve a lovely bum, darling.” He bit into the flesh of her bottom, the soft nip an exquisite shock that left her boneless.
A daring thought struck her that she could ravish him. Her hand draped off the bed and closed around his hard manhood. “And you’ve a lovely…”
“Cock.”
She gasped.
“Say it, Suri.”
“I cannot!”
His hand slid down to cover hers and he moved them both up and down in a steady, hard rhythm until a groan tore from his throat. “Say it,” he growled. “What do you have ahold of?”
Suddenly, something freed inside her. She had no reason to hold back anything with him. Her soft laughter sounded throaty, seductive. “Not only are your kisses wicked, sir, but your words are as well.”
He released their hands, rolled her onto her back, and caught a nipple between his teeth, sending a thrill skittering through her. “What did you have your hand around, Suri? Tell me.”
His husky words sounded rough and demanding, but she knew better—the power was all hers now. A smile touched her lips. She spread her legs.
“Use it properly and I will.”



CHAPTER TWENTY
A shaft of daylight shimmied through the window and danced across Suri’s cheek. Somewhere, a rooster crowed his proud announcement that he alone was responsible for the sun’s rising. Soft, feminine laughter rose from another world and floated in on a cool breeze. Her eyelids flickered open. Beside her lay a naked and slumbering Adonis, his groin molded to her bare hip, his legs tangled with hers. Dark lashes rested, innocently as a boy’s, against high cheekbones burnished from weeks at sea. His hair, longer than usual, curled about his head in wild disarray. Memory had not served her well—John was even more handsome than she remembered. Utterly so.
Languid heat rolled through her and banked low in her belly where it curled in a ball and slowly pulsated as if it were a living thing waiting for the right moment to burst into flame. The bed still carried the musk of their lovemaking. He’d worshipped her last night. Being worshipped held a magic she’d never dared believe in, until now. It set her free. Tenderly, she touched her lips to the back of his curled fingers.
His fingers twitched and then went lax at her intrusion. She snatched her mouth from his skin. Mustn’t wake him—not with those deep shadows under his eyes.
His breath shuddered as if searching for air. Once…twice, while his hand roamed until his fingers settled on her exposed breast. His body relaxed again and the bellows of his lungs went back to working his chest in deep, even strokes. An irresistible urge to run her hands over him, to cup his manhood and cause it to rise once again to meet her complex needs, wrestled with reason. She should let him get the rest he required.
Resisting another touch, she shoved her fingers through her own unruly mane. There would be time enough to explore each other. After all, he belonged to her. He’d said so last night. Despite her rationale, a thousand tiny devils disguised themselves as lust and prodded her with pitchforks, urging her to act. The banked embers in her belly glowed hot. She would not toy with John. A smile touched her lips. At least not now.
She sighed. Time to think of something else while she figured out how to disengage their bodies.
Her heart tripped.
Marguerite! How could I forget?
Surely her sister would be up and about with Jeremy and the lambs by now. Had that been Marguerite’s laughter she’d heard moments ago? Ever so carefully, she detached herself from John and slid from the bed. He rolled onto his stomach and buried his head in the pillow. She froze, waiting for his breathing to resume a steady cadence.
When it did, she silently gathered her clothing, eased a wrap around herself and slipped out the door. And stumbled into her maid.
Suri set her fingers to her lips. “Shh.”
Becky nodded, relieved Suri of the heap of clothing in her arms, and headed across the hall. “This way, milady,” she whispered.
Suri followed her into Jeremy’s old room where the maid helped her into a morning dress the color of ripe peaches. Suri sat in front of a mirror, fidgeting, while Becky worked her hair into a coil around her head. “Is Lady Marguerite with Master Jeremy, do you know?”
“Oh, they’s been up before the sun and out with the lambs.” Becky paused, the comb held in mid-air. “Milady?”
Suri looked in the mirror to the flush-cheeked maid whose eyes sparkled with…with tears? Oh, my. “What is it?”
“It be the lad, milady. He started speaking today.” Becky’s toothy grin widened before she swiped a fist over her eyes and shyly turned away from the looking glass.
“Oh!” Suri’s hand went to her breast. Thank the heavens. She blinked hard. It wouldn’t do to weep in front of the maid. “So, all it took was his mother’s return for him to resume speaking? I should’ve guessed that might be the case.”
Becky sniffed and then turned back to complete Suri’s toilette. “His first word was Mummy. Came out like a squeak, it did. Now he’s got his throat working, he hasn’t stopped his chattering since. You should’ve seen the two bouncing out of the house, him telling his mum how he’s in charge of the lambs and such. Now that’s a picture to hold dear, milady.”
Suri couldn’t get to Marguerite fast enough. “Hurry, Becky, I cannot bear to dally.” She fidgeted and pushed at her hair, her fingers tangling with Becky’s comb.
She stood. “Good enough.”
“But milady…”
On the run and tucking wisps of unruly hair behind her ears, Suri’s stomach growled and pitched fits. Crumpets. She’d grab one and eat it on the way to the lambs’ pens. No, a couple of warm apple tarts. She laughed at the idea of beating John to them.
Rushing into the breakfast room, she halted and swallowed a gasp. Before her sat the last person she’d expected to see this early in the day.
“Edward.” Oh, Lord. She wanted to speak with him, but not until after he and John had met.
He tilted his head her way and shoved a disheveled hank of hair off his brow. His gray eyes, dark as a storm cloud, ran over her from head to toe and back. He paused at her mussed hair. And then he turned his attention to the coffee cup on the table and ran the tip of one finger around the rim.
He wore his shirtsleeves rolled and his waistcoat hung open, exposing his broad chest. His long, booted legs were thrust out in front of him. His jacket was nowhere to be seen. On the table before him sat the cup and a half empty decanter of what looked to be whisky. A dawning sent her brain buzzing. “Why, you’ve yet to see your bed. And you’ve been up drinking all night?”
“Couldn’t sleep.” He lifted the cup to his surly mouth and took a sip. “At least not above stairs, what with all the moans and groans bouncing off the walls.”
Heat suffused her cheeks. He couldn’t possibly have heard anything, not with her chamber at the far end of the corridor from his.
“I…Edward.” She rubbed at her temples. If only John had arrived first. “Edward, please. You knew how it was with your brother and me when you first asked for my hand. You told me yourself that you offered because of John’s—”
“Did you tell him?” His interruption was a dry monotone. “About us?”
“Yes, I told him.”
A bitter smile worked over his lips and he arched a brow. “Everything?”
She clasped her fingers together. “Yes.”
He tilted his head again and his eyes flashed something dangerous. “Everything, Suri?”
Oh God. Her spine stiffened. “Well, no. Not if you mean that one night when…when you crawled into my bed while I was asleep. You were foxed, Edward.”
“So you were not entirely honest with him then?”
“Oh, for pity’s sake, you were the one wanting to keep your foolish act a secret in order to avoid scandal. I agreed to wipe the incident from my mind, didn’t I? Why would I say anything about something so embarrassing for us both, not to mention pitiful for you?”
A slow curl of his lip told her he intended to continue. She glanced around the room and lowered her voice. “Please, Edward. The walls have ears.”
He snorted and reached over to the near empty crystal decanter. He splashed some of the amber contents into his coffee.
“Edward, don’t.”
“My brother still sleeps?”
“Yes.”
Slowly, his gaze ran over her again and settled on her disorderly locks. “Wore him out, did you?”
“That’s enough!” A shrill voice sounded, so cold it threatened to freeze the very air in the room.
They both turned to find the duchess standing in the doorway, her lips a thin white line, her face pale as a winter’s sky. “You shall not speak so within these walls.”
She turned to Suri. “Lady Marguerite requested you join her as soon as you rose. She is with Master Jeremy and the lambs.”
The duchess turned to Edward. “Walk with me to the apple trees.”
He tipped the decanter to his lips. Suri watched his throat ripple. He set the bottle back on the table and swiped the back of his hand over his mouth. “I think not, Your Grace. As you can well observe, I am in the middle of breakfast.”
The duchess stared at him in silence, the knuckles in her clasped hands white as her lips. Then she turned on her heel. As she went, she spoke to Suri through clenched teeth. “Go to Lady Marguerite. Now.”
Suri stood in stunned silence for a moment, staring at Edward, at the cold and ruthless glint in his eyes. When she could find no further words, she dashed from the room, out the side door to where she could hear Jeremy and his mother.
“Marguerite!” Suri called, breathless from her run.
“Oh, Suri!” Marguerite ran to meet her with open arms, great sobs tumbling out her throat. Suri clutched her sister and rained kisses on her, smearing tears on both their cheeks.
“You’re here, oh, you’re here.” Suri held on, rocking her sister back and forth. If hugs could break bones, theirs were in great danger of shattering.
“Help me to contain myself,” Marguerite wrapped her shawl tighter around her shoulders and whispered into Suri’s ear. “Help me to show a bit of joy. There is so very much I must tell you. Jeremy has yet to make mention of his father.”
“Allow him to do so in his own time,” Suri whispered back, her eyes following Jeremy’s movements. “He’s ceased grooming the lamb and watches us. Let’s discuss this in private. No telling how far our words travel in the wind. I am so terribly sorry for your loss.”
“And I am so very sorry for what Rupert has done to you, Suri. Ravenswood says if anyone can rescue your inheritance, Trenton Traehaern will.”
“Shh. Jeremy might hear us.” She gave her sister another quick squeeze, pushed her at arm’s length, and forced a smile. “Why, Marguerite,” she said loudly. “It’s about time you arrived. Jeremy and I have been waiting for you, haven’t we, Jerri? What do you think of the lambs?”
They walked arm in arm to where Jeremy had resumed brushing a lamb’s coat and speaking to the little thing as though doing so was a daily occurrence, rather than a happening over the last couple of hours. Over his head, Suri and Marguerite shot speaking glances at each other.
…
On his way to a quick feast of warm apple tarts and coffee, John crossed his mother’s path along the upper corridor. “Where’s Edward?”
“In the library,” came her quiet, stiff-lipped reply.
The false chord in her voice struck a nerve. He paused to channel his sudden anger. “Is my brother not glad to know I am alive and home?”
The lifting of her chin squared her clenched jaw. “Elated.”
One word, but it was ice breaking into a million tiny shards. Glancing at her tightly clasped hands and knuckles turning white, he regarded her comment in a different light. He lowered his volume to match hers. God forbid some servant should hear what they all well knew. “It’s not even noon. Is he drinking already?”
Her back visibly stiffened and, without moving her head, she whipped severe glances up and down the long, empty corridor. “He’s been up all night with a bottle never far from hand.”
“Good Christ.” John blew out a breath. “I’ll have a word with him. Do you know what sent him off the edge?”
“Ask him, why don’t you? If you recall, one redeeming factor Edward has when he’s in his cups is that he does not hesitate to speak the truth.” She sniffed and lifted her chin even higher. “Crude as his words may be.”
Her lips, now a narrow slit, told John there was more. “And what’s got your nerves tight as violin strings?”
She made to step past him. He put his hand out, blocking her passage. “Mother?”
Her angry eyes glittered. “At the very least, you could have waited to procure a special license and made things legal before you climbed into her bed.” Her cheeks mottled. “It would’ve been the decent thing to do. For all our sakes.”
Shock tore through him, splintering her calculating words. He stared at her while he tried to decipher their meaning. Her words swirled about in his head until they coalesced and a new connotation emerged.
Good God.
The tendons connecting John’s bones tightened. His fists clenched, but he held himself in check—kept his voice from blasting forth in a shout that would surely have echoed throughout both floors. “Don’t tell me Edward fancies himself in love with Suri?”
There went her slow intake of breath again, followed by a stiffening of her back, as if the very air she took in pumped directly into her spine. “I suggest you ask him directly…but he offered to marry her—for you.”
She stepped past him. “As I said, when he drinks he’s not so guarded with his words.”
John watched her march down the hall to her quarters and then he started down the stairs, guilt running rampant. Damn it, she was right—he should have waited until he and Suri were married. The idea of greeting Suri at noon with a perfunctory kiss on the cheek and a wait until after the wedding speech ran counter to the vivid and lusty images of last night. Hell, he never would have made it through the night in abstinence, let alone three bloody days.
He paused before the great carved doors he’d entered so many times as a child and again as a young man. This would make only the second time since last night that he’d entered as a duke. How things had changed since he’d left Ravenswood Park for his assignment in India. James, Laura and the babe—gone. And God help him, just past these doors sat a duke now removed—a drunk who was supposed to marry his brother’s soon-to-be wife. Could things get more complicated?
Raking his hand through his hair, he turned the latch on one of the double doors and entered. Edward sat before a blazing fire. The chair’s high, leather back was to the door, one booted leg was slung over the chair’s arm. The hand resting on his brother’s knee held a near-empty decanter, ready to slip through loose fingers at any second and crash to the floor.
“Well, Edward, it seems I’ve finally found you.”
“So it would seem.” The hand holding the bottle disappeared behind the chair’s high leather back. “Welcome home, brother.”
John walked to the side of the chair, unease trickling beneath his skin.
Edward lifted the bottle from his lips and offered a sloppy grin. “I’d rise to greet you, but I fear I might not make it straight out at this juncture.” He held the bottle up in toast. “Nonetheless, I salute you.” He took another swig.
John frowned. Not a slurred word in the lot. How did he always manage such clarity of speech no matter the amount of drink? “How is this not the homecoming I expected?”
“How is it you were not expected?”
“You are drunk, and it’s not yet noon.”
Edward lifted his hand holding the bottle, one finger pointing to the clock on the mantel, and squinting at it with an eye closed. “Ah, but you have things a bit off, John. You see, while it is indeed near noon and you are just now rising to greet your day, I have come to the end of mine. Shortly, I will see to my bed where I shall sleep the day away.” He tipped the bottle to his lips again. “If I’ve any good fortune.”
“What the hell’s wrong with you?”
Edward lost himself in the orange flames licking the air in the fireplace. For a moment, there was only the ticking of the clock and the crackle and hiss of burning wood. “You’re a bloody goddamned spy,” he said. “For the Queen’s Foreign Service, no less.”
Christ! “Retired. As of last week.” Had Suri given him away? She was the only one besides Traehaern who knew, and Trent would’ve gone to his death before giving John away. “What does that have to do with my return?”
Edward snorted and gave his head a slow, desultory shake. “It all started back at Cambridge, didn’t it? You, James, George Thurston, and Traehaern. No wonder I felt like a mule amongst thoroughbreds all those years. You bastards cooked up a life for yourselves and left me here to manage this…this—” he gave a small wave of his hand— “depository for sheep’s dung and horseshit. Four arrogant asses out to save our country for the queen. How bloody chivalrous.”
He turned his gaze from the fire and onto John. “You left me here to rot.”
John reeled at what he saw. Pain, hot and dark, layered beneath Edward’s rawboned fury. So this was what Edward’s anger was really all about. “I’m sorry,” he said quietly. “I never knew you felt this way.”
Edward held up the bottle as if to study the flames through the cut glass and let out a throaty chuckle. “That’s why I drink.” He flashed John a puckish grin and went back to staring through the bottle. “If I’m pickled, I cannot rot.”
A sudden revelation singed the hairs on the back of John’s neck. He’d matured over these past few years, while Edward had done nothing but plod along a singular path that had turned into a rut. Any deeper, and the rut would soon become a grave. “James and I wanted you with us, but Traehaern said no. He was the one in charge, the one who trained us.”
With a small snort, Edward took a swig of whisky and swiped a hand over his mouth. “The bleating goat. Why was he against me?”
“He wasn’t against you—his decision was a matter of business. You weren’t reliable back then. Reliability can save a man’s life or take it. I learned that in the field the hard way.”
Edward’s gray eyes flicked over John and then glanced away. “You should have told me.”
John didn’t know what to say. While they had all caroused in their foolish youth—whoring, gambling, and drinking until their guts rebelled and heaved out the contents, Edward had never known when to call it quits. But there were other things that had marked him as unreliable. He couldn’t curb his temper in public, nor silence his tongue—two vital requirements in the dark business of spying. But this was hardly the time to fire off reasons like buckshot or there was bound to be broken furniture in the end. “When did you figure all this out?”
A thin smile appeared on Edward’s lips. “I went through your things, is what I did. While you were…ah…otherwise engaged last night. Rather sloppy for a spy, leaving papers where wandering eyes might fall upon them.”
He ransacked my belongings? John did not move while he warred with the anger boiling his blood. “The only papers you could have found were in the false bottom of my carpetbag.” Do not knock the chair over with him in it. “Perhaps Traehaern misjudged your abilities, after all.”
“How did you find my betrothed last night, brother?”
It took a minute for the accusing words to sink in. “For Christ’s sake, stop it, Edward.”
Edward angled his head to the side and looked at John. “I’d rather you stop. Bedding my future wife, that is.”
Christ, he wanted to knock the bottle out of Edward’s hand. Instead, John shoved his fingers through his hair. “Damn it, Edward, Suri is no longer your betrothed. You know she only agreed to wed you because she thought I was dead and she had no place to go.”
Edward set his elbow on the chair’s arm and rested his head in his hand. He raised a brow. “Indeed. However, I don’t think she found me entirely disagreeable all these months.”
“What are you getting at?”
He shrugged. “Ask her, why don’t you?”
Trepidation cast a net beneath John’s skin. “Are you accusing her of improper behavior?”
Edward snorted. “I am not accusing her of anything, I am merely stating facts.” The look he gave John said the queen’s knight was checked and he was about to run the board. “Did she tell you we share a bed every night?”
A cold chill ran through John’s heated anger, cracking like ice in his ears. “Then why were you not in it last night?”
“You beat me to it.”
Jesus Christ! “You can’t be serious.”
Edward lifted a brow. “Do I sense a bit of shocked denial there, old boy? If you don’t believe me, why don’t you ask her yourself? Better yet, if you’re such a bloody good spy, why haven’t you been able to ferret things out on your own?”
“You’re a goddamn liar.”
“Tell me, what reason would I have to lie? We thought you dead and buried.” He took a quick sip of whisky. “No, wait, we’re speaking of India, so you wouldn’t have been buried, you’d have been burned to a crisp.”
John stepped forward, fists clenched.
Edward lifted his fingers. “Hear me out before you strike. Suri had no home and her brother had disowned her. She was destitute. She came to me bearing the ring you gave her, which indicated I was to see after her. What would you have done had the situation been reversed, and you needed a wife if you were to carry on as lord of the manor? If you found her attractive and more than willing to be consoled, would you have taken her to your bed? Would you also have been willing to make things right by her?”
As John stood staring at his brother, his mother’s words echoed through his mind. One redeeming factor Edward has when he’s in his cups is that he does not hesitate to speak the truth. God help him, he knew this about Edward. His brother had always conducted himself that way. Why would he choose to lie now? A familiar sinking feeling started somewhere at the back of his throat and spread through him like a rabid pestilence, infecting him with a strange calm that bore little resemblance to the violent storm brewing beneath. Suri wasn’t like Lady Elizabeth. She couldn’t be. A shudder ran through him. If this was true, Suri would be worse. This was his brother.
Edward’s glittering eyes studied him. “Do yourself a favor, John. Look Miss Thurston in the eye and ask her one question and one question only, ‘Has Edward ever been in your bed?’”
“You arrogant ass.”
“Ask her. And if you know her as well as you think you do, then you will know she is lying should she deliver you a denial.” He lifted a brow and tipped the bottle to John in salute, his voice shifting to a low, soft challenge. “Perhaps you will forgive her. After all, she thought you deceased.”
John gritted his teeth and strode out the door, dead calm giving way to fury. He found Marguerite sitting on a stool outside the sheep’s pen. “Where’s your sister?”
Marguerite stood, concern etching her face. “With the horses.”
He didn’t bother responding. Eyes searching the landscape, he pounded his way to the stables where he found Suri, leaning against the whitewashed rear wall, watching a young colt dance around its mother. She turned. A wistful smile broadened and lit up her face at the sight of him. But as he approached, her smile wavered and then turned to one of puzzlement.
She lifted her shoulders from the wall. “John?”
He bore down on her. Odd emotions he couldn’t decipher rolled through his anger like waves on a rough sea. “I just came from speaking with my brother.”
“How did he take things?” Her eyes searched his countenance. A frown creased her brows. “By the look on your face, I’d say not well.”
The blood pounding through his ears dimmed her words. She sounded as if she spoke through a thick layer of clouds. “I am going to ask you one question, Suri, and I want nothing less than the truth, do you understand?”
Her head leaned to one side, the crease in her brow furrowing deeper as if she was trying harder to hear him. “I think so.”
He wanted to grab her by the shoulders. Shake her. “Do you understand?”
She jolted and blinked as though he’d hit her. “You don’t have to yell, for pity’s sake. And yes, I will tell you the truth. What’s got into you?”
He moved closer until he saw the small striations in her emerald eyes. He fixed on her pupils, his heart beating a wild drum in his chest. Please don’t let her be another Lady Elizabeth. “Has Edward ever been in your bed?”
Her pupils dilated. The color drained from her face. Bloody hell. He didn’t need to hear her answer. Her eyes said it all. Even without years of spy training he would have seen the truth. He leaned into her until their breaths mingled. He hated her. He loved her. He wanted to kill her. He wanted her to deny what could not be denied.
He smacked his palms against the stable walls on either side of her head, caging her in. “Goddamn you for fucking my brother!”
Her eyes grew round as saucers. Her mouth dropped open. “What? Damn me for—”
He cuffed his hand over her mouth. “Don’t you dare repeat my words. Not this time.” He couldn’t bear to hear her say them. His heart just might stop.
Staring into her widened emerald eyes for a long moment, his jaw clenched and unclenched while visions of Edward and her in the same bed he’d shared with her last night swam in his head. He had to get out of here before his lungs collapsed and before he hit something, anything. He pushed off the wall and turned on his heel.
“John!” She rushed forward, grabbed at his arm, and snagged his sleeve. He yanked his arm away and turned to her with what must have been the scowl of Satan on his face because she stepped back. Just as quickly, she stepped forward again, the shock in her eyes giving way to blazing anger. “Obviously, we need to talk,” she said. “Where the devil do you think you’re going?”
He didn’t know. He didn’t care.
“Away from here. Away from you.”
Goddamn her.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
“The day I trot after you is the day I turn into a horse,” Suri muttered when John disappeared around the corner of the stable. She turned and ran to the sheep’s pen. “Marguerite!”
Her sister stood. “Good heavens, you look as though the sky just fell.”
“It may as well have.” Suri leaned into Marguerite’s ear. “We need to speak in private.”
Marguerite glanced at Suri’s trembling fingers, turned to Jeremy, and pointed to the far end of the pasture. “Darling, do you see that mother sheep and her babe over there?”
Jeremy squinted at the two white blotches staining the green landscape and nodded.
“Won’t you bring them in, darling? I doubt I’ve met those two.”
Jeremy regarded the sheep for a moment before turning to stare at his mother with all-knowing eyes far beyond his years. Then, without a word, he climbed the fence and headed for the outer pasture.
When he was out of earshot, Marguerite sat and folded her hands in her lap. “I haven’t seen you spewing so much fire in ages.”
Suri narrowed her eyes at Marguerite. “I am going to shoot Edward.”
“I see.”
“And then, maybe John.”
Marguerite patted the space beside her. “I think you had better tell me what happened before I offer to help you load the gun.”
Suri was in the middle of her tale when a horse thundered out of the stable with John astride, heading toward the woodlands.
When he disappeared from sight, Marguerite turned to Suri. “I wonder why Trent never mentioned something as crucial as arranging a marriage between you and Lord Edward when the three of us met up in London?” She waved a hand. “Never mind. Do go on.”
“Oh, Marguerite, when I awoke that night to find myself curled up against Edward—” Suri pressed her hands against her hot cheeks. “Oh, Lord. Now John accuses me—rather vehemently, I might add—of doing something to his brother, but I don’t know exactly what, since the word he used was foreign to my ears, although I can hazard a guess.”
Marguerite picked bits of straw off her skirt. “What was the word you didn’t understand?”
Suri repeated John’s sentence exactly.
Marguerite’s eyes widened. “Oh my!” She pressed her hand to her mouth. “Did anything occur other than Edward crawling into your bed and you kicking him out?”
Suri shook her head. “That’s all.”
Marguerite sighed and then lowered her voice, as if someone might hear. “The word John used means participating in sexual congress.”
Suri gasped. “A filthy word, then.”
“When used in that particular context—quite. However…” Marguerite paused with cheeks flushed.
Suri glanced at her and scowled. “What?”
A low kind of gurgle escaped Marguerite’s lips. “When two people love one another… when there is a certain moment…” She tucked a few loose strands of hair behind her ears. “Oh, Suri, it can be a remarkable word when used right. I’d never heard it either until Harry and I…”
Suri raised a hand. “Don’t bother. I am not that dense.”
Marguerite flapped her hand in the air, her cheeks scarlet now. “Of course not. So, Edward lied to John?”
“In spades.” Suri frowned again. “But why would he have done such a terrible thing?”
Marguerite shrugged. “Because he was foxed?”
Suri shook her head. “Crass as his words are at times, I have not known them to be untrue. Until now.”
Marguerite went back to picking at her skirt. “I’d say he was truthful but calculating. If he managed to get John to ask you the one question, succinctly put, then what he said was no lie. Edward has been in your bed. Maybe he wasn’t so much foxed as clever as a fox.”
Fury cut deep into Suri’s bones. “I told you, I’m going to shoot the blasted fool.”
“First you had better find John before he leaves Ravenswood Park. He does have a temper.”
“So I’ve noticed. His blow of rage just now could’ve challenged the eruption of Vesuvius.”
“John cares deeply for you, Suri. Which makes it doubly hard for him to bear such brutal gossip.” Marguerite pursed her lips. “I just had a curious thought.”
“What?”
“Perhaps Edward feels the same as well.”
Suri let out a bark of laughter. “Why, that can’t—”
“And why not? You fell into Edward’s life quite unexpectedly. He thought his brother dead. So why wouldn’t he feel free to fall for a perfectly lovely creature such as yourself? If lying got rid of John and left you here, Edward could have you to himself.”
“But his drinking got worse when I told him I wouldn’t marry him until he stopped.”
Marguerite shrugged. “Perhaps because he wanted you, but knew you wanted his deceased brother and not him. Think on that awhile.”
Those were the very words John had used. A sudden fear that Marguerite was right burst into flames, and burned away Suri’s anger, leaving a residue of panic. Her fingers trembled again. “Which would only serve to make things far worse.”
“Decidedly so,” Marguerite answered. “Two brothers want to make the same woman their wife, and suddenly all three are living under the same roof? I wouldn’t care to be in your shoes.”
Suri wrung her hands—a feeble attempt to stop their shaking. Dear Lord, please don’t let this be true. “What if…what if John means what he said about going away? What if he were to go off on another assignment as an excuse to leave me here with Edward?” Desperation flowed alongside fear and panic. Tears gathered and she looked to Marguerite.
Marguerite leaned forward as if to emphasize her words. “That’s exactly why you had better go after him. This is the first time the two of you have been at odds, and they are terrible odds for a man to come home to. And cease your pacing, I’m dizzy.”
Suri kicked at the dirt once more. “You may be right, but I am not particularly fond of John’s method of dealing with serious conflict.” She set to pacing again.
“Oh my. Forget about finding John just now,” Marguerite said. “Edward is headed this way.”
Suri came to a dead halt. Her heart jumped to her throat. “Tell me you are seeing things.”
Marguerite lifted her chin only to drop it to hide her words. “He has a very serious look about him.”
Renewed anger waved a red flag and charged at Suri again. Her jaw clenched. “Heaven help me, I doubt I have the fortitude to be civil.”
“If you value your relationship with John, you had better find a measure of some.” Marguerite peeked around Suri’s skirts. “I’d like to say he’s making a beeline toward us, but there isn’t a straight line to be had in his footsteps.”
Taking Suri’s hand, she gave it a quick squeeze. “Meet him halfway, dear. If he’s come to apologize, don’t make things any harder on him or you could end up losing your only chance to right this wrong. If he indeed intends to set things straight, don’t destroy him in the process or, I promise you, there will be scars.”
Suri fought to keep frustration from turning into tears. With a short nod, and a quick breath to bolster her sagging reserves, Suri faced Edward. At least the sot has found his jacket. She stepped forward. “Edward.”
He halted, his hands resting on his hips. “I know where John has gone.” When Suri didn’t answer, he walked toward her and rooted himself within a few feet from where she stood. “I’ll find him and make things right.”
A fierce urge to reach out and slap his face gripped her. Heeding Marguerite’s warning, she crossed her arms and buried her clenched fists beneath them. “Why did you do it?”
He lifted his face to the sky for a moment, and then studied the landscape for so long, Suri thought he might have forgotten the question. Finally, he shoved a wayward lock off his forehead and his eyes, dark as storm clouds, pinned her. Suri flinched inwardly at the pain—and at what else she saw in those gray depths. Good Lord, there was no denying it—Edward did care for her.
“I don’t expect you to understand,” he said. “But the last thing I ever wanted was to spend my days yoked to Ravenswood Park. The only leave I ever got was when I went off to school. But afterward, here I was, back looking after what didn’t rightfully belong to me while my brothers took off for parts unknown and for escapades I wanted to experience.” He paused. “And to meet up with what I did not.”
Suri unfolded her arms and slid them to her waist, where she wrapped them tightly around her. As if that offered her any comfort. “What does that have to do with me?”
He studied her for what seemed an eternity, his gaze roaming her person. He glanced away, as if to keep his reserve intact. “My brothers have lied to me for years. I always knew they’d done so, but I had no proof until now. Since John was the only one to return, I gave back a little of what he dished out.” The muscles along his clenched jaw rippled. “Forgive me for using you as a pawn.” He turned on his heel and headed toward the stable.
Marguerite studied Suri. “If it were me, I’d go after him. I’d want to know exactly what he intends to make right with his brother.”
Suri groaned and buried her face in her hands. She, too, could not deny what she’d seen in Edward’s countenance. Why hadn’t I acknowledged this sooner? “What the devil should I do?”
“Don’t ask me to make your decisions. Do what must be done.”
“Oh, Marguerite, how is it you can think straight when I cannot?”
“Because this is not my predicament, dear. If you’ll recall, there were occasions when I was in dire straits and you were the one with your wits about you.”
“I am ever so grateful we are sisters.” Suri exhaled with a blow of her cheeks and marched toward the stables.
As she reached the open doors, Edward emerged atop a horse. She gasped. He was on the animal all right, but listing to one side at a decidedly dangerous angle.
“Edward, you cannot get on that horse.”
He attempted to right himself only to end up sliding across his saddle and leaning to the other side. “In case you haven’t noticed, madam, I am already atop the beast.” He adjusted his seat again.
“Well…” she sputtered. “You cannot think of riding out of here in your condition.”
He regarded her briefly and then sank his heels into the horse’s belly. “I have to ride. I’m too damn drunk to walk.”
…
The morning sun splintered through the clouds, putting Suri’s bleak night behind her. She climbed out of bed, weary and wondering if John or Edward had returned once she’d managed to find sleep.
Was it her imagination, or did the house feel empty as a church on Tuesday? Even Becky tended to Suri in utter silence. Just as well, since she didn’t feel much like listening to the maid’s usual chatter. Besides, the gossip below stairs was likely rife with tales of Suri and the two brothers, so Becky couldn’t very well bring any talk back to Suri’s chambers.
Her toilette complete, Suri headed downstairs in a blue riding habit. With no appetite to speak of and an empty breakfast room, she sought out Eades. “Have you seen His Grace or Lord Edward this morning?”
“No, milady, but the duchess is in the library awaiting their return.”
Suri started for the elaborately carved double doors and then paused. “Tell her I’ve gone to the apple tree before my ride should she care to join me.”
“Do you know the one she frequents, milady?”
“Yes, I’ve seen her and Lord Edward there on occasion.”
He gave a slight nod. “Indeed, milady. I shall inform Her Grace forthwith.”
“Thank you, Eades.”
Suri exited the house. Sighing at the gathering clouds, she waved at Marguerite and made her way to the pasture where the infamous apple tree stood. Why she chose to come here this dreary morning, she wasn’t quite certain. Trying to figure out how she felt was like pouring water into a bucket with holes in it—nothing stuck.
So here was where young John had listened in on a conversation that left him in doubt of his heritage. Leaning against the rough bark of the tree, she peered through overhead branches bearing a thick canopy of green leaves and the beginnings of green fruit. Come autumn, those round buds would turn into succulent red apples. Cook was using up the last of those in storage, Becky had said.
If she lived to be a hundred, she’d never eat another apple tart without thinking of John. A shiver touched her skin at the notion that what had barely begun between them might have run its course. Could it be she might never share anything—let alone apple tarts—with him in their winter years? She closed her eyes to the sorrow produced by the thought. The idea of spending the rest of her life climbing into bed alone ran far afoul of her wants.
A snap of a twig brought Suri out of her contemplations. The duchess approached. There was a look of severity about her, but Suri knew her well enough to understand that what etched lines around her mouth was deep concern. “Has either of your sons returned, Your Grace?”
“Non,” the Duchess responded. With fingers laced together in their usual manner, she stared blankly across the landscape.
There could have been a north wind blowing, for the cold swirling about the woman. How Suri wished she hadn’t mentioned anything to Eades about her whereabouts. What should she say now to keep the conversation alive? She picked a small fallen apple from the ground to have something to do with her hands. “Do you know where they might have gone off to? Where they would remain the night?”
The duchess dipped her head. “The hunting lodge. Do you know where it is?”
“I’ve run across it while riding,” Suri said. “But I’ve never ventured inside.”
With a slow turn of her head, the duchess narrowed her eyes at Suri and then turned away. She thought me there with Edward? Well, Suri would have none of that. She tossed the apple aside. “I reject your disdainful regard of me, Your Grace. I have never been there. Alone, or otherwise accompanied.”
Her words must have held power, because the duchess’ shoulders slumped for the briefest of moments and then straightened again. “I had a stable lad saddle a horse for you,” the duchess announced in a voice crisp as a winter’s morning. “Go after them.”
Suri’s insides jolted. For a fleeting moment, she considered walking off without a word. “Surely my presence would only worsen things.”
“On the contrary,” the duchess said with a set jaw. “I believe you to be the only one who can resolve the situation.” She pulled a handkerchief from the sleeve of her dress and crushed it in her hand. “One can only hope Edward is not sacrificed in the process.”
Suri bit her lip and gathered enough strength to ask her question. “Is Edward the bastard? Is that why you cater to him the way you do?”
The duchess whirled around, her face a hard mask. “Where did you get such an idea?”
“Look above your head, Your Grace. Tell me what you see.”
Bewilderment flashed through the duchess’s eyes, but she did as she was told. She turned her hard stare back on Suri. “Leaves and branches. What of it?”
“Look again. If a boy were to hide amidst all that foliage, would you catch sight of him?”
The duchess’s face blanched. “I understand,” she said softly.
“Then is Edward the bastard? John has always thought it might be either one or both. Somehow he didn’t think James’s parentage was in question.”
She turned away from Suri. “Tell me, did your illegitimacy cause you concern?”
“Yes. All my life.”
“Then you understand one of the reasons I will go to my grave holding secrets in my heart. I had no idea John knew of his father’s philandering. I wonder if he said anything to his brothers.”
Suri studied the pain the duchess could not hide in her countenance. “I hope it gives you comfort to know I am the only person he’s told.”
One of the duchess’s knuckles slid between her teeth. “Did John tell you how hard I was on him?”
Now here was a bit of surprising news. “No, he never indicated anything of that nature. What of James, were you hard on him as well?”
Pinching the bridge of her nose as if to balance herself in some odd way, the duchess said, “Oh yes, James.” She worked the handkerchief into a ball in her fist. “I protected James as well, but for reasons other than my treatment of Edward. I was too easy with Edward because he took to drink like his father. My husband was a good man, and loyal, when he wasn’t imbibing. His taste for the stuff caused him to do things that…that were hurtful. While he carefully hid his habit, Edward drank openly. I thought if I treated my son differently from how I had addressed his father’s inclination, it would help, but my approach only served to worsen matters.”
“And James?”
The duchess turned so that her profile was visible. “John did not tell you about James?”
“No.”
The duchess stared at Suri for a moment and then sniffed. “Well and good then, I suppose.” She pressed her hand to her forehead as if feverish. “Edward needs to remove himself from here. I’ll accompany him to our London townhouse.”
Anger stirred in Suri. “Do you think it fair for you and Edward to leave, now that John has come home? He returns only to have the two of you rush off? Perhaps it is I who should leave.”
“No, Edward must be the one to go. I’ve known this for a long while.” She turned. Lines etched her face. “Go to them. Do what you must, but get on with it. I remember the quarrels they used to have over nothing but a couple of toy soldiers. Over a woman they both care for, they may have murdered one another, for all we know. I fear I will not make it another day if they do not return soon.”
She is well aware of Edward’s fanciful feelings toward me. “I will,” Suri replied and strode toward the stable.
“Suri,” the duchess called out.
She turned. “Your Grace?”
“It doesn’t matter, in the whole of it, whether or not you are legitimate. I loved my three sons equally. And as for you—you had no one who understood your pain, or could help see you through being called names. You can give to your children what you never had.”
What was the duchess saying? Was she, too, of tainted blood and had suffered? “Forgive me if I am wrong, Your Grace, but I take this to mean one of your living sons is definitely a bastard—or perhaps both. But if only one is legitimate, is it right to make him wonder?”
A peculiar look passed over the duchess’s countenance. She turned and walked away without another word.
…
There was no sense running a horse through the woods and risking a fall. At least that’s what Suri told herself when she gave the gelding free rein to amble at his own pace along the path to the hunting lodge. Her heart skipped a beat at the very thought of reaching her destination. If it hadn’t been for what she saw in Edward’s demeanor yesterday, she’d be in a far better disposition.
Her horse’s ears pricked forward. He danced sideways and whinnied. “Easy, Valhalla.” Pulling him to a halt, Suri listened. Hoofbeats rolled through the forest like distant thunder. A single rider. Valhalla whinnied and bobbed his head, eager to make contact. “You know the other horse, do you?”
She eased Valhalla forward. Edward or John? As the sound grew nearer, a tide of apprehension gathered in her chest. Stop it, she told herself. The rider could be the gamekeeper.
Edward rode into view.
Her heart beat hard against a slash of dread.
“Suri.” He pulled up alongside her, his horse prancing in place and yanking at the bit.
Valhalla reached out and nipped at the mare’s flanks. Suri reined the beast in and nodded a greeting. Edward was definitely sober. And calm. His gray eyes were clear and…well, he looked freshly shaved. How well furnished is the lodge? But something was vastly different about him, something beyond the physical. There was vicissitude in him, and he carried new authority, not unlike John’s. A look of expectation flashed brilliant in his eyes. Why, he appeared to be a man driven!
“How are you?” she managed to ask.
He paused and with one hand holding the reins, rested the other atop his thigh. Why had she not noticed how remarkably alike his and John’s hands were? A wry smile touched his lips. “I’d like to say I couldn’t be better, but that would hardly be the case—although things are about to improve. I am off to London.”
Her throat closed on her. She swallowed and struggled for words. “You…you are leaving?”
“I must.”
Oh, no. “John threw you out?”
He shook his head and a corner of his mouth curved. “Leaving is entirely of my choosing.” His chin lifted just enough to cause his eyes to grow heavy-lidded in his regard of her. Now the slight smile on his lips held secrets. “I am off to find a friend who is out to find a friend.”
“You’ve worked things through with your brother, then?”
“We have.” While his horse danced in place, his smile slowly dissipated and his regard of her grew intense. Oh God, he truly cares! A thousand tiny fists pummeled her stomach. His gaze shifted to the forest, as if to gather his thoughts. When his eyes met hers again, they’d grown stormy. “I am sorry, truly sorry, and I beg your forgiveness.”
Quivers of compassion shot through her. She cleared her throat and spoke softly. “You have it.”
He took the reins in both hands and lifted them, as if to leave. “By anyone’s measure, I’ve been quite the rotten bastard.” His short laugh was humorless. “In more ways than one, I suppose.”
Her jaw slackened. “You are aware of your questionable heritage?”
He lifted a brow. “John wasn’t the only boy to hold court in the apple tree.” His horse danced again, picking up its rider’s mood. “I’ve a great number of regrets, which I intend to resolve, but there is one vast regret which still confuses me, and I must work through it on my own…away from here.”
She was afraid to ask. She swallowed hard. “What?”
“Forgive me. Not knowing my brother was still alive, I may have come to care for his wife.”
Startled, she let out a small gasp. “His wife?”
Within the depths of his eyes whirled a tempest of emotion. “You two were married in spirit the day you took his ring. Your upcoming wedding will merely be a legal formality.” He gave her one last regard. Whatever went on between John and him she might never know, but here was a changed man. In the silence that followed, he turned his horse away from her until he was forced to look over his shoulder. “Good-bye, Suri.”
Her heart dropped to her toes. “Good-bye, Edward. I ask your pardon for any ill will I might have given you. You’re a good man, and I wish you well.”
With a small nod, he squeezed his knees against the horse’s sides, setting the beast in motion. He disappeared around a curve.
Tears threatened. She sat, mounted on her horse, doing nothing but listening to the gentle sounds of the woodlands, until her urge to weep receded. A raindrop splattered on her gloved hand. She stared at it. Large as the thing was, she had better make haste before a deluge struck.
Urging Valhalla into a canter, she rode to the lodge and dismounted. A flicker of lightning brightened the pewter sky by shades. Thunder rumbled slow and heavy through the air. Divesting the horse of tack and saddle, she set him free to wander in the steadily increasing rain—better that than risk having the horse spook while tethered and break a leg. He whinnied. Another horse whinnied back, and Valhalla broke into a trot toward the sound. That must be John’s horse.
After placing the gear on the covered porch running the length of the lodge, Suri paused with her hand on the door’s latch. A wedding? Well, she’d not let John off without a huge and detailed apology. No simple “I’m sorry” like Edward had given her. There were things to be settled between them. How dare he take his brother’s word over what he knew of her integrity?
She opened the door, stepped inside, and found herself standing in an expansive room made of honey-colored timbers. A log the size of a small tree blazed in a stone fireplace, one large enough to step into. Brown leather sofas and chairs surrounded the fire and a blanket lay in a heap on one sofa, as if someone had recently crawled from beneath it. She frowned in disapproval at the stuffed animal heads mounted on walls that climbed two full stories to a landing above her.
A grand set of stairs led straight up to a second floor with a wooden railing running the length of the wide balcony. Her breath caught. There, near the staircase, stood John in his shirtsleeves, arms spread, hands gripping the railing, watching her. His rolled sleeves exposed muscled forearms, corded by the weight he bore on them. His fierce gray eyes held steady on her, his thoughts hidden by years of practice.
She stood riveted by the sight of him, her pulse drumming in her ears. Would she never get used to his heart-stopping handsomeness? Or his tightly leashed power? If he walked down the stairs right now and touched her, he would leave her helpless, destroy her every intention of setting things straight between them. Well, her blood might be racing through her veins like wildfire, but she wasn’t about to let her bearing betray her. In the heavy silence, she swallowed the lump in her throat, turned her back to him, and spoke coldly. “You owe me an apology.”
“I apologize.”
“Your filthy-mouthed accusation was vile, Ravenswood. You didn’t even bother to ask me if there was a spit of truth to Edward’s lies.”
“Ravenswood, is it?” His voice was deep and husky. And damn it, carried humor.
She heard his footsteps on the stairs. “And don’t think to touch me.”
The footsteps paused. “Why not?”
“Because…because it would be worse than beating me into submission.” Too late, she heard his throaty chuckle at her admission that his mere touch left her boneless. He was going to try and tease her out of her anger.
“Will you marry me, Suri?”
That was a response she hadn’t expected. She dizzied. How had he drawn closer to her without her hearing his footsteps? And, oh God, if he wasn’t going to try and buy his way into her good graces. Well, she could play his game. “Bad timing, Ravenswood.”
“Damn it, Suri, you had better start calling me by my Christian name.”
Now they were getting somewhere—the humor had left his voice. She envisioned him standing on the bottom step, leaning a hip against the round wooden ball topping the balustrade, and glaring at her back.
“How many bedrooms are in this lodge of yours, John?” She crossed her arms over her chest at the hard emphasis of his name and felt a devilish smile coming on.
“Ten. Why? Would you like to try them all?”
A little quiver ran through her at the idea. “No. What I would like is for you to give me this place, John. Along with about fifty acres of surrounding land.”
“Give you the lodge? Bloody hell. What for?”
She decided now was a perfect time to change the subject. “Who did Edward go off to London to meet up with?”
“Traehaern.”
“What?” She nearly jumped around to face him, but she held herself in check. One look at him and all she was trying to accomplish would be thrown to the four winds. “Edward has gone off to become a spy?”
“He’ll not have a better teacher,” John answered. He’d stepped closer. She could tell by his voice. “By the way, when Edward joins Traehaern, they’ll be off to find your brother.”
“Trent and Edward are going to do Rupert in?”
He laughed. “No, they’re out to find George for you.”
Dear God! She pressed shaky fingers to her lips. It was either change the subject again or weep. “Your mother said she was exceedingly hard on you but protected James. Why is that?”
After a pause, John spoke. “If forthright honesty is what you are after, Suri, I’m all for it.” His voice held a unique tenderness she hadn’t heard expressed before. “James’s preferences ran to blue-eyed blonds. Of the male variety, to be specific. Mother saw me as the one to provide heirs, so she bore down hard on me.” He snorted. “Thought it would make a man of me.”
The air escaping Suri’s lungs couldn’t have gone unnoticed. His confession, laced with fierce loyalty to his brother, nearly spun her around to face him, but she held herself in check or she’d be in his arms and up the stairs. God, but he undid her. “Yet your brother became a spy? Doesn’t that require a more masculine nature?”
“You did not know my brother or you wouldn’t have said that. Besides, after Traehaern got ahold of him, James learned a great deal about acting the man. As a matter of fact, he reveled in fooling everyone into thinking he was anything he chose to be.”
She stilled at the shock that traveled through her. “Trent is one of…is of James’s ilk? I wouldn’t have guessed.”
A hearty chuckle erupted from behind her. “Tanush, the warrior, is celibate. It comes with the training. But Traehaern? Make no mistake, my dear, the man adores women. So much so, the only thing keeping him from mixing business with pleasure and doing himself in is Tanush, his highly trained alter ego.”
“Thank God. I would’ve lost faith in my own sensibilities.”
John laughed, soft and throaty, and the air above her head moved. She caught his scent, felt his heat. He was right behind her, nearly touching her, and a flood of love washed through her, nearly toppling her barriers. She shored up her resolve. Intent on setting a boundary in their relationship, one not many women could hold a man to, she wasn’t about to let him place a finger on her, not until she gave him leave to do so. When he stood there, not touching her, abiding by her terms, her respect for him took on new layers and anchored her heart to his forever.
“I love you, Suri, and I refuse to lose you over what Edward said.” His voice cracked. “Nor must I mislay my brother in the process. He needs to go now, but hopefully, he’s doing so knowing the door will always be open to him here.”
Oh God. Still, she waited, not moving.
He took in an audible breath. “I won’t give you excuses for my faulty behavior, only the truth, my love. I was exhausted. I’d been through hell and back all these months, and all I could think of was getting back to you. What a shock Edward’s words had on me after the night you and I had spent exploring one another again. I had never known Edward to lie. Christ, he thought me dead. You thought me dead. Why wouldn’t there be something that had grown between you two? Any man with half a heart would fall in love with the likes of you. And despite Edward’s drunkenness, his heart is fully intact, if not a bit fractured at the moment. When he told me you were promised to him, that you shared the same bed, the idea of having lost you to my own brother was too much to bear. My foul temper got the best of me, and any common sense I had left took wing and flew. Forgive me.”
She closed her eyes while despair released its ugly grip, let it run out her pores until there was nothing but love trickling into the empty spaces left behind. Silence now countermanded the storm raging outside. She slid her hand to her own shoulder and rested it there in invitation.
After a moment, the tips of his fingers tenderly touched hers. She bent her face toward her shoulder. His knuckles grazed her cheek, drugging her. His other hand found the curve of her neck. He trailed a fingernail lightly along the column sending an explosion of sensation running through her. The softness of his caress consumed her.
“I love you, Suri.” His murmur held a note of wonderment.
“And I love you, John.”
He set his lush mouth to her neck and followed the track of his finger, laying ghost-soft kisses along her skin. And then his hands reached around and made quick work of the buttons on her wet jacket. He slid it off her and dropped it to the floor without breaking the steady pace of his honeyed kisses over her skin. “Will you forgive me?” His rasping words set fire to the air.
She bent her head to the other side, until her cheek nestled in his clean-smelling hair. “Yes,” she whispered, piquant pleasure drifting through her. “But I shall keep the lodge.”
He nipped her shoulder and left her knees without muscles or tendons. A throaty chuckle fanned heat over her skin that called her closer to him. “We do think alike, don’t we, love?”
His hand slipped through her blouse and found a breast. “Just this morning I decided that here would be a perfect place for your school.”
“You knew what I wanted the lodge for all along? You played me.” She whipped around.
He was all sultry mischief and sensuousness, his wicked mouth glossy from what he’d been about, his eyes drinking her in. “Touché. Now marry me.”
Had she won anything after all?
When she only stared at him, he took her hand and placed it against his hard arousal, his countenance suddenly serious. “Don’t think what I’ve got you touching decides anything for me.” His hand dropped from hers and went to his chest, his fingers tapping the space over his heart. “Here’s where you’ll find my level of devotion.”
She blinked hard against sudden tears. Lord, he was something.
He grazed a knuckle over her cheek, brought it to rest beneath her chin and lifted it, his gaze piercing the depth of hers. “But no matter how hard you search inside me, Suri, you’ll go to your grave never fully comprehending the depth of love and respect I have for you. My intention is to spend the rest of my life helping you know a bit of it. Now tell me you’ll marry me, damn it.”
She had won after all, hadn’t she? But then, so had he. They were now evenly yoked.
Gazing at him, her hand pressed tighter to the hard length of him. “Marguerite told me the foul word you used against me doesn’t always have to be so terrible, given other circumstances.” With a tilt of her head, she said, “Perhaps we could explore various connotations of the word?”
He grinned, slow and lusty. “Only if you marry me.”
She matched his smile. “I wouldn’t think of doing anything less.”



EPILOGUE
RAVENSWOOD PARK – NINETEEN MONTHS LATER
“Good morning, Eades.”
“Your Grace.” Eades gave his perfunctory dip of the head and handed Suri a silver tray containing the day’s postings. She nearly giggled. He didn’t so much as blink at the pink and silver sari clinging to her curves. The buzzard never missed a thing, but he acted as though he’d seen nothing unusual.
She lifted three letters from the tray and her heart, already in the clouds, soared even higher—the first one was from the Times and addressed to Marguerite. The second carried Trent’s name on the back with a London address. The third held a seal bearing a crown. That would make the third official missive in as many weeks, and John had said nothing about them. Something was afoot. “Is his grace in the library?”
“I believe so, Your Grace.”
“Would you kindly tell him to meet me under the apple tree?”
“Indeed, Your Grace.”
She stepped out under the hot sun and waved when she saw a bright yellow column of color standing taller than the array of colorful flowers in the garden.
Marguerite waved back.
“I see you had the nerve to wear your sari in this awful heat as well,” Suri said upon approaching her sister. “It becomes you. But then you always did look good in yellow.”
She handed Marguerite the letter from the Times. “I would suspect it’s in regard to the advertisement you placed for the extra help. I do hope we’ve had a decent response. With only a fortnight to go before the school opens, and with all those orphans due in, I’m beginning to get a bit concerned.”
Marguerite opened the missive. Her eyes widened. “Dear heavens, a few responses? Try one hundred and twenty-five!”
Suri’s hands flew to her mouth. Tears pricked the back of her eyes. “Surely we’ll be able to find fifteen or twenty good people out of that number.”
She had to swallow to get her next words out. “At last, Marguerite, my long-held dream has come to pass.”
“Indeed it has.” Marguerite gave Suri a hug, picked a blossom from the garden, and tucked it behind Suri’s ear. “I’m ever so proud of you.”
“I couldn’t have accomplished all this without your genius at work. See you for the noon meal?” At Marguerite’s nod, Suri headed for the pasture and the apple tree where John’s parents once held their discussions—and where John and she now held court whenever it was their turn to butt heads.
Things hadn’t been easy for her sister and Jeremy. But life had settled in with a regularity that had given them both the peace they needed to go about the process of healing from their loss. Hardly a day went by without Jeremy remarking on his father. There were still times when he wept, as did Marguerite, but as the months passed, those days grew further apart while talk of fond memories regaled.
Lost in thought, she looked up to find herself at the tree—and John already there with Shahira on her back in the grass, her paws in the air like a kitten, the emeralds and diamonds in her collar sparkling in the sun. Suri’s heart turned over at the sight of her husband—as it always did. With his back against the tree, arms folded over his broad chest, he watched her through heavy lidded eyes. Just like that first night in Delhi.
A quiver stirred in her belly. She turned her head and offered him a provocative smile. “Tell me something, John. Was it me you watched dance in Marguerite’s ballroom that first night in Delhi, or was it everyone in general?”
A slow grin curled that luscious mouth of his. “Only you, my dear.”
“You have two pieces of mail.” She waved them at him. “One is from Trent.”
“Open it.”
“The other is very official looking.”
“I’ll read it back at the house.”
She studied him. “Why is it I can know the contents of Trent’s letter, but not government posts that appear with regularity?”
John’s oh-so-wicked mouth that still turned her insides to butter, tipped up at one corner, but he said nothing. Blast it, he wasn’t going to tell her a thing, which only confirmed her suspicions—something was definitely in the air.
She scowled. “Don’t tell me you are back in the game?”
One brow arched. “Have you been snooping into my affairs, madam?”
A shaft of fear scurried down her back. Tears, too quick to form, clogged her throat. What the devil was wrong with her of late? It took nothing to send her emotions flying about. “You cannot, John. You have responsibilities…obligations desperately needing your attention right here at Ravenswood Park.”
Her eyes narrowed. “I thought you’d retired. Why are you receiving missives?” She waved the letter at him again. “This carries the queen’s seal. You’d better not think of leaving me and going off—”
He chuckled and shook his head. “Since Edward’s departure I am formally in charge of seeing to the sheep’s dung and horse manure, my dear. I may have retired from active service, but I admit to wanting a finger in the pot as an advisor. Some things never leave the blood, I’m afraid. If ever there’s a need to travel to the head office, you’ll be by my side. Now open Traehaern’s letter.”
The wave of tears that had threatened to spill over moments ago receded as quickly as it came. “The two of you don’t have secrets?”
“None. Read it aloud.”
She tore into the letter like a child at Christmas. “Oh, my. It seems Rupert didn’t spend my inheritance as he’d claimed, and is suddenly quite eager to see it safely in my hands. Trent suspects it might have something to do with him mentioning an investigation into Rupert’s financial affairs. Trent informed my brother that he is the prime suspect in the misappropriation of certain partnership funds concerning five other gentlemen, and that it would behoove Rupert to otherwise have a clean slate.”
John chuckled. “Leave it to sly Trent. So, my dear, what does my good wife intend to do with her regained bounty?”
Not bothering to look up from the letter, she shrugged and kept on reading. “Use it for upkeep of the school, of course.”
“But of course.”
She gave a little squeal. “Trent and Edward have located George! In Hong Kong. Imagine that. But I would hardly think even our masterful Trent could manage to disguise himself as a Chinaman.”
John laughed. “Hong Kong is full of English businessmen.”
“Oh, dear, I cannot imagine either Trent or Edward acting the part of stalwart professionals.”
He shrugged. “That depends on what you might call professional.”
“Meaning, they could be anything or anyone?”
“Yes, even a horse’s arse if they so choose. They are both good at playing that part rather well, come to think of it.”
Trent says to tell you George’s ship is the finest he’s ever seen. Sleek, fast, and with all the latest.” She looked up in time to see John purse his lips.
“That means something, doesn’t it? I can tell by the look on your face.” Her fingers tapped her lips and a sudden dawning cleaved a path through her mind. “Oh, my. George runs a spy ship! Why, you were recruited together at Cambridge, weren’t you? No wonder you felt a code of honor with regard to me back in Delhi. And no wonder Trent had that smirk on his face when he took on George’s name before we sailed from Bombay. The cur.”
He shot a fast glance around. “Damn it, woman, if we weren’t out here under this apple tree, I’d have to shove my cravat in your mouth.”
“You’re in a mood,” she said. He hadn’t taken his eyes off her all the while he’d been leaning against the tree. Heat rolled through her belly. She knew that look—he wanted her, and here they were in the middle of the pasture at near noon, for heaven’s sake.
“Is it the fact I am out of a godforsaken corset, as you call it, or is it the letter from Trent that has you in such good humor?”
“Humph. Traehaern’s letter would hardly put me in this particular disposition.” His mouth curled.
“Then it is the sari. You like it?” She did a slow turn, but even slow, her stomach nearly erupted. She stumbled to a halt.
He lifted a brow but didn’t move. “Speaking of moods, yours are more mercurial than the weather. I’ve noticed two or three of them speed through you since your arrival. Do you have anything to tell me?”
She fought back a giggle. “Such as?”
He unfolded his arms from across his chest and spread them wide. “Come here.” His voice, husky now, rolled through her, slow and warm, like honey off a spoon.
She stepped forward and leaned against him. His arms enfolded her and he rested his chin atop her head. Her cheek pressed against his chest. The steady beat of his heart thrummed through her— a solid comfort she’d grown to rely on.
“God, I love you,” he murmured, the words rolling through his chest like a slow moving train.
Sliding her arms beneath his jacket and around his broad back, her fingernails scraped lightly through his shirt in lazy strokes, just as he liked. “I’m going to have your child,” she whispered.
His arms around her drew her closer and the heat of him enveloped her. “I know.”
Her head shot up to find mischievous eyes, the gray in them darkening with desire. She blinked. “How could you possibly have known when I only figured things out yesterday?”
He stroked her hair, tucked a few wayward wisps behind her ear. “You turned green on that little twirl you took a minute ago.”
“So?”
His wickedly inviting mouth tipped up at one corner. “And you’ve been casting up your accounts every morning for the past week.”
She fought a grin. “But I’ve always managed to make it to my own quarters before anything took place.”
“And I followed you,” he said, in a voice growing ever huskier. “Put my ear to the door not five feet from you.”
He studied her. His lips parted to ease his labored breathing.
Pleasure, hot and tender, rolled through her. She placed her hand between them, flattened her palm against his stomach and traced a slow downward path, watching the gray in his eyes turn even darker. Then she touched her lips to his and closed her eyes. “I should have known. Once a spy…”
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