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“I WON’T.”

Her own voice sounded strange to her. Hoarse and low. So much salt water she’d swallowed. Her nose and throat burned, as if scrubbed out with lye. She coughed weakly. Beyond the hull of the overturned rowboat, the waves danced in an endless line to the horizon.

Just let go.

Her fingers flexed. The feeling in them came and went. Red and chapped from the sun overhead, they had clutched for hours now at the underside of the captain’s gig. She had managed to get her torso up onto the hull. For a little while, a man had clung to the other side—a fellow survivor, who had jumped from the bow of the steamer just before it sank. He’d thought he might be able to right the rowboat, once the sea finally calmed.

In the end, he’d not even had time to scream. A wave had come, and she had fought to hold on; when she surfaced, sputtering, he was gone.

So silent, in his wake. Water slapped into her back. A fish splashed. But no birds flew this far out to sea. The sky was blue and empty, fiercely bright. Her eyes smarted to look upon it.

Could she not let go now?

She swallowed. Her arms ached, and also her stomach, from coughing up water. But the thirst was surely the worst part. So suddenly the storm had struck. Masts cracking. Mama screaming.

Mama and Papa waited for her now below.

The ocean waited too. It sulked sluggishly beneath the tropical sun; slipping into it would not be so hard. The heat felt like a warm hand pressing on her back, urging her down and away. No trace of the great ship remained; no one surveying these flat, empty waters would suspect what had passed here. No one was coming for her.

But her hands would not let go.

She stared at them. Mama was particularly fond of these hands; pianist’s hands, she called them. “Turpentine will ruin them. Use gloves when you paint, Emmaline. Do not ruin your hands before your wedding.”

What a strange thought Emma had found it, this idea of being wed. “I am hoping for a great adventure,” she had told the captain last night at dinner. Later, in their quarters, her parents had upbraided her. She was going to Delhi to be married; she must not speak of the journey so lightly. Her intended was a man of some import. She must comport herself accordingly.

A tear fell onto her bare arm. Hotter than the sun, saltier than the sea water, it smarted down her blistering skin. Always those same, gentle words. You are stubborn, my dear. We must guide you in this. You are drawing attention; your remarks were unseemly. So gently her parents scolded her. So gently they despaired of their wayward, indecorous daughter.

The man had said the boat could be flipped. He had planned to do it himself. If one man could do it, could one woman manage?

On a deep breath, she pulled herself up higher on the hull. Her arms shook and burned from the strain as she inched her hand down the far side . . . farther, farther now . . .

But the distance to the gig’s other lip was too great. Her strength failed her, and she slid back down with a grunt.

Back to where she’d begun. She closed her eyes.

The tears came faster now, but she would not let go.



Part One
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One
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Delhi

May 1857

JULIAN FIRST NOTICED HER BECAUSE SHE LOOKED SO bored. Waiting for the Commissioner’s arrival had put him on edge. He stood at the top of the room, half attending to the feverish chatter around him, his eyes fixed on the door. Rumors in the bazaar daily grew darker, and it was clear to him now that if Calcutta would not act, the local government must. Tonight he meant to exact a promise on that account.

He became aware of the woman gradually. It was her stillness that drew his attention. She was leaning against a wall, not ten feet away. Though several people surrounded her, sipping negligently at their wine and laughing, she seemed somehow apart. Tired of it all. Her eyes, which had been resting vacantly on the space over his shoulder, focused on him. They were a penetrating blue, and gave Julian a start. He saw that she was not bored at all, but unhappy.

She looked away.

He spotted her next in the green room, after the Commissioner slipped out of his grasp. “After dinner,” the man mumbled, “if you truly insist on mixing business with pleasure, I would be most, most honored to speak with you.” When Julian wheeled away in abrupt, frustrated dismissal, he discovered her behind him, the wineglass halfway to her lips. Again their eyes met, and she lowered the glass.

“Sir,” she said evenly, bobbing a shallow curtsy. Something in her tone indicated she’d overheard the tail end of his argument with Fraser. He opened his mouth to respond—after all, the lady had seemed to be waiting for him—but she had already retreated in a swish of cornflower silk, and he was not in the mood for a chase.

He began to wonder about the coincidence when she drifted after him into the garden. Was she following him? In London he might have felt some faint, predatory stirring of interest—he enjoyed women, particularly those who spared him the trouble of pursuit—but he had a policy of avoiding memsahibs. Their husbands were rarely understanding, and they themselves tended to be so bored by life on a British station that passing love affairs quickly inflated to their entire reason for being. There was also an absurd set of ideas circulating about him in Anglo-Indian circles, variations on the theme of exotic Eastern eroticism, and he’d long since grown weary of it.

But she did not, in fact, seem to know he was there. She paused at the edge of the lawn, one hand coming to her throat, and seemed content to stand there, an abstracted look on her face. A breeze came over the grass, and her fingers loosened, letting the shawl flutter around her shoulders. Fleetingly, her pale lips curved in a smile.

Again, he was struck by the impression that she stood at a great remove from the scene around her. Curious. He studied her more closely, finding nothing of special note. Her hair was an unremarkable color, a curling, sun-faded dun that, in conjunction with her pale skin, made it seem as though all the energy of her being were focused in the brilliance of her deep blue eyes. A very odd sort of beauty, if a beauty at all. He wondered if she had recently been ill.

The thought made him impatient with himself. She was young, no more than twenty-two or -three years, with smooth white skin that bespoke a typical memsahib’s routine. What was there to wonder about her? She would spend her days closeted in a bungalow, reading or at needlepoint. When the monotony began to wear, she would take heart in her zealous belief that the English way of life was the only one of merit in the world.

She muttered something beneath her breath. Despite himself, he leaned forward. He could not quite make it out. Surely she had not said—

With a violent gesture, she splashed her wine into the bushes. “Pig swill,” she said clearly.

*  *  *

The garden was not cool, but it was quiet. Emma turned her face into the sultry breeze and let her eyes drift shut. Had Mrs. Greeley been speaking the truth? Either way, the woman must have been surprised at Emma’s impassive reception of the news. It was unpleasant, of course; one didn’t often learn that one’s betrothed was conducting a torrid affair with a married woman. But the act seemed entirely in keeping with the person Marcus had become since their engagement.

Perhaps it was this land that had changed him so. Emma had been here only a few weeks, but already she sensed that India had taken hold of her: loosening her tongue, widening her eyes. Even now, when her mind should have been racing with the implications of Mrs. Greeley’s words, the gentle swaying of the trees and the parrots twittering in the branches above distracted her from thought. The night air mantled her bare shoulders, thick and warm, so richly perfumed with night-blooming jasmine that she wondered if she would carry the scent back inside with her.

A bullock lowed in the distance. She felt a brief stirring of pity, imagining he was confused at the excess of liberty granted him by the native culture. As to why the cattle were encouraged to wander through the streets, Marcus had told her that the Hindus believed them to be some sort of deities, but he hadn’t been able to elaborate. Marcus was often impatient with details.

This party, for instance. He should have told her, given her some warning regarding the people she would meet. Within five minutes it had become clear that Delhi society was no friend to her, that news of the shipwreck and her “dishonorable” rescue had tainted local opinion. Instead he’d let her march inside like a lamb to the slaughter, encouraging her to mingle with the sharp-tongued harpies whilst he conferred with the Commissioner.

All this, and then to discover he was having an affair with the hostess!

Well, it was clear that whatever they did when alone together, Marcus had not reviewed Mrs. Eversham’s wine list for her. He was possessed of impeccable taste. With a scoff she tossed the remnants of her Bordeaux into the shrubbery. “Pig swill!”

The quiet laugh startled her, and she gasped, squinting into the shadows. “Who’s there?”

A form emerged from the trees, offering her a toast from a silver flask. “Pig swill indeed,” he said, and lifted the pocket-pistol to his lips for a long swallow.

She relaxed slightly at the Oxford drawl, which complemented a deliciously low, rough voice. “Pray do not relay my sentiments to our hostess, sir.” Or perhaps do, she added silently.

Another step brought him full out of darkness, and she caught her breath. It was the man from indoors—the one with whom she had nearly collided earlier. Once again, his height took her off guard. He was taller even than Marcus, and a full head over her own considerable height.

His eyes were a luminescent green-gold, catlike as they reflected the faint light spilling from the bungalow. They watched her as though he waited for something.

“Are we acquainted?” she blurted out—knowing very well they were not.

He gave her a faint smile. “No.”

When he said nothing more, she arched a brow, returning rude stare for rude stare. At least, she hoped it was rude, for she suspected she might be ogling him. The man was unnervingly handsome—like something from a fever dream, brilliant and fierce, skin touched by gold and hair so black it absorbed the light. Earlier, indoors, she had found herself looking at him, thinking his face begged to be sketched. It would take only a few economical strokes—sharp, angular slashes for the cheekbones, a bold straight line for his nose, a fierce square for his jaw. Perhaps his lips would take more time. They were full and mobile, and saved his countenance from sternness.

He was very tanned. Doubt flickered through her mind, quashed as she considered his starched cravat and elegantly cut tailcoat. Of course he was English. The lazy grace with which he held himself made her aware of her own unmannerly slouch. She straightened, lifting her face toward the stars.

“A lovely night,” she said.

“Pleasant weather,” he agreed, eliciting a startled laugh from her.

“You must be joking!” she said, when he tilted his head in question. “It’s dreadfully hot.”

“Do you think so?” He shrugged. “Then I suggest you withdraw to Almora. The hill stations are quite popular this time of year.”

His reference to the tradition of retreating to the Himalayan foothills during the hot weather sounded almost contemptuous. “You don’t plan to go?”

“Business holds me here.”

“Business. You’re with the Company, then?” Most everyone she had met so far was in the employ of the East India Company, either as a civil servant or, like Marcus, as an officer in the army.

But he appeared mightily amused by the idea. “Dear God, no. I see my reputation does not precede me.”

“Oh, is it very bad?” The question was out of her mouth before she could reconsider, and she blushed as he laughed again.

“It’s even worse.”

When she realized he wasn’t going to elaborate, she ventured to continue. “You’ll have to tell me about it yourself; I’ve only just arrived in Delhi, you see.”

“Really?” He sounded surprised. “I didn’t know they raised chits like you in England.”

“Chits like me?” She frowned. He had settled back against a tree trunk and was smiling at her indulgently, as if—suddenly it came to her—she were some three-year-old who had just shown him a neat trick with her doll. “Are you being insulting?”

“I meant you seem to have some spirit.”

“You are being insulting,” she decided. “To me and England both.”

“Well then.” He sighed and rolled his shoulders; his coat fit closely enough to reveal the ripple of arm muscles beneath the fabric. She wondered what he had done to acquire them; it was not at all the fashion. “Now you’ve discovered the first part of my reputation. I am considered terribly ill-mannered.”

“But I knew that the moment I saw you! A gentleman would refrain from drinking spirits in the presence of a lady.”

His brows rose. “And a lady would not call her hostess’s wine—what was it? Pig swill, I believe?”

Her laughter was reluctant, but genuine. “All right, you’ve found me out. I’m a black sheep as well. Really, it’s a wonder my intended will have me.”

“Paragon of virtue, is he?”

“Not quite,” she said dryly. “But they’ll forgive him just about anything.” The conversation was utterly inappropriate, of course; but she had forgotten how good it felt to joke and be silly with someone, and to be spoken to without those ever-present undertones of pity and speculation. “In fact, someone inside just called him the Darling of Delhi.”

“He sounds dreadfully dull. Do I know him?”

“Oh, you must. This party is in honor of us, you know—of our engagement.” His sudden stillness made her frown, and she searched his face, concerned that she might have embarrassed him. “If you don’t know who the party’s for, I promise not to tell.”

“Oh, I know.” His voice was very soft now. “That would make you Miss Martin.”

“Indeed! And now you must tell me your name, so I won’t be at a disadvantage.”

His cat’s eyes moved over her shoulder, and he smiled again, this time rather unpleasantly. “Here comes your betrothed,” he said, and took a deep swig from the flask.

“Emmaline! There you are!”

She turned back toward the doors, shielding her eyes from the light. “Marcus!” He was yanking his cravat in place, and she wondered acidly if he hadn’t been waylaid by their hostess somewhere between the Commissioner and the garden. “I was taking some air,” she said. “Flannel is horribly ill suited to this climate.”

Marcus stepped into the yard. “I hardly think that’s appropriate for public discussion,” he said severely. “And I did warn you about the weather, but you insisted—” His voice died away as he stared at her companion. “What in blazes are you doing here?”

“Lindley,” the man said curtly. “A pleasure.”

Marcus made a rude noise. “I’m sure I can’t say the same. I had no idea Mrs. Eversham was so indiscriminate with her guest list.”

Emma glanced rapidly between them. The stranger’s expression was perfectly neutral; Marcus, on the other hand, was glaring and breathing like a bull. “Marcus, really! This gentleman—”

“Knows he is not welcome,” Marcus said. “Not anywhere I am, and certainly nowhere near my future wife. I would suggest you leave now, sir.”

The man shrugged. “Of course.” Slipping the flask inside his jacket, he sketched a shallow bow. “Accept my congratulations on your betrothal, Lindley. Miss Martin is utterly charming.”

“You soil her by speaking of her,” Marcus snapped. “Beware lest I call you out for it!”

Now she was truly alarmed. Something about this man—perhaps his slight smile at Marcus’s threat—made her think he would be more than a match for her intended. “Gentlemen, this is absurd!”

“Come with me.” His hand tightening cruelly into her forearm, Marcus all but dragged her back into the bungalow.

Inside, the sudden brightness of numerous lamps and candelabras made her wince. She pulled Marcus to a stop at the edge of the crowd, beneath one of the giant fans hanging from the ceiling. Its starched chintz streamers were wilting in the humidity. “I cannot credit your behavior,” she said. “How could you behave so loutishly!”

“How could I?” Marcus pulled her around to face him. “Do you know who that man is? Do you know?”

“Stop shaking me!” She yanked her arm from his grip. The strong, sour odors of wine and sweat were rising from his skin. Maybe he had overindulged tonight, but that was no excuse. “What has come over you?”

“That is my cousin,” he managed, his face purple. “That is the half-breed who would have the dukedom instead of me.”

“That—” She stopped, understanding. “That man is Julian Sinclair?”

“One and the same.”

She turned away from him, staring blindly toward the dancers. Marcus had written to her of his second cousin, Julian Sinclair. Sinclair’s father, Jeremy, had married a Eurasian, a woman of mixed English and native descent, when he had thought his brother the Marquess would have the dukedom. But within a short period, the cholera had killed Jeremy, and the Marquess had died in a hunting accident. That left Jeremy’s young son as heir to the dukedom—Julian, whose blood was one-quarter native.

Now Julian Sinclair was grown, and his grandfather, the current duke, had made sure through every legal means that his grandson would follow him in the succession. But Marcus could not accept the idea that a man of mixed blood might inherit the title, when Marcus, pure-blooded English and in line after Sinclair to inherit, might himself wear the strawberry leaves so well.

“He didn’t seem Indian,” she whispered to herself.

“Of course he didn’t!” Marcus exploded. “The Duke has done everything in his power to assure it—Eton, Cambridge, a seat in the Commons. But while a man can ape his betters, he can’t change his blood. The proudest title in Britain is to go to a half-breed mongrel!”

She looked back to him, stunned. “Marcus, you sound so . . . hateful.”

He stared at her, his mouth thinning into a grim line. “Is that so? To think, you’ve been here only five days, and already you’re starting to pant after the natives. What would your parents say?”

She winced. A servant was passing with a tray of wine; she reached out and snared a glass. “That is cruel.”

“Cruel but true. Even in death, they knew the honor of being Martins.”

She took a deep swallow of the wretched Bordeaux and shut her eyes. Again and again it returned to haunt her—this image of her parents’ faces, so small and pale as the ocean closed over them. The pain of their deaths did not fade; most nights, she still awoke weeping from nightmares of drowning with them. Only a miracle had guided her to the gig on which she had floated for almost a day; only God had given her the strength to cling to it as the hot sun beat down and she despaired of ever being found.

She set the glass on a sideboard and looked directly at him. The atmosphere was close and torpid, and sweat was trickling down her nape; strange, then, that she felt so cold. “You think it would have been more honorable to let myself drown?”

After a mute, stubborn moment, his face softened, and he reached for her hands. “No, my dear, of course not.”

But she wondered. After all, he could play with his precious honor all he liked, risking it with his conspicuous philandering, his exorbitant gambling debts. But to have that honor tarnished by a woman! Surely it must irk him, to risk being made a laughingstock by upholding a betrothal with a woman of questionable reputation—a woman who had arrived in India sheltered not under the watchful gaze of her mother and father, but by a crew of rough-and-ready sailors. Those sailors had saved her life, but Anglo-Indian society was wondering if they hadn’t robbed her of something even more important: her virtue.

Naturally, the fact that her betrothed’s virtue was completely and publicly compromised was of no import at all.

She lifted her chin. “Oh, I was only speaking with him, Marcus. Do let’s forget it. There’s no need to look so grim.”

Marcus exhaled. His eyes began to search the crowd beyond her shoulder. “I’m wondering why he hasn’t been thrown out by now.”

“Perhaps because he’s the Marquess of Holdensmoor?”

He slanted her a sharp glance. “I’m not in the mood for your cheek, Emmaline. And for your information, the man’s a threat to the Crown. He’s been stirring up talk of a possible insurrection, trying to goad us into abandoning Delhi. Thinks our native troops might turn on us.”

“Gracious! Might they?”

He waved a dismissal. “It’s treason even to think it. No, of course they won’t. We give them the bread their families eat in the morning. Just because of some silly nonsense at Barrackpore—”

Yes, she remembered that. It had been all the talk in Bombay upon her arrival in the port city. A sepoy, a native soldier, had turned on his British officers. He had shot two of them before he was stopped by his superiors; what had been so alarming, if she recalled correctly, was that none of the other natives had attempted to disarm him.

“He does have a point,” she said. “It’s a bit troubling.”

“It was one isolated incident in more than two hundred years on this continent. And the man was directly hanged. We’ll have no more trouble along those lines, I assure you.”

“But if Lord Holdensmoor is partly native, perhaps he has heard something—”

“Emmaline!” Marcus wheeled to face her. “Yes, the man is part native, and for all I know, he’s trying to scare us out of Delhi so the natives can take it back! In fact, I believe that is exactly what he is up to, and I have told the Commissioner so! Now cease your ignorant speculations and make yourself pleasant for your host.”

“My host? Do you mean the one you’re cuckolding?”

All color bleached from his face. Oh dear. Blond hair didn’t look so well on skin that particular shade of green. “What did you just say?” he asked.

“So it’s true.” Nausea rolled through her stomach. “Well. I suppose you’re going to tell me you still love me anyhow.”

His eyes, such a guileless shade of blue, searched her face. “Of course I do.”

She managed a smile. “Yes. We have loved each other quite a long time, haven’t we? Since we were born, I believe.”

“Since forever,” he said, with an admirable show of sincerity. “And whatever rumors you hear to the contrary, there is no woman in the world for me but you. Some people are jealous, you see, and they would spread vicious gossip in order to harm me—”

“I know,” she interrupted, and then stopped, swallowing hard when her voice would have broken. How sad to realize that she could no longer believe a word he said. “Marcus, I think I’d like to leave now.”

He considered her for a moment, then gave a short nod. “Of course. But I will call on you at the Residency tomorrow. We’ll discuss this, and you’ll see, my dear. These lies—you must simply set them from your mind.”

“Naturally,” she murmured. “If you’ll find Lady Metcalfe for me?”

She leaned back against the wall, watching him push his way through the congratulatory crowd as he went in search of her chaperone. Even though his back was turned, she knew every gesture that he made, sensed every smile that crossed his face. Such was the familiarity of twenty long years—decades of their families plotting to bring them together, arranging their betrothal, choosing the names of their unborn children. The Martins and Lindleys had never known that the only two who would live to fulfill their dream would be the very two who had never been quite as enthusiastic as the rest: the bride and groom themselves.

She closed her eyes, turning her head to press her cheek against the cool bungalow wall. The windows rattled in a strong gust of hot wind, and the candles flickered with the inrush of jasmine and darkness. Strange, how the night called to her so sweetly, promising a lovelier, more innocent place. Yes, India seemed to draw out her very soul. Perhaps that was why she felt so bruised inside—as though her defenses had been laid bare, allowing a terrible melancholy to settle in her core.

Surely she wasn’t grieving over Marcus? She had abandoned her childish dreams of romantic love three years ago, the first time she’d learned of one of his many paramours. She’d been heartbroken then, but her mother had explained quickly enough: marriage was not about something as illusory and fleeting as love. It was about alliances, partnerships, the continuation of the family line. Marcus’s grand and crumbling estates would be consolidated with the vast Martin wealth, and the two of them would create a dynasty that would compensate for her mother’s failure to produce male issue.

So, what, then, could account for this sudden foreboding? It slid like a shadow between her and the brightly lit room, leaving her with the odd conviction that she stood apart, watching a great panorama like those they sometimes displayed in the British Museum. This room seemed like Pompeii before the volcano eruption, or Rome before the fall: a civilization on the edge of disaster.

A shiver slid over her, and she glanced away, starting as she found herself locked in a vibrant emerald gaze: Lord Holdensmoor, coming in from the gardens. His face was expressionless as he stared at her. In defiance of both Marcus and her own gloomy reverie, she offered him a smile.

His own was rakish and swift, the effect of it on his aloof, aristocratic features dazzling to behold. And then he too was gone, his tall, broad form swallowed up by the crowd in a cloud of crushed silk and waving peacock feather fans.



Two
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HAVING SPENT HER FIRST WEEKS IN INDIA COMPLYING with the unspoken agreement that everyone would behave as though they’d never left England, Emma had arrived in Delhi determined to see something of the country. But Lady Metcalfe, the Resident’s wife and her de facto hostess, had a pronounced fear of the native culture, and refused to go into the bazaar. “Couldn’t I just read aloud to you?” she had suggested this morning. “I have a new copy of The Pilgrim’s Progress.”

Emma could not bear to spend another day reclining in that airless bungalow. Mama would have advised her to make calls, to accompany Lady Metcalfe on her constitutional through the maidan, or to meetings of her sewing circle at the club. But the very prospect made Emma feel breathless and slightly ill. So it had been since her arrival here. The cloying concern of new acquaintances seemed to stifle her. She did not know how to answer the questions she saw in their eyes; increasingly, she could not even be bothered to try. Her mind wandered during small talk. She trailed away in the middle of conversations—unsure of what she had been saying, indifferent about continuing.

Marcus made excuses for her. He told his friends that she was recovering from the long journey, and the shock, and her parents’ death. All true, of course. But that did not explain her impatience, or her restlessness. She could not pinpoint the source of the feelings, much less guess what might assuage them. Of course she was fortunate; of course she was grateful; truly she was blessed to have survived. But surely not so she could pass the rest of her life in chatter about amateur theatricals and last season’s races?

And so Emma had graciously declined Lady Metcalfe’s offer, and then scandalized the woman by enlisting her ayah, a Hindustani woman called Usha, to guide her into the native quarters. When the streets in Chandni Chowk became too narrow for the carriage, Usha offered to lead her on by foot. And so they were maneuvering now down a crowded lane, Emma stepping carefully to avoid cow dung and bits of shattered clay from discarded teacups. On their left rose a white marble temple, where worshippers were ringing deep-throated bells suspended from the ceiling. To their right, a line of women in brightly colored silks paced past, slim brown arms arced upward to balance the sacks on their head. Their bangles and belled anklets flashed in the sun.

Emma had never seen a more disorganized or colorful scene in her life. The watercolors she’d bought in Bombay would not prove sufficient to capture anything here; only rich, vibrant oils would do. With any luck, her cousin in London had already dispatched the pigments she’d requested; otherwise she might have to hunt down the vivid, textured material used in these charming street banners. The one over the brassware shop, for instance—a picture of a blue-skinned god, beckoning passersby with his many arms.

She sighed. Marcus would throw a fit if she went searching for the local paint. He already disapproved of her “little habit.” “You draw the most inappropriate things,” he’d said yesterday, after flipping through, then tossing aside, the sketchbook she’d been keeping. She knew better than to defend herself. Flowers; pastoral scenes; children: these were the proper subjects of a lady’s work. Fakirs, mahouts, and everything interesting were reserved for gentlemen, who produced real art, not decoration.

“Memsahib, is the sun bothering you?”

Emma came back to herself with a start. “No, Usha, I’m perfectly well. It’s just all so . . .” A movement over Usha’s shoulder caught her attention: a white cow was lumbering by, a necklace woven of marigolds looped around its neck. Her lips twitched. A most glamorous beast, this—and clearly of some importance, to be moving with such brisk purpose. A laugh escaped her. “It’s marvelous, Usha. This place is remarkable.”

Usha offered a shy smile in return. “In the gali there is less sun. Shall we go?”

They threaded their way through the foot traffic and into a quieter lane leading off the thoroughfare. The houses here, “havelis” Usha called them, were stacked up against one another, with windows covered by latticed screens of red rock that projected over the street, so the footpath below was shaded. The screens were very effective at blocking the eye from the interior; it took Emma a long moment to realize that there was a woman standing on the other side of the particular screen she was staring at. The lady’s face was covered with a veil, making her appear on casual glance to be a curtain.

Emma touched her maid’s wrist. “Usha, that woman’s face—why is it covered?”

Usha’s eyes tracked upward. “Oh—it is purdah, mem. Mussulmans and also Brahmins, the wives and daughters of our priests, cover their faces to show they are—” She paused, searching for the word. “To protect their izzat, their honor.”

“Even when inside?”

“Whenever they can be seen by strange men.”

“And how do they see when they go outside?”

“One can see through the veil, but a woman in purdah does not leave her house often.”

Emma nodded slowly, looking once more to the woman at the window. Did she see them as well? Was she curious about who they were, where they were going?

Emma might have told her that it did not matter. Indian or British, so many women were confined to their houses at this moment. Some of them seemed to like it, and were reading The Pilgrim’s Progress for the fiftieth time. “How do they bear it?”

“They do not wish to bring shame to their families, mem.”

Yes. Of course. How well she recalled the strained look Marcus had worn when he first realized how she had managed to reach Bombay. As if the fact that she had been rescued by a freighter could invalidate the miracle of her survival! As if regard for others’ empty opinions were more important to one’s honor than one’s own conduct. “It’s not really fair to us, is it?”

“To us?” Usha studied her face. “But mem can come and go as she wishes, no?”

Emmaline opened her mouth to deliver some lighthearted reply—and a sharp blow landed on her back, sending her stumbling into the side of a building. She turned and found her arm in the grip of a squat, florid man in army uniform.

“Hello there, missus,” her captor said slowly, in a thick Hertfordshire accent. “Nice day for an outing, isn’t it?”

“Let go of me!” She tried to jerk away. He laughed, his breath rancid in her face.

“What’s a nice memsahib like yourself doing all alone in the bazaar?” he asked, oblivious as she fought to slip her hand free from his hold on her glove.

“I am not alone—I am with my maid!”

“Her?” He glanced contemptuously at Usha, who, she was horrified to see, was being restrained by the man’s cohort. “A native ain’t no proper chaperone.”

“And you are no proper gentleman,” she snapped. “Assaulting a female!”

“I ain’t assaulted you yet,” he sneered, and his other hand dug up under her bonnet to hook into her chignon, yanking her head back. “Ain’t such a bad idea, though. Don’t know as any real lady would be out consorting with the natives, giving ’em ideas like you was.”

“That’s what she was doing,” the other man agreed in an ugly, eager voice. “Givin’ the blackies all the encouragement they need, parading herself in front of ’em like she was one of ’em.”

“Of course, Harry, I heard me that we received a new shipload of doxies for the officers’ mess. Could be that she’s one, eh?” He thrust his hips up against her, crushing her crinolines; she twisted aside and his teeth closed on the tender skin of her neck.

“You pig!” She wrested her arm out from between them and slammed her elbow into his face. With a roar, he threw her sideways, and she slammed into the ground on her forearms, her bonnet flying off. Stunned, she fought for breath. Get up, get up! On a gasp, she forced herself over.

“Foul-mouthed witch! Harry, watch me teach this one a lesson!”

A metallic click sounded from behind her. Her attacker froze. “Hell,” he muttered, and backed away a pace.

“Don’t move,” a cool voice recommended. “Not if you value your life.”

She recognized the crisp accents. Sucking in a mighty breath, she pushed herself upright. Her elbows felt as though they’d been dipped in fire. Hauling her skirts out of the way, she shoved her bonnet onto her head and clambered to her feet—whence she gave the swine who’d held her a sharp shove for good measure. His eyes narrowed, but he said nothing. She pivoted.

The Marquess of Holdensmoor stood before her, one of his arms extended to aim a pistol between the ruffian’s eyes. He swept her with a cursory glance before returning his attention to the soldier.

“Your name?”

The man swallowed audibly. “I weren’t trying to harm her, sir, I jest thought—”

“I asked your name.”

“We thought she was a light skirt!” the other man burst out, pushing Usha away from him. “No lady goes around Chandni Chowk all alone!”

“Enough from you,” Lord Holdensmoor said. He sounded rather bored with the situation. “I don’t think the Company would miss a soldier or two. Or perhaps you would like to explain to Colonel Lindley how you came to molest his betrothed.”

“Colonel—” The man who had attacked Emma went white. “Jesus Christ.” The other man moaned agreement.

The Marquess scoffed and deprimed the pistol, lifting it away from them. “Run,” he said flatly. “If I see you again, I’ll kill you.”

As the men ran off, he turned to her. “Are you all right?”

“Yes.” The steadiness of her voice bolstered her; she spoke again just to hear it. “Yes, I’m fine.”

He nodded, turning to Usha. “Aap theek hain, na?”

The woman gave a rapid speech in Hindustani. A faint, humorless smile crossed the Marquess’s face. To Emma, he said, “I’m afraid your ayah is not impressed with me.”

“With you?”

“With my failure to shoot them.”

“Just so,” she retorted, and sagged back against the wall. Her poor elbows! She clutched them to her and shook her head. Her teeth were suddenly chattering. “Just so,” she whispered.

A warm touch, someone’s hand on her shoulder, brought her head up. The Marquess was standing in front of her, his eyes steady. “You are all right,” he said gently.

“Oh yes. I’m splendid.”

“And fierce to boot. You gave him quite a push.”

“Well, I rather think he deserved it.” She took a long breath. “They meant to—ravish us, I think.”

“Something like that.”

His hand gave her shoulder a slight squeeze. It occurred to her that he should not be touching her. She stepped out of his reach.

He holstered his pistol. “Don’t come here again, Miss Martin. Not without Colonel Lindley.”

“I—” Her throat closed. “Yes. It was foolish of me.”

He glanced away. “This is not England. There are different rules here.”

She laughed. It was such a strange, humorless sound that she reached up to touch her lips, to make sure it was she who had produced the noise. “I beg to differ. As I’ve just learned, the rules here appear to be the same as anywhere.”

He raked a hand through his thick black hair. The resulting disorder lent him a devil-may-care air that sat oddly with his serious expression. “What possessed you to venture into the bazaar?”

“What, am I to be cooped up in a bungalow all day, sweltering?”

“Yes.” His voice was clipped with impatience. “Surely you were told what India would be like.”

“I was not! In fact, that is exactly what I was discovering when I was so—rudely assaulted by those pathetic approximations of Englishmen!”

Amusement broke over his face. “Is that so?”

“Yes, it is so!” Anger, she realized. That was what she was feeling. “This is an entirely different country, a different world! Why should I be expected to pretend I were still in England?”

She looked him straight in the face. He didn’t seem intimidated by the challenge; indeed, as their stare lengthened, he arched a brow. “It was a rhetorical question, was it not?”

She rolled her eyes. “Very well. Let me take advice from a man who skulks about in gardens, bolting liquor on the sly! How shall I best ignore the country in which I find myself? Would a blindfold serve?”

“Really, Miss Martin!” His voice altered, becoming softer and more intimate—teasing her. “Surely you shock your friends with this misplaced curiosity! India is here to be conquered, not appreciated.”

“You don’t believe that.”

“Colonel Lindley does.”

Long habit made her defensive. “And what of it? He serves the interests of Queen and country!”

“Well then,” he said, laughing. “Your choice is clear. Is it to be your own priorities, or those of Britannia and the Colonel?”

She threw up her hands. “You have me there, my lord. I expect with your next sentence you’ll have me bundled off to my embroidery and a life of eternal sequesterment!”

He sighed. “Better that than with your skirts around your ears in an alley.”

“How vulgar!”

“The truth nonetheless,” he said, and it was clear from his careless shrug that he had wearied of the conversation. “I’ll escort you home. You can broach to Lindley the matter of showing you around the city.”

But Marcus would never agree to that, she thought. Marcus had less interest in the native culture than he did in his choice of hats. “Fine,” she said, and rubbed her arms again. They were bound to bruise; she would have to wear a shawl all through supper.

They returned to the buggy in silence, the driver ceding the reins to the Marquess. Because there was hardly enough room in the back for three of them, she climbed up next to Lord Holdensmoor. He slanted her a speaking glance. She ignored it. If this were to be her last outing, she was determined to have the best view.

After a few minutes, she sighed. “It’s such a lovely country.”

“You should go to Almora,” the Marquess said, guiding the horses effortlessly through a tangle of cows, goats, and frolicking children.

“Colonel Lindley says that no one is going this year. He says the weather’s too pleasant to go to the trouble. I suppose I’ll have to take his word on it; I’ve never been warmer in my life.”

The Marquess was silent for a moment. “Damn the weather,” he said then softly.

His shocking language made her remember something. “Perhaps you wish it were hotter?”

“Perhaps I do.”

“Because that would promote our deserting Delhi for the season,” she continued. “Yes, my intended informed me that you’re trying to convince the British to abandon the city.”

“Your intended has a devilish way of twisting my words. I want the women and children out, and I want more European troops in. You tell Lindley that, will you?”

“I don’t think I’ll mention this little escapade at all, actually.” Emma leaned back to study him. It was coming to her now that she had been abominably rude; he had saved her from a terrible injury, and she had railed at him for it. But he had not been put out by her behavior. If anything, he had seemed amused by it. “You are rather singular, Lord Holdensmoor.”

“I might say the same of you.”

“Yes, but perhaps you would not mean it as a compliment.”

He looked to her briefly. “But perhaps I would.”

His eyes were such an improbable green. Maybe he was so unflappable because he was accustomed to people making fools of themselves when he looked at them.

Usha passed up a flask of water. Emma shook her head and handed it to the Marquess. He held the flask a few inches above his lips as he drank, his throat muscles rippling. She stared at the long line of his neck, strangely mesmerized by it. How it would feel to place one’s hand there, on the front of his throat, as he drank? She touched her own neck, swallowing experimentally.

She realized with a start that he had turned back to her. His regard was searching. Color rose to her cheeks, and she looked away.

“Miss Martin, are you aware of what is happening across northern India? Are any of the ladies aware?”

She cleared her throat. “We’re not witless, my lord. We’ve heard of the disturbances. But if the officers believe in the loyalty of their troops—”

“Native troops, Miss Martin. That is the only sort Delhi has.” He leaned a little closer, and she caught the faint scent of sandalwood, overlaid by leather and soap. “Tell me why these troops should feel any loyalty whatsoever to the people who have reduced them to subjects—here, in the land of their birth.”

She tilted her head. “I, of course, am not an expert on colonial politics.”

“But you do seem to have common sense, which distinguishes you from most of your masculine counterparts.”

She considered him for a long moment. “You really do think something’s going to happen.”

He nodded once, still holding her eyes. “And I suggest, Miss Martin, that you go to Almora, even if the Colonel will not accompany you.”

Her anxiety had her leaning forward now too. “But if you have information, some evidence that the natives are planning an uprising, you must tell the Commissioner, and quickly!”

His long lips tilted in a half-smile. “Do you think I went to Mrs. Eversham’s dinner for the pleasure of her company?”

The words felt like a slap. Surely she was mistaken; surely he was not alluding to Marcus’s affair. She would not have expected such spite from him.

Her face must have betrayed her thoughts, for he prevented her next words with a quiet, “No. My apologies. That came out very badly.” He began to speak again, then seemed to think better of it. His expression became thoughtful.

She looked away from him, aware that she had erred. If one’s intended was inclined to infidelity, the decent thing was to pretend innocence on the matter. But now Lord Holdensmoor knew that she was not so ignorant after all.

“You are singular,” he said.

“Yes,” she said quietly. “I’m afraid so.”

At the same time, they both sat back against the seat. A sudden blissful breeze from the north caught Emma’s bonnet, lifting it off her head and sending it spinning off behind them. She turned to follow its progress. A child of five or six years ran out into the lane, grabbing the hat and cramming it over his tiny ears. The sight drew a laugh from her, despite her mood.

She felt the weight of the Marquess’s gaze. “Shall we go back for it?” he asked.

“No, let it be.” She laughed again, taken by the ludicrous image of the boy in the frilly hat. “I didn’t like it anyhow.” She faced front again, tilting her chin up. It was quite pleasant, this sensation of warmth on her scalp. “They don’t want to lose this place,” she said. “If there’s a danger, they’ll be sure to act.”

“Do you speak of the British, or the Indians?” the Marquess asked. “For on either count, I fear you’re correct.”



Three
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EMMA AWOKE WITH A GASP, SITTING BOLT UPRIGHT IN bed. The lamp in the far corner had guttered out, and furniture and carpeting melded into one indistinguishable mass, looming fuzzy and dark through the green mosquito netting.

Good Lord, that dream. The water roaring. The ship rearing up above. Would it never go away?

She clawed for the break in the net, then slipped to her feet to open the curtains. The Residency grounds bordered a broad street that marked the perimeter of the walled city. The lane seemed eerily desolate in the blue light of dusk. A balmy breeze whispered through the trees, carrying with it the creaks of rickshaws and muted cries of street vendors in the bazaar a quarter mile away.

A few hours yet until Marcus came to fetch her for dinner. He had been gone to Agra for five days, and would expect a cheerful countenance. She thought she might be glad of his return, if only for the opportunity to escape the Residency. Lady Metcalfe had been ailing, and Emma had not dared to strike out on her own again. If not for her sketchbook and the new charcoals Sir Metcalfe had given her, she would have gone mad from boredom. Even so, the walls felt as if they were beginning to close on her.

With a sigh, she turned back to consider the room. The blue bottle on the dresser caught her eye. It held laudanum mixed with quinine; Lady Metcalfe had given it to her after Marcus had remarked favorably on its calming effects. Privately Emma had hoped that it would stop her nightmares. So much for that. But it was soothing.

She measured out a tiny bit, splashing some onto her sleeve as she lifted it to her mouth. Then she set down the bottle and looked into the mirror. A pale, oval face stared back, dominated by eyes that were shadowed with fatigue. Not sleeping well. Sweat had turned her hair a limp brown. With fingers loosening under the spell of the opiate, she smoothed a lock from her brow. No one would ever count her as more than passably pretty, but usually she didn’t look quite this bad.

A parrot flew away from the sill, making her heart flutter as hard as his bright green wings. She put her hand to her chest and rubbed.

On a sudden decision, she reached for her shawl, tying it quickly about her shoulders as she slipped out of the room. As she paced down the Turkey leader in the corridor, a breeze came through the open shutters, carrying the scent of oleander and the metallic sharpness of the heat.

She realized as soon as she opened the library door that there were people inside. But it was too late—the conversation stopped at the squeak of the hinges, and she had no choice but to make herself known.

Lord Holdensmoor and Sir Metcalfe were standing at the far end of the room, a map rolled out on the desk between them. Sir Metcalfe looked relieved to see her; the Marquess smiled as well, but turned immediately back to the map.

“Miss Martin,” the Resident said. “You are well?”

“Very well. I did not mean to disturb you.”

“No, no, we are done here.”

The Marquess looked up, a peculiar expression on his face. “We are hardly done.”

“I will go,” Emma said quickly, but Sir Metcalfe waved a dismissive hand and yanked at the bellpull.

“Nonsense. I’ve already been waiting above a quarter hour for the servant to bring the tea. Where is he? I’ll be back directly.”

Sir Metcalfe moved past her with uncharacteristic speed. When the door closed behind him, the Marquess said, “He is running from me.”

“Oh?” She approached the desk. “But why? What is it you’re looking at there?”

He hesitated, then sighed, pushing a sheet over. The laudanum was unfurling through her; she had to blink a few times to bring the numbers and names into focus: Seventh Dragoon Guards; Queen’s Army, 23,000; 58th Native Infantry. “Stations and regiments,” she said, bemused. “But why in the world would you need these maps? Surely you aren’t involved with the military.” Marcus would have been sure to complain about it.

“Do you see these numbers?” He pointed to a figure written in a cramped hand at the top right corner. “Three hundred thousand and fourteen thousand. Three hundred thousand men in the Indian Army.” His finger traced over the number. “Only fourteen thousand European.”

“A small number,” she said uncertainly. “But natives have always served in the Indian army.”

“Three Indians for every Englishman two decades ago,” he agreed. “Now six for every Englishman.”

“Surely you can’t be against that. You, yourself, are . . .” She trailed off, blushing, and he shook his head.

“I take no offense at the mention of my heritage. It is my better half, I think.” He smiled. “Or better quarter, though that lacks a certain ring. My concern is for the peace. While I firmly believe that England has no place in India—” Her huff of shock made him smile again. “Well, and I am part native, Miss Martin.”

“And also an English peer, a future duke!” She knew she was sputtering, but she had never heard of such a sentiment!

His eyes could become weapons. They focused on her now with alarming intensity, seeming to become greener as she stared into them, hopelessly pinned. “I will be the Duke of Auburn,” he said, and she had the strangest thought that he was not pleased by that eventuality. “But it is an English title, you know. It gives me no claims to Indian soil.”

Emma shook her head. “I’ve never encountered such talk.”

He was considering her in turn, his expression pensive. “No, I don’t suppose you have. How are you, by the way? I had planned to leave a note inquiring after your health.”

“Oh—you mean from the other day?” She shrugged. “Recovered, thank you.”

“Yes?” With an upraised brow, he reached for her wrists. Unprepared, she let him take them. He turned her around, lifting out one arm, and then the other, to examine where she had hit the ground in Chandni Chowk.

If Sir Metcalfe returned now, it would be very awkward. But lassitude had fallen over her, so she held still, remarking her concern only by a pointed glance to the closed door. “Harmless scratches,” she said.

“Healing nicely.” His palms slid up her arms, his fingers skating lightly over the tender skin of her inner elbows. She caught her breath and cast him a startled glance over her shoulder.

His eyes came up to hers, and his hands let go. He stepped back, a look of surprise on his face.

“I beg your pardon,” he said. After a moment, he turned and bent to retrieve a satchel that had been sitting by the table. “This is for you.” He pulled out a slim, gilt-edged volume.

She took it and turned it over in her hands. The tooling on the leather was very fine. “ ‘Wanderings of a Pilgrim in Search of the Picturesque,’ “ she read aloud slowly. She would not have taken the laudanum had she known so much reading awaited her!

“Yes, a volume by Mrs. Fanny Parkes. She toured all over the subcontinent in the twenties and thirties. I thought you might find her account of interest—although I regret to inform you, she also suffered the curse of male chaperones.”

Emma laughed despite herself. It came out husky and slow. “You shouldn’t be giving me gifts. Marcus would have your head.”

He frowned a little at that, as if she had puzzled him, although his mouth was still smiling. “You may say you found it at the club.”

“What a clever idea. I think I will.” She opened the book at random, to a plate entitled Lachchmi, Goddess of Beauty. Her finger traced the outlines of the goddess’s voluptuous figure. “Thank you. She looks as if she might step out of the page and come alive.”

“You’re welcome.” He paused. “I would not recommend that you follow Mrs. Parkes’s example, of course.”

“Oh?” She looked up.

“She dabbled in opium.” He was watching her very closely now. “Nasty stuff. Addictive, after prolonged exposure. Of course, no one smokes it anymore, that’s fallen out of fashion here. But I’ve seen several memsahibs form an unhealthy attachment to their laudanum bottles.”
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“A luscious delight . . . romance at its finest.”
~Liz Carlyle, New York Times bestselling author





