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HONEYED WORDS-AND TEMPTATION SWEET AS SIN
 
"Perhaps you are part of the reason I am here," Peregrine said. "Sweet Sara," he whispered, caressing her slender form as if his hands could meld them into one flesh, "you are as rare and lovely as the treasures of the Silk Road."
Unbuttoning her jacket, he slipped his hand inside. Gently he squeezed the soft, fluid weight of her breast. "You are like gold and amber and ivory that have been warmed to wondrous life."
Sara gasped as her shy acceptance changed to fierce response. In the tumult of her senses she was shameless, and passion burned in her blood.
Finally she broke the kiss and made herself focus on Peregrine's dark, craggy face. His green eyes were misty with passion, and this time there was nothing enigmatic about him. He wanted her. And, heaven help her, she wanted him…
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Prologue

 
England,1839
 
He called himself Peregrine, the wanderer, and he came to London for revenge.
It was dusk as the Kali drifted up the Thames, her goal a berth at the Isle of Dogs. The air was thick with the rank scents that occur where water meets land, and too many people live in too little space.
Peregrine leaned against the foremast, watching the lights of London flicker on and listening to the water splashing softly under the bow. An onlooker would have thought him casual, but the relaxation in his lean figure was a product of years of discipline, a habit of pretense so long established as to be second nature. He had learned early that it was safer to let no one know the true state of his mind and heart; over the years he had become so adept at dissimulation that he himself did not always know how he felt.
But tonight he had no doubts about the nature of his emotions. This bland, civilized English darkness concealed his enemy, and that knowledge burned triumphant in his veins. He had waited a quarter of a century for this moment, when the time was right to extract a slow and exquisitely painful blood price for what he had suffered.
The flame of hatred had been fired when he was a boy of ten, and over the years he had tended it with black, bitter care. Waiting and preparing for his revenge had been a strange mixture of pleasure and pain. He had wandered the face of the earth, acquiring wealth in many ways, honing mind and body until he was a more deadly weapon than any knife or rifle, learning how to survive and prosper in any land, among any people. Every skill, every golden coin, every sharpening of wit and hand, had been treasured as another step toward his ultimate goal.
And now all his preparations had led to this: London, called the greatest city on earth, with its wealth and squalor, snobbery and noble ideals.
He left the routine of docking and regulations to his captain, preferring silence and the voluptuous ecstasy of anticipation. From a distance he had already begun to spin his web about his prey. Now he would weave the final threads himself, learning the best and subtlest torments to apply. Peregrine wanted his enemy to know why he was being destroyed; he wanted to be close enough to see fear and fury grow, and to glory in the ultimate destruction.
When they had cleared customs, Peregrine sent a message to Lord Ross Carlisle, who was important to his plans. Then he waited. The man known as Peregrine—warrior, wanderer, rich beyond avarice, hero to a mysterious people who lived beyond the bounds of British law—was good at waiting. But very soon, the time for waiting would be over.
 

Chapter 1

 
The message reached Lord Ross Carlisle quickly, and he boarded the Kali within two hours. As the tall, rangy Englishman swung onto the ship's deck and into the pool of lantern light, Peregrine watched from a vantage point in the shadows.
It had been two years since they had last seen each other, and he wondered how strong the bonds of friendship would prove to be here in England. It was one thing for the younger son of a duke to fraternize with an adventurer of dubious background in the wilds of Asia, quite another to introduce such a man to his own circle. The two men could hardly have come from more different backgrounds, but in spite of that, there had been surprising harmony of mind and humor between them.
Even near death in the mountains of the Hindu Kush, Lord Ross had been unmistakably an English aristocrat. Now, gilded by lamplight and wearing garments whose price would feed a Kafir family for a decade, he looked like what he was: a man born to the ruling class of the greatest empire the world had ever known, with all the assurance of his kind.
Peregrine pushed himself away from the mast and stepped forward into the circle of light. "I'm glad my message found you at home, Ross. Good of you to come so quickly."
The two men's gazes met, exactly level. Lord Ross's eyes were brown, an unexpected contrast to his blond hair. There had always been competition as well as friendship between them, and the undercurrents of this meeting would not be simple ones.
"I had to see if it was really you, Mikahl." The Englishman offered his hand. "I never really thought I'd see you in London."
"I said I would come, Ross. You should not have doubted me." In spite of the wariness in the atmosphere, Peregrine gripped the other man's hand hard, surprised at how much pleasure he felt at this reunion. "Have you dined?"
"Yes, but I'd welcome a glass of that superlative brandy you always seemed to have."
"We stopped in France especially to replenish my stock." Peregrine led the way below decks. As they entered the sumptuous owner's cabin, he glanced speculatively at his companion. Lord Ross was the very image of the languid English aristocrat; had he really changed so much?
Giving way to mischievous impulse, Peregrine decided to find out. Without warning, he spun on his heel, driving his right elbow at the other man's midriff with a force that could have felled a half-grown bullock. It should have been a crippling blow, but it wasn't.
With lightning swiftness, Ross grabbed Peregrine's arm before the elbow could connect. Then he bent and twisted, hurling his host halfway across the cabin with one smooth, continuous motion.
As he crashed down on his right shoulder, Peregrine automatically tucked his body and rolled, coming to rest on his back by one of the paneled bulkheads. In a serious fight he would have ricocheted back into action, but this time he lay still on the carpeted deck and caught his breath. "I'm glad to see that civilization hasn't made you soft." Then he grinned, feeling as if the two years' separation had just vanished. "You didn't learn that throw from me."
Cravat and hair no longer impeccable, Ross laughed out loud, his face boyish. "I decided that if you really did come to England, I'd best be prepared, you old devil." He extended his hand to help his host up. "Pax?"
"Pax," Peregrine agreed as he took Ross's hand and vaulted to his feet. He was pleased to find that the bonds of friendship still held, and not just because the other man would be useful. "When you came on board, you looked so much like an English gentleman that I wondered if you had forgotten the Hindu Kush.''
"If I looked like an English gentleman, you looked like an oriental pasha who couldn't decide whether to welcome me or have me thrown in your dungeon." Ross examined the cabin, which was a blend of Eastern and Western luxury. The oak desk was certainly European, but the thick carpet was one of Persia's finest, and two benches were padded and covered with velvet, then heaped with embroidered pillows like Turkish divans. A suitable setting for a man of the East who had chosen to move into a larger world.
Ross settled on one of the divans and crossed his elegantly booted legs. He still had trouble believing that his enigmatic friend was in England, for like the falcon he was named for, Peregrine had seemed a creature of the wild places. Yet oddly, though he wore loose Asiatic robes and his black hair was longer than an Englishman's, he did not look out of place. As he opened a cabinet and brought out a decanter of brandy, he moved with the calm assurance of a man who would be at home anywhere.
"On shipboard, it would be the brig, not the dungeon. '' Peregrine poured generous amounts of brandy into two cut-glass goblets. "But since we have broken bread and shared salt, the laws of hospitality are inviolable."
Ross accepted a goblet with murmured thanks, then cocked his head to one side thoughtfully. "You've been practicing your English. There's still a trace of accent, but you now speak as fluently as a native Briton."
"I'm glad you approve." As Peregrine sprawled on another padded bench at right angles to his guest, he gave a faint, sardonic smile. "I've a fancy to become a lion of English society. What do you think of my chances of success?"
Ross almost choked on his brandy. "Why on earth would you want to play such social games?" he asked, surprised out of his usual tact. "Lord knows that most British aristocrats are a boring lot. It doesn't seem at all your style."
"Does that mean you do not wish to introduce me to your friends and family?"
Ross's eyes narrowed at the barb lurking in the other man's deep voice. "You know better than that, Mikahl. I owe you a considerable debt, and if you are fool enough to wish to enter what is called 'society,' I will do what I can to assist. Winning superficial social acceptance requires only money and an introduction, and you will have both. Just bear in mind that no matter what you do, you will always be seen as an outsider."
"No society totally accepts a man not born into it," Peregrine agreed. "However, I do not seek to be clasped to the provincial bosoms of the British aristocracy. It will be enough to be tolerated as an exotic and amusing pet."
"Heaven help anyone who thinks you are domesticated," Ross said, amused. "But I can't imagine why you wish to waste your time on people who think Paris is the edge of the world.''
"To see if I can do it, perhaps?" Peregrine tilted his head back and drained his goblet. "In truth, society as such does not interest me. But while I am in England, I intend to," he paused, seeking the right phrase, "to settle an old score."
"Whoever he is, I shouldn't like to be in his position," Ross murmured. "Is he anyone I might know?"
"Quite possibly."
Peregrine visibly weighed whether to say more, a catlike gleam in his vivid green eyes. In spite of his fluent English and a breadth of knowledge that a Cambridge scholar could envy, his expressions and gestures subtly marked him as foreign. Ross suspected that he would never truly understand how the other man's mind worked; it was one reason that Peregrine was such a stimulating companion.
At length Peregrine said, "Given the tangled relationships of the British upper classes, the man I am interested in might be your third cousin or godmother's son or some such. If so, I will not burden you with any more knowledge, but I ask that you not interfere in my quest for justice."
Unwilling to commit himself without knowing more, Ross asked, "What is the man's name?"
"Charles Weldon. The Honorable"— there was a slight, ironic emphasis on the title—"Charles Weldon. I imagine you have heard of him, even if you are not personally acquainted. He is one of London's most prominent businessmen."
Ross frowned. "I do know him. Recently he was made a baronet, so he is now Sir Charles Weldon. Strange that you should say that about cousins. We are not related, but oddly enough, he has just proposed marriage to one of my cousins, and she intends to accept him." He finished his brandy, his frown deepening. "My favorite cousin, as it happens."
"I did not know that he was to take another wife." Peregrine poured more brandy for both of them, then sank back in his seat, one leg folded beneath him with un-British fluidity. "I gather that you do not approve. Do you know anything to Weldon's discredit?"
"No, he is widely respected. As the younger brother of Lord Batsford, he moves in the highest circles of society, even though he has made his fortune through trade and finance." Ross considered a moment, then said slowly, "Weldon has always been perfectly affable on the occasions when we have met. I can't explain why I find him disquieting. Perhaps he is too affable."
"Is your cousin in love with him?"
Ross shook his head. "I doubt it. He is easily twenty years older than Sara, and she is not of a romantic disposition."
Peregrine gave a faint smile. "Since the lady's heart is not engaged, will you object if her betrothal comes to naught?"
Ross thought of the uneasy feeling Weldon gave him, and the dark whispers that sometimes touched the man's name, hints too vague to be called rumors. "Can you assure me that Weldon deserves the doom that is hovering over him?"
"I promise you that he has earned anything I might do, and a good deal more," Peregrine said, his voice soft and dangerous.
Ross believed him. Peregrine might be an enigma whose mind worked in mysterious oriental ways, but Ross had always found him to be honorable. "To be honest, I'd welcome an end to Sara's betrothal, as long as she is not injured by your actions."
"I have no desire to injure the innocent." Peregrine leaned back against the embroidered-silk cushions. "Tell me more about your cousin."
"She is Lady Sara St. James, the only daughter of the Duke of Haddonfield. Our mothers were twin sisters, two Scottish beauties of modest birth. When they came to London, they had no fortune but their faces." Ross sipped more brandy, savoring the complex flavor. "It was fortune enough. They were called the 'Magnificent Montgomerys' and both became duchesses, setting a matrimonial standard that every ambitious mother in Britain has tried to match ever since, without success."
"How old is your cousin?"
Ross did a rapid calculation. Sara was four years younger than he… "Twenty-seven."
"Rather old to be still a maid. Is she uncomely?"
Ross laughed. "Not at all. Twenty-seven is not such a great age to be unwed in England, you know. If Sara had ever shown willingness, she would have been inundated in suitors, but she has had no desire to marry."
Peregrine's dark face was contemplative. "I should like to meet Lady Sara soon. But first I must be polished into the semblance of an English gentleman."
Ross inspected the other man. "Easily done. Tomorrow I'll take you to my tailor and barber. I warn you, fashionable English clothing will be much less comfortable than what you are wearing. But don't let yourself become too polished—a trace of the exotic will make you more interesting, for society craves novelty." He thought a moment more, then smiled mischievously. "I shall introduce you as a prince."
Peregrine's brows drew together. They were thick black and more than a little diabolical. " 'Prince' is not the best translation of 'mir.' "
"Since there is no precise English equivalent, prince will do very well. To be a prince will earn you more respect, even though no foreign title could possibly be as good as an English one," Ross explained. "Prince Peregrine of Kafiristan. You will become a sensation."
Particularly among jaded society hostesses, Ross added with silent amusement. It was going to be very interesting to set this particular Asiatic hawk among the English society pigeons.
Lady Sara St. James was walking in the garden behind Haddonfield House when she heard masculine footsteps crunching on the gravel on the far side of the holly hedge. He was early.
Her fingers brushed uncertainly over her dark blond hair, then dropped when she became aware that she was behaving like a nervous female. While she was entitled to be nervous when waiting to accept an offer of marriage, she knew that Sir Charles Weldon's chief interest was not in her appearance. If spectacular beauty had been his primary goal, he would have looked elsewhere, but what he wanted was a wellborn lady who would be a gracious hostess and a step-mother to his daughter. Sara was amply qualified for those roles, so it wouldn't have mattered if her hair was mussed. But, of course, it wasn't.
Wryly she decided to give Weldon what he was looking for, so she stopped and contemplated a lily in an impeccably ladylike pose. Then a familiar teasing voice called out, "Sara, where are you? I've been assured that you are lurking around here somewhere."
Artifice vanishing, she spun about and extended both hands to her cousin. "Ross! What a pleasant surprise. Did you bring the latest chapter of your book for me to read?"
He clasped her hands, then bent over to place a light kiss on her cheek. "I'm afraid to show it to you. Perhaps it was a mistake to interest you in oriental studies, for you have become entirely too critical a reader."
Sara gave him a concerned glance. "I'm sorry—I thought you said my comments were useful."
"That's the problem," he said with feeling. "You're always right. By this time you know more about Asia and the Middle East than most men in the Foreign Office. It would be easier if you were wrong, because then I could ignore your criticisms." He grimaced. "The next chapter should be done next week. It was easier to make the journey than to write about it."
Seeing that she was being teased, Sara relaxed. "I can't wait to see the next chapter. This will be your best book yet."
"You always say that," Ross said affectionately. "You're my best supporter."
"And you're my window on the wide world." Sara would never see the sights her cousin had, but his letters and journals had been the bright spots during her dark years. In fact, she had been the one who first suggested that he write about his travels. His first two books had become classic accounts of remote parts of the world, and the book he was working on now should be equally successful. "But I warn you, I'm expecting an important caller very soon."
"Anyone I know?"
Sara wrinkled her delicate aristocratic nose. "Charles Weldon is coming to receive my official acceptance of his offer. Even though all the actors in this play know what the result will be, it's considered proper to speak the lines anyhow.''
"Actually, I came today to speak to you privately about this engagement." Ross regarded her narrowly. "Are you accepting Weldon against your will? Surely my uncle is not coercing you."
"Of course not, Ross. Don't let that splendid imagination run away with you." She tucked her hand under his elbow, and they began strolling along the garden path, her cousin shortening his long strides to adapt to her limp. "My father is encouraging the match, but there's nothing sinister about it. Since the Haddonfield title and entailed property will go to Cousin Nicholas, Father has decided that it is his duty to see me settled in my own household with a husband to take care of me."
"And you agree with him?" Ross asked skeptically. "Since Uncle Haddonfield will surely leave you most of his personal fortune, you'll be a very wealthy woman. If you feel the need of male protection, you can live with me." He gave her a hopeful glance. "Can I persuade you to do that? That great mausoleum I inherited is far too large for one person."
"I'd rather live in a rose-covered cottage surrounded by cats." Sara laughed. "I would quite enjoy that, you know, but I'd become so dreadfully eccentric that you would be embarrassed to admit to the connection."
"Never," he declared. "We both inherited our share of idiosyncrasies from the Magnificent Montgomerys. I shall move into the cottage next to yours and surround myself with piles of Asiatic texts. You and your cats will wander over for tea, and I will quote Turkish poetry to you." Then his whimsical tone turned serious. "Sara, do you love Charles Weldon?"
She glanced up at him in surprise. "Of course not,but I think we will rub along very well. It's no sacrifice to marry Charles—he is intelligent and well-bred, and we know what to expect of each other. It will please Father to see me wed, and I'd rather like a child of my own."
"And you will have a civilized marriage where you will each go your own way much of the time."
"Exactly," Sara agreed. "That is one of the things that commends Charles to me. I don't think I should like a husband who was underfoot all the time."
Her cousin shook his head sadly. "What a coldblooded creature you are, Sara. Have you never wanted to be in love?"
"From what I've seen, it's a cursed uncomfortable state." She squeezed his arm, adding softly, "I should have thought that you had been cured of believing in love matches."
Ross gave her a wry smile. "Once a romantic, always a romantic. It's a fatal affliction, I think. You always did have far more sense than I."
They came to a bench set in a small sunny glade, and he guided her to it so they could sit down. Traffic sounded faintly in the distance, but they were so surrounded by greenery and floral scents that it was hard to believe that the garden was in the heart of London. "If Weldon withdrew his offer or was run over by a carriage, would you repine?"
"If he withdrew his offer, I would be a little relieved," she admitted, then gave her cousin a stern governess stare. "However, I don't wish to see him run over, so you are not to push him under a carriage in the belief that you are rescuing me."
"I have no homicidal intentions," he assured her. "I just wanted to understand how you feel about this marriage."
"I appreciate your concern," she said, affection warm inside her. Their mothers had been very close, as twins often are, and Ross and Sara had been raised almost as brother and sister. They had always brought their secrets and sorrows to each other, shared their dreams, and gotten into trouble together.
More often than their mothers realized, it was one of Sara's mischievous ideas that got the cousins into trouble, though Ross always insisted that it was his duty as the male and the elder to take the more severe punishments for their crimes. In a world that thought Lady Sara St. James was a consummate lady—boringly so—Ross was the only one permitted to see her more unruly impulses. If she had had a real brother, she could not have loved him more. "You mustn't worry, my dear. Charles is a perfectly respectable man, and we shall do very well together."
Her cousin nodded, apparently satisfied, then changed the subject. "A friend of mine has just arrived in London, and I think you would enjoy meeting him. His name is Mikahl Khanauri, but he is called the Falcon among his own people. Since his own title is unpronounceable by British tongues, he is calling himself Peregrine, after the peregrine falcon. Prince Peregrine of Kafiristan. To the best of my knowledge, he is the first Kafir ever to visit Europe."
"Impressive." Sarah knit her brows as she invoked her memory. "Kafiristan is in the Hindu Kush mountains beyond the North-West Frontier of India, isn't it? Several years ago you wrote that you intended to travel into the area, but it was months until your next letter. By then you were back in India, and you said nothing about the trip to Kafiristan."
"I may be the only Englishman who has visited there." Ross's face lit up, the passionate scholar showing through his gentlemanly facade. Like Sara, his conventionality was only surface deep—but they both had excellent surfaces. "The Kafirs are remarkable people, unlike any of the other Himalayan tribes. It would be interesting to know their history—there is the most amazing jumble of races and languages in central Asia. In appearance and customs, Kafirs resemble Europeans more than they do their Muslim neighbors. Perhaps they are a Germanic tribe that went east instead of west—they claim to be descendants of Alexander the Great and his men.
"The Kafir languages are the damnedest ones I've ever come across, every valley with a different dialect. The tribesmen are wild as hawks, and they love personal freedom more than any other people I have ever met." He gave his cousin a laughing glance. "Even the women are allowed to roam about at will, once their chores are done."
"Clearly they are people of great good sense," Sara said serenely, refusing to rise to her cousin's bait. "Your friend Peregrine is a Kafir nobleman?"
"There is no aristocracy in the British sense, but he was a man of great influence among them, a mir, which is the Kafir term for a chief." Ross bit his lower lip thoughtfully. "I never grew proficient enough in the language to be sure, but I had the impression that Peregrine was not a native son of Kafiristan. There was a suggestion that he came from somewhere farther west, Turkestan perhaps. Or perhaps his father was a wandering Russian who impregnated a Kafir woman and then left. I never asked about his background, and he never volunteered the information."
Intrigued, Sara asked, "How did you come to meet him?"
"He saved my life. Twice, in fact."
When Sara frowned and opened her mouth for another question, her cousin shook his head. "Believe me, you don't want to know any more than that."
"Ross!" she said indignantly. "You can't possibly make such a statement without explaining it"
He chuckled. "The first time he saved me was just after I entered Kafiristan. I had fallen afoul of a group of chaps who misliked my foreignness, and they immediately began debating the best method of effecting my demise. While my understanding of what they said was imperfect, the gist was most unpleasant.
"At a critical point in the proceedings, Peregrine happened along and was invited to join the fun. Deciding that it would be inhospitable to allow his friends to flay me alive, he challenged my chief captor to some sort of gambling game. As I recall, the stakes were about twenty guineas worth of gold against my life. When Peregrine won, I became his property. He saved me again when he was escorting me back to India. We were attacked by bandits, and I was cornered by two of them when I had run out of ammunition. He intervened to even the odds."
Sara shuddered, knowing that behind Ross's light words lay the specter of a hideous death. "How many other times have you been nearly murdered in your travels?"
"I said that you wouldn't want to know." Ross put his arm around her shoulders for a brief, reassuring hug. "You needn't worry when I am out of the country. If only the good die young, I will always come home to England.
"At any rate, after winning me at gambling, Peregrine took me back to his village and patched me up. Come to think of it, he probably saved my life again by keeping the local quack away from me. When I had recovered enough to take an interest in my surroundings, I was amazed to learn that my kind host spoke very decent English. He was also the cleanest Kafir I ever met, which is one reason why I think that he was born somewhere else."
Ross paused meditatively. "Perhaps his cleanliness is what made his coloring seem fairer than that of his fellows. Hard to say. Once I saw a Kafir lad who had fallen in a stream, and he was pale as an Englishman, but within a week or two he was back to normal. But I digress. During the months I was Peregrine's guest, we became friends. He has a remarkable mind, shrewd and quick, and he never forgets anything. Europe fascinated him. He asked questions constantly, absorbing every word like a sponge.
"He must have put what he learned to good use,because when our paths crossed again two years ago in Cairo, he had left Kafiristan and become a very wealthy trader, with interests throughout the Orient. He mentioned that someday he intended to make an extended visit to England, and here he is." Ross gave Sara a smile of cherubic innocence. "A simple enough tale."
"Your tales always raise more questions than they answer," she commented, her eyes twinkling. "But even if your prince is a savage with gold earrings and a dagger thrust through his beard, I will be glad to receive him because of what he did for you."
"I was hoping you would say that, for if you receive him, everyone will. But Peregrine is not a savage, though I'm not sure he is precisely civilized, either. He is a remarkable man—not like anyone you have ever met." Ross started to say more, then shook his head. "I should let you draw your own conclusions. May I bring him to your garden party next week? It would be a suitable occasion to introduce Peregrine to a small slice of London society. Less overpowering than a ball."
"Of course he is welcome. I look forward to meeting him."
Before Sara could say more, Sir Charles Weldon appeared. She suppressed a guilty start; in the pleasure of talking with her cousin, she had forgotten that Charles was due.
Ross rose as the other man approached, and they shook hands. "Good morning, Sir Charles. I imagine it is my cousin you have come to visit, so I will take my leave."
Weldon smiled genially. "Very tactful of you, Lord Ross. Indeed, I am most anxious to speak with Lady Sara."
As Ross disappeared from sight, Weldon took Sara's hand and bent over to kiss it. As he did, she examined him approvingly. Even though he was near fifty, her future husband was a fine figure of a man, tall and powerfully built, with the air of understated confidence that success brings. There was only a scattering of gray in his light brown hair, and the lines in his face just made his appearance more distinguished.
Weldon straightened, his expression intent. Clasping Sara's hand, he asked softly, "You know why I have come, Lady Sara. Dare I hope you will give me the answer I have been praying for?"
She felt a touch of irritation that he was going through an amorous charade over what was really a practical arrangement. No doubt he thought romance was what she expected. As Ross had remarked, Sara was a cold-blooded creature; most women would have preferred the soft words. Smiling, she said, "If the answer you have been praying for is yes, you are in luck.''
When he heard her reply, his pale blue eyes filled with such fierce triumph that for the first time Sara wondered if his heart was engaged as well as his head. The thought made her uneasy. She was prepared to be a dutiful wife, but if he wanted passionate response, he was doomed to disappointment.
The hint of dangerous exultation vanished so thoroughly that it must have been imagination. Weldon pulled a small velvet jeweler's box from his pocket and flicked it open with his thumb. The box contained a ring with a diamond so large that Sara drew in her breath in surprise as Weldon slipped it onto her finger. It was a jewel fit for royalty or a really superior courtesan.
"It's magnificent, Charles." Sara turned her hand, admiring the shimmer of blue fire in the diamond's depths. The stone's natural color was enhanced by the small sapphires that encircled it. Rather gaudy and not at all her style, but very lovely. "Though perhaps a smaller stone would have been better.''
"You don't like it?" he said with a slight edge to his voice.
Concerned that she had hurt his feelings, Sara glanced up with a quick smile. "The ring is lovely, but the stone is so large that I shall cost you a fortune in ruined gloves."
He smiled back as he sat down next to her. "I want you to cost me a fortune. You are the best, and you deserve the best."
This time it was a hint of possessiveness that made Sara uneasy. Becoming betrothed was making her oversensitive. There was no particular mystery to marriage; it was a state most women entered, and once she became more accustomed to the idea, she would no longer start at shadows. She turned the engagement ring on her finger. "You guessed the size exactly right."
"I didn't guess. Your maid gave me the correct size."
"Was that necessary?" Sara asked, not at all pleased to learn that her future husband had engaged in a form of spying.
"Audacity is a necessary ingredient to success, my dear, and I have been very successful." He paused for dramatic effect. "I have just learned something that you might consider another betrothal gift. Your husband will not be a commoner for long—I am going to be created a baron within the next year. I will call myself Lord Weldon of Westminster. Has a nice roll to it, don't you think?" He smiled with vast satisfaction. "While becoming a baroness is a step down for a duke's daughter, this is only the beginning. I will be at least an earl before I die."
"I would be perfectly content to marry plain Mr. Weldon," Sara said gently, "but I am very pleased that you will be recognized for your achievements." In fact, she thought rather cynically, he was being rewarded less for his undeniable accomplishments than for giving large amounts of money to the Whig party. But since being made a peer was obviously important to him, she was glad for his sake.
He put his hand over hers. "We must set a wedding date, Sara. I would like the marriage to take place in about three months, perhaps the first week of September."
"So soon?" she said uncertainly. "I was thinking in terms of six months or a year."
"Why should we wait so long? We are neither of us children." Weldon's face changed, real tenderness coming into his eyes. "Speaking of children, Eliza wants the wedding to be as soon as possible so she can come live with us. Though she is fond of her aunt and uncle, she says they lack dash."
Sara smiled. Weldon's love of the eleven-year-old daughter of his first marriage was the trait that had convinced her that he would make an amiable husband. "I'm so glad Eliza approves of me. She is such a darling. Did no one ever tell her that stepmothers are supposed to be wicked?"
"Eliza has too much good sense to believe fairy tales." Weldon turned to Sara, his eyes intense. "Tell me that you will marry me in September. I don't want to wait."
He was right—there was no good reason for a long engagement. "Very well, Charles, since that is what you wish."
Weldon drew her into his arms and sealed their betrothal with a kiss. Sara had guessed that this was coming and prepared herself. She had reached the age of twenty-seven with little experience of kissing, much less what came after. As his powerful arms pulled her against the starched linen of his shirt, she decided that his embrace was not so bad, though rather engulfing. Perhaps in time she would come to enjoy kissing. Then his tongue slipped between her lips into her mouth, and she stiffened.
Immediately he released her, his breathing uneven. "I'm sorry, Sara," he said apologetically. "For a moment I forgot myself. I did not mean to offend your innocence. That must be saved for our wedding night." There was a hungry, possessive look in his eyes as he cupped her cheek with one hand.
Once more Sara felt a faint thread of alarm. Once more, she suppressed it.
 

Chapter 2

 
Peregrine turned in a slow circle, scanning the drawing room of his newly acquired suite in the Clarendon Hotel. It was a rather overpowering example of European luxury, replete with gilt furniture, heavy moldings, and mediocre paintings of landscapes and dying animals. Personally he thought the room would be improved by replacing the overstuffed chairs with cushioned divans, but the place would do well enough for the time being.
Kuram, his Pathan servant, entered the drawing room, resplendent in white turban and red silk tunic. "Mr. Benjamin Slade to see you, Excellency."
The man who followed Kuram's heels was short, slightly built, and had thinning hair. He was a man who would be easily overlooked, unless one noticed the shrewd gray eyes. Bowing, he said, "It's a pleasure to welcome you to London, Your Highness."
Peregrine grinned as he shook hands with his visitor. "You and Kuram certainly seem to be enjoying my princeliness, Benjamin. It is not how you behaved in India."
Slade permitted himself a small smile. "To be a prince enhances your status in London. Even in private, I think it a good thing to maintain the formalities."
"Doubtless you are right. Care for some tea?"
Slade accepted the offer. While Kuram went to order refreshments, the Englishman brought his employer up to date on matters of business.
Peregrine had met Benjamin Slade five years earlier in Bombay. A lawyer by training, Slade had served the East India Company loyally for a decade before being dismissed in a cloud of scandal. After some quiet investigation, Peregrine learned that Slade's business acumen had helped make his superior, a Mr. Wilkerson, a wealthy man. His reward had been to be made a scapegoat for Wilkerson's embezzling.
Benjamin Slade had been an embittered and desperate man when Peregrine paid a call and offered him two things: a job and revenge. Slade had accepted both. Within a month, new evidence came to light that destroyed Wilkerson's career and sent him to prison. While the lawyer knew that the evidence must have been manufactured, he made no protest, for justice had been done. A month later, Slade took ship for London to become Peregrine's British business agent. In the intervening years he had served his employer brilliantly, in ways both orthodox and unorthodox.
After receiving an overview of recent business developments, Peregrine leaned back in his chair and crossed his long legs. "I wish to make a splash in the London social scene, so you must find me a fashionable house. Something worthy of a prince."
Slade nodded. "To rent or to buy?"
"Either. If no suitable property is available for lease, buy one. I would also like you to look for a country estate within two hours' drive of London. Besides an impressive house, there must be enough land so that it can be farmed profitably."
His agent's eyebrows went up. "Do you intend to stay in England indefinitely?"
"That remains to be seen. As a matter of principle, I want the property to be a decent investment in its own right, as well as good for entertaining." Peregrine paused while Kuram set down a tea tray between the men, then continued, "The information you have gathered on Sir Charles Weldon was a useful beginning, but I want you to explore his business dealings more deeply."
Slade nodded, his face expressionless. "Certainly. Can you give me an idea of what are you looking for? "
Peregrine's answer shook the lawyer's careful control. "Good God," Slade gasped, "what you are suggesting is unbelievable."
"Unbelievable, perhaps, but not impossible," Peregrine murmured. "The fact that it is unbelievable would be Weldon's best protection. While I have no evidence, my instincts tell me that if you look in the directions I have indicated, you will discover something. I rely on you to find the needle in the haystack, Benjamin, and to do it with the utmost discretion."
The lawyer nodded, still stunned. "If it is there, I swear that I shall find it."
Peregrine sipped his tea, satisfied. A vital thread was about to be spun in the web forming around Sir Charles Weldon.
The unpredictable English weather had cooperated to make Lady Sara's party a success, and the colorful dresses of the female guests were like flowers strewn across the sunlit garden of Haddonfield House. Food, drink, and conversation, mankind's basic entertainment, were all plentiful. As voices and laughter rang through the summer-scented air, footmen circulated among the guests with trays of drinks and gentle strains of music emanated from an invisible chamber quartet.
Having just arrived, Peregrine and Lord Ross stood at the edge of the garden, their height giving them an advantage in viewing the guests. As the Englishman made low-voiced comments about what could be expected of the event, Peregrine listened with only half an ear. Though his face was calm, internally he vibrated with anticipation. Today, after twenty-five years of waiting, he would meet his enemy face-to-face.
Narrowing his eyes against the sun, Ross said, "I don't see Weldon yet, but he will certainly be here before the afternoon is over. Will you recognize him?"
"I will recognize him," Peregrine said softly. Even in the darkest circle of hell, he would know Weldon. There was a slight chance that the recognition would be mutual, though Peregrine had been only a boy of ten at their last meeting. The possibility added a savory dash of uncertainty to the upcoming encounter.
Revenge would be less satisfying if Weldon were an unknowing victim. But that would not happen, for eventually the Englishman would realize that he was prey and would strike back. The final battle would be fierce, for Weldon was on his own turf, with vast resources at his command.
If by some freak chance Weldon managed to destroy his stalker, he would still die himself at the hands of an assassin activated by Peregrine's death. Not a sportsmanlike action, but Peregrine had little use for the English concept of sportsmanship, which was a luxury for men who were not in danger of losing anything of real importance. No matter what happened, Weldon would die, after what he valued most had been taken from him. The only major variable was whether Peregrine himself would survive, and that was not a vital question.
Ross's voice interrupted his musings. "Are you ready to be introduced to some of your fellow guests?''
Peregrine gave him a lazy smile. "You cannot imagine how much irony there is in the fact that I am here in London, about to be plunged into the heart of respectable English society."
"You make yourself sound like a dagger," Ross said dryly. "Perhaps I can't fully appreciate the nuances, but I see that you find the situation vastly amusing."
"Indeed," Peregrine murmured. Glancing across the crowd, he asked, "Which of the lovely ladies is my hostess?"
"Look for the most beautiful blonde." Ross scanned the crowd, then nodded in the right direction when he found her. "There's Sara, under the tree on the far side of the garden, the one talking to the little girl."
Just as Peregrine's gaze located the woman, a plump man bustled up to Lord Ross. As his friend turned to the newcomer, Peregrine studied Lady Sara St. James. At first glance she was a disappointment, for he would have guessed that Weldon would choose a wife of stunning beauty as well as noble birth. Perhaps there were no eligible duke's daughters who were also beautiful.
Ross's cousin was rather small, slim, and simply dressed in a cream-colored gown. Her hair was pulled back over her ears into a demure knot on her neck, and was of a shade Peregrine considered too dark to be called blond. In spite of her cousin's description, she was definitely not a woman to bring a roomful of men to awed attention.
Lady Sara had her arm around the shoulders of a pretty flaxen-haired girl of ten or eleven years. The child glowed with the pleasure of attending an adult party. Turning her face up, she said something that caused the older woman to laugh and give the girl a gentle push toward the refreshment table.
As the child danced off, Lady Sara stepped from under the tree into the sunshine, her face still lit with laughter. And when she did, Peregrine caught his breath, suddenly transfixed.
Sara St. James was not stunning, or even vividly pretty, for prettiness was just another fashion that changed as quickly as the English weather. But in the bones of Lady Sara's face, the serenity of her expression, there was a wise, timeless beauty that would be honored in any age, by any race of earth's children. A sibyl of the ancient Greeks would have had such a countenance. Haloed by the sun, her hair was thick dark honey shot with amber and old gold, as luxurious as antique silk. Now he understood why Ross had called Lady Sara beautiful and blond, for there was no single, simple word that would describe her coloring. Or her.
Peregrine smiled and silently saluted his enemy's taste, for Weldon had, indeed, chosen a wife of rare beauty and breeding. Separating Ross's cousin from her betrothed was going to be a most rewarding endeavor, for it would save the lady from a vile husband, deprive Weldon of one of the trophies of his success, and be stimulating sport for Peregrine as well.
Since Ross was having trouble escaping his acquaintance, Peregrine decided to make his way to his hostess on his own. Like a trout into water, he slipped into the crowd. A footman with a tray of filled goblets went past, and Peregrine deftly captured one. A sip identified a fine French champagne, chosen to go with the mounds of fresh strawberries featured on the refreshment tables. He stopped and sampled a berry, discovering that champagne complemented the flavor perfectly. These English aristocrats knew how to live well, even if it was an artificial little world they inhabited.
Numerous oblique glances followed his leisurely progress, but most guests were too well-bred to stare openly. Probably they were just curious at the sight of an unfamiliar face in their usual circle. He knew there was nothing amiss with his appearance, for he had run the gauntlet of tailor, boot maker, and barber, and knew himself to be a very fair approximation of an English gentleman.
The only person who looked at him directly was a glorious golden-haired creature of mature years who gave him a warning look when his gaze lingered too long on her equally glorious young daughter. Seeing her determination to keep the wolf from her lamb, Peregrine offered his most disarming smile.
After a surprised moment, the mother smiled back, though she stayed close to her daughter. Wise woman. Peregrine estimated that the girl would be worth five hundred guineas in the Tripoli slave market, and the mother would probably bring two hundred in spite of her age. He grinned inwardly, imagining the reactions of the people around him if they could read his thoughts. That plump, aging dandy would be overpriced at five pounds.
While he was alert to everything about him, most of his attention was focused unobtrusively on Lady Sara as she performed her duties as a hostess, saying a few words to one guest before moving on to another. It had not been immediately obvious, because she was slight while Ross was tall and strongly built, but as Peregrine came closer, he saw how much the cousins resembled each other. The handsome, masculine planes of Ross's face were refined to delicate femininity in Lady Sara, and the cousins also shared clear brown eyes and well-defined brows and lashes that contrasted dramatically with their fair hair.
But there was a subtler similarity, a quality more mental than physical that was hinted at in Ross, and rather stronger in Lady Sara. It nagged at Peregrine, a faint shadow that he recognized but could not quite define.
Then, when their paths finally intersected and he came face-to-face with his hostess, he knew what haunted her eyes in that particular way. Lady Sara St. James's calm, sibyl face had been shaped and molded by pain.
As soon as Sara saw the tall, black-haired man, she knew that he was Ross's newly arrived friend. Then she had questioned her conclusion, wondering why she was so certain. His skin was dark, but no more than that of a weathered farmer, his craggy features were not noticeably foreign, and his superbly tailored black clothing was quintessentially British. Nonetheless, she was sure that he could only be Prince Peregrine of Kafiristan.
It was the way he moved, she decided, fluid and feral as a predator, wholly unlike the way a European walked. She saw how women watched him covertly and was not surprised, for there was something about the Kafir that would make women spin foolish fantasies about sensuous savages who were really nature's noblemen, untrammeled by civilization. Sara smiled at her own foolishness, then lost sight of the prince as she talked to one of her father's elderly cousins.
Then, quite suddenly, the currents of the party brought her face-to-face with Prince Peregrine. Sara tilted her head up as she opened her mouth to welcome her guest, but her voice died unborn as his intense gaze caught and held hers. The prince's eyes were a clear, startling green, a color unlike any other she had ever seen, a wild, exotic reminder that this was a man raised under different skies, by different rules. The unknowable green depths beckoned, promising… promising what?
It would be easy to drown in those eyes, to throw propriety and honor aside, and count the world well lost… Shocked and disoriented by her thoughts, Sara swallowed and forced her mind back to reality. Extending her hand, she said, "I am your hostess, Sara St. James. Surely you are Prince Peregrine?"
His black slashing brows rose in mock despair. Taking her hand, he said in a deep resonant voice, "It is so obvious? And here I thought I was wearing correct native dress. Perhaps I should sell the tailor to the tin mines for failing me." He had a faint, husky accent, and his pronunciation was slightly overprecise, but otherwise his English was flawless.
Sara laughed. "It is not British custom to sell people to the mines, as I'm sure you know. Besides, your tailor is not at fault. There is an old proverb that clothes make the man, but that is only a partial truth. What really makes a man is his experiences, and your face was not formed by an English life."
"Very true." The prince still clasped Sara's hand. His own hand was well shaped and well groomed, but had the hardness that resulted from physical labor.
Abruptly Sara remembered a demonstration of electricity she had once seen, for she felt as if a powerful current was flowing from him to her. It radiated from his warm clasp and those unnerving green eyes, and made her disturbingly aware of his sheer maleness. Perhaps an arduous mountain life had made the prince so lithe and strong, so attractive that she wanted to run her hands over his body, feel his muscles, draw him close…
It took all of Sara's training in graciousness not to snatch her hand back. The blasted man must be a mesmerist! Or perhaps the resemblance was to a cobra hypnotizing a rabbit. She took a deep breath, telling herself not to be fanciful, the prince was merely different from what she was used to. Ross had once told her that Asiatics stood closer together than Europeans when they conversed. That was why she was so aware of the man's nearness. Disengaging her hand from his, she took a step back. "Local custom permits kissing a woman's hand, or perhaps shaking it, but the rule is that the hand must be returned promptly."
His mobile features fell into lines of profound regret. "A thousand apologies, Lady Sara. I knew that, but forgot. So many things to remember. You will forgive my occasional lapses?"
"I can see that you are going to be a severe trial, Your Highness." Sara hoped her voice sounded normal. Her hand still tingled where they had touched, and she felt abnormally sensitive, like a butterfly newly emerged from its cocoon. The flowers smelled sweeter, the music sounded brighter, the air itself pulsed with promise. "Where is my cousin? I can't believe he was so rag-mannered as to leave you to your own devices."
"On the contrary, his manners are too good. He was waylaid by a tedious fellow who is obsessed with the subject of what prince would be a fit consort for your little Queen Victoria."
Sarah nodded. "Mr. Macaw. He is very difficult to escape."
"It is simple to get away from such fellows," the Kafir pronounced. "It is only necessary to be rude. Civilized manners are not at all an asset, you know."
"You and I could have some truly splendid arguments, Your Highness." Sara tried to look severe, but the corners of her mouth curved up and betrayed her. Though the prince was alarmingly attractive, he was also Ross's friend, and it seemed natural to treat him with informality. "What a pity that I am the hostess of this party, and can't spend the next hour convincing you that manners are essential to smooth the rough edges of life. Shall we find my cousin? Being overcivilized, I can't bring myself to abandon you in the midst of strangers."
The prince glanced across the crowd. "No need to search, for Lord Ross has finally escaped the dreaded Mr. Macaw."
A moment later, Ross reached them. "Sorry to have left you stranded, Mikahl."
"No matter," the prince said. "Your cousin had no trouble identifying me. She has been instructing me in manners, but fears it a hopeless task."
Ross smiled. "If Sara will consent to be your mentor, you could have no better guide to local customs."
Peregrine looked hopeful. "Will you mentor me, Lady Sara?"
She laughed. "Mentor is not a verb, but if you wish, I will be happy to advise you." More seriously, she continued, "Ross said that you saved him from two dangerous situations. I cannot do as much for you, but I will do whatever I can to make your stay in England a rewarding one."
With equal seriousness, he replied, "I am most grateful for your kindness. May I call on you tomorrow morning? I have many questions that I dare not ask Ross, for he has too little respect for society to give reliable answers."
"While I, conventional creature that I am, can always be counted on to know what is proper," Sara said wryly. "By all means call on me. After all, how can you enjoy the pleasures of outraging London if you do not know what is considered outrageous? I look forward to furthering our acquaintance."
Ross broke into their banter. "Sara, Sir Charles has just arrived, and should be with us in a moment."
She raised her gaze to look for her betrothed, but from the corner of her eye, she saw that the prince was also watching Weldon's approach. Since his face was profoundly still, why did she feel that silent lightning crackled around him?
"Sorry I'm late, my dear." Weldon bent to kiss Lady Sara's cheek, but Peregrine was interested to note a slight withdrawal on the part of the lady. No, it was not a love match, though the two exchanged easy greetings like a long-married couple.
Peregrine studied his enemy with hungry eyes. The years had been kind to Weldon, and he looked like what he was: a distinguished man of breeding and wealth. In his youth, charm and good looks had masked his true nature, and on the surface those qualities were still present. It took an astute eye to interpret his face correctly, but as Lady Sara had said, it was experience that made a man, and a lifetime of evil had engraved subtle lines of cruelty in Weldon's countenance.
Lady Sara's soft voice cut across his thoughts. "Charles, let me introduce you to Prince Peregrine of Kafiristan. He is newly arrived in England, and is probably the first man of his people ever to visit Europe. Your Highness, Sir Charles Weldon."
"I hope your visit is an enjoyable one, Your Highness. '' Weldon offered his hand with unthinking social ease. Then his gaze met Peregrine's and his expression changed, casualness giving way to puzzlement. "This is your first visit to England? I have the feeling we have met before."
As Peregrine accepted his enemy's hand, for a moment his vision darkened as the bonds that restrained his rage came perilously near to bursting. It would be easy, so easy to pull out his dagger and thrust it between Weldon's ribs. The Englishman's heart blood would surge hotly over Peregrine's hand, crimson retribution for the past. He would live just long enough to be told why he was dying…
With a fierce internal oath, Peregrine reined back his madness. Yes, executing Weldon now would be easy, but it would be too quick and painless a death. Besides, assassination would send him to the gallows and ruin Lady Sara's party.
Once more in control, Peregrine shook his enemy's hand with a pressure just short of inflicting pain, then released it. "Have you visited India, Sir Charles? Perhaps we met there, though I do not remember such an occasion."
At the sound of Peregrine's deep, accented voice, Weldon's expression cleared. "No, I've never been to India, and we have not met before. It is just that your eyes are such a distinctive color. I've only seen eyes so green once or twice before." After a brief hesitation, he added under his breath, "Once."
"Green eyes are not unusual among my father's people," Peregrine said smoothly. Then he offered the bait that would draw his enemy to him. "I am pleased to meet you, Sir Charles. Your reputation in the City of London is very high. I am interested in investing in this country. Perhaps, if you have the time, you would be so kind as to advise me?"
Greed overcame any disquiet Weldon might have. "Delighted to be of service. Perhaps we can dine at my club soon?"
"That would be my greatest pleasure." Peregrine found secret satisfaction in the fact that all his comments were double-edged.
As they set a date later in the week, the flaxen-haired girl who had been talking to Lady Sara earlier materialized between her ladyship and Weldon, and regarded the foreigner curiously.
Weldon said, "Prince Peregrine, this is my daughter Eliza."
"A prince?" The girl's blue eyes rounded with delight.
"Indeed I am, Miss Weldon." Peregrine's research had included Eliza Weldon. The girl's mother, Jane Clifton, had been the daughter of a rich city banker, and her inheritance had started Weldon on the path to wealth. The heiress had died three years ago, when her daughter was eight. Eliza had her father's good looks, but if she had also inherited his warped nature, that fact was not visible. She was just a pretty, uncomplicated child, impressed at meeting foreign royalty.
"Eliza, make your curtsy to the prince," Lady Sara said.
The girl dropped into a painstakingly correct curtsy. As Peregrine returned a deep, formal bow, he wondered idly what would become of her. No doubt Eliza had relatives who would see to her upbringing when her father was gone.
Lady Sara said, "If you will excuse us, Charles and I must speak with someone who has just arrived. I hope to see you again soon, Your Highness."
As Lady Sara turned and walked away, Peregrine saw that she walked with a slight hesitation, not quite a limp. Perhaps that had something to do with the ghosts of old pain that he saw in her eyes? He could ask Ross, but it would be more interesting to discover the truth on his own. No man or woman was civilized all the way through, and it would be intriguing to discover what untamed currents lay beneath the lady's calm surface.
As they made their way toward the bishop who was going to marry them, Charles remarked, "Interesting fellow, that prince. A friend of Lord Ross's, I assume?" When Sara nodded, he asked, "Is Kafiristan an Indian state?"
"No, it lies beyond India, in the mountains of the Hindu Kush," Sara explained. "The land is very wild and virtually unexplored by Westerners."
"He must be an unusual man to leave his mountains for the wider world," Charles murmured. "I gather he's wealthy?"
"Quite fabulously so, according to Ross. Apparently he started with a substantial fortune, and has multiplied it by trading throughout the Orient."
"The prince seemed taken with you, Sara. Encourage the acquaintance. He could be a valuable man to know."
"I have already agreed to advise him." Sara's voice was cool. It was one thing for Ross to ask her to sponsor his friend, another to have her future husband order her to cultivate a potential investor. But Charles wanted a gracious hostess who would enhance his status in the worlds of business and society; she could hardly object when he asked her to play that role.
 

Chapter 3

 
The morning after her garden party, Sara was just finishing a late breakfast with her father when the butler entered, a bemused expression on his face. "Your ladyship, you have a visitor. He claims to be some sort of prince.''
"Good heavens," she said blankly. Then she laughed, feeling suddenly buoyant. "Father, would you like to meet the gentleman I was telling you about?"
Disapproval showed on the Duke of Haddonfield's cool aristocratic face. "Doesn't he know what proper calling hours are?"
"Obviously not. However, since everyone seems to want me to educate him, he soon will." Sara drained her coffee cup, then followed the butler.
The prince was looking out one of the windows when she entered the drawing room. Sara paused a moment to admire the way his dark, well-cut clothing emphasized his broad shoulders and lean body. One could only hope that more Kafirs would find their way to England.
Then he turned and gave her an enchanting smile. "I hope the time is not inconvenient? You did give me permission to make a morning call.''
She smiled and offered her hand. "I forgot to mention that morning calls are made in the afternoon."
As he straightened from bowing over her hand, the prince raised his thick black brows. "Morning calls occur in the afternoon? That is not logical."
"You must not expect society to be logical, Your Highness," Sara commented, then added the reminder, "The hand?"
"Ah, yes, it must be released." His green eyes sparkling, the prince relinquished Sara's hand.
"Why do I have the feeling that you are using your foreign status to be outrageous?" she asked, trying to sound severe.
"I have no idea. Perhaps you have a naturally suspicious mind," he replied, brimming with innocence. He thought a moment. "I could return this afternoon to make my morning call, but doubtless at that time your house will be full of others who are calling to express thanks for your estimable party. In such a crowd, you would have no time to correct my errors. That being the case, you should let me take you for a drive now, so you will have ample time to educate me."
Sara eyed him admiringly. "I see why you are such a successful merchant. You could sell sand to a Bedouin." Before she could say more, the door opened and a line of three maids entered, each one carrying a huge vase of white roses.
As she stared at the parade of flowers, Peregrine said, "Roses are an acceptable token of gratitude for a hostess?"
She nodded, rather dazed. "Yes, though usually the quantity would be smaller. Much, much smaller."
He smiled, the tanned skin crinkling around his eyes. "But I had an exceedingly good time, many roses worth." The maids having set the flowers on various tables and withdrawn, he moved to the nearest vase and pulled out a single blossom. His gaze holding hers, the prince inhaled the flower's fragrance, then offered it to Sara. "White roses, for sweetness and purity. There are not enough in London to do you justice."
Bemused, she accepted the flower. It was at the perfect moment of expectant bloom, just beginning to open, a faint blush of pink at the heart of the ivory petals. Impressive how he managed to make every gesture extravagant and romantic. She really must convince him to restrain himself, or every female he met would think she was being courted.
Sara inhaled the delicate scent of the rose and sighed. It would be a crime to constrain such charm. Perhaps she should be training Englishmen to emulate the Kafir rather than vice versa.
Before she could decide where to start her lecture on propriety, her father entered the drawing room. In his early sixties, the Duke of Haddonfield was only average height, but he carried his spare frame with such dignity that he commanded attention anywhere.
Sara made the introductions as the two men regarded each other speculatively. Peregrine's manners blended ease with deference to the other man's greater age, and after a few minutes of conversation her father's reserved expression thawed to affability. From there, it was a short step to the duke encouraging Sara to take advantage of the fine weather to go driving with the prince in Hyde Park.
As Peregrine assisted Sara into his curricle, she remarked, "I am beginning to believe that you are a fraud, Your Highness."
Surprised by his sudden sharp glance, she explained, "You may be a stranger to London, but you must have moved in European circles in India and the cities of the Middle East. Obviously you know perfectly well how to behave yourself when you choose to. You did an excellent job of turning my father up sweet."
He grinned. "Turn up sweet? I do not recognize that expression."
"It means to charm someone into viewing you favorably, a practice at which you excel," she explained. "It is all right to do it—in fact, it's the essence of social success—but don't use the phrase in polite society. It's a little vulgar."
"Noted," he said agreeably. "You are right, I am not without experience of Western customs, but still, London can be rather overpowering to a first-time visitor."
Sara doubted that the prince found anything overpowering, but didn't pursue the point. They traveled in amiable silence as the prince deftly threaded through the heavy commercial traffic. Eventually she said, "You drive very well. Is that a skill you learned in your mountains?"
"No, there are neither roads nor carriages in Kafiristan. In fact, the average trail would make a goat think twice about attempting it. That is why the tribes have kept their independence—the land is very nearly impossible to invade." Without changing his tone, Peregrine continued, "When I met you, I thought your countenance had been shaped by pain. Did you suffer some serious accident, or a long illness?"
Lady Sara gasped. "One of the things you must learn is that personal questions are considered rude," she said in a suffocated voice. "If people wish you to know more about their lives, they will volunteer the information."
"Also noted." A quick glance sideways showed that her face was pale. He pulled the horses to a stop to allow cross traffic to go through an intersection. "Is that slight hesitation in your step a result of whatever happened to you?"
"You're incorrigible," Sara snapped. Then she exhaled with a faint sigh. "Very well, if you must know. There's no great mystery about it. I had a riding accident when I was eighteen, just after my first London Season. I had made that jump before, but this time I wasn't paying proper attention. My horse hit the wall, then fell on top of me. She had to be destroyed. It would have made sense to do the same to me, but of course they couldn't. At first the doctors thought I'd die, then they said I would never walk again."
"It was a long recovery?''
"Years. I'd still be in a wheelchair if Ross hadn't come back to England and said he would not allow me to loll about and pretend to be an invalid. With his teasing and encouragement, I regained the knack of walking." Her voice caught before she added almost inaudibly, "Then my mother began to die."
"And you, honorable daughter, would have nursed her to the end. Now I understand why you did not have the time to marry before now." Some quality in her silence caused him to glance over and see how rigid her mouth was, and he guessed that there was more to her story. "Was there a man before the accident?"
Her brown eyes raw and vulnerable in her stark face, Lady Sara turned to glare at him. "Do you read thoughts, or have you been asking about me?" Then her gaze faltered and dropped. "Though almost no one knew about that part of it."
Guessing how much it must hurt her to reveal so much of her inner emotions, he looked away and concentrated on guiding the curricle around a dray filled with kegs. "I did not read your mind or spy on you. I am merely good at conjecture. If you had had a Season in London, you would have had many suitors, and at seventeen or eighteen it is natural to fall in love."
"Natural, and foolish." She shrugged her slim shoulders. "Since we were both young, there was no formal betrothal, just an understanding between us. After I was injured…" She stopped, then said after a moment, "Of course he did not want to be tied to a cripple."
"You are hardly a cripple," Peregrine remarked. "What a fool the boy was. To cast a jewel away for a slight flaw, when it is flaws that give character to beauty."
"You must not say such things," Sara said in a choked voice. "They are too personal. It sounds… it sounds too much like flattery or courtship."
"I but speak the truth, my lady," he said meekly, "but if I am distressing you, I will find some unarguable boring topic. How about horses? These hired job horses do not please me. Where might I purchase better ones?"
Her voice easier, Lady Sara said, "The best place is Tattersall's Repository, just south of Hyde Park Corner. Most of the best horses are sent there for auction. Besides having a reputation for honest dealing, it is very fashionable. Perhaps Ross can take you this afternoon. During the summer, Monday is the only sale day, so if you don't go today you will have to wait another week for the next one."
"We are almost at Hyde Park Corner now. Which direction should I turn?"
Sara pointed. "Tattersall's is down to the left, off Upper Grosvenor Place, but you can't go there now. Or rather, you can, but I can't."
When they reached the corner, Peregrine turned the curricle in the direction she indicated. "Why can't you go there?"
"Tattersall's is almost a gentlemen's club," she explained. "Everyone important in racing belongs to the Subscription Room. Men go there to settle gambling debts, see friends, and tell boring hunting stories. It's definitely no place for females."
Peregrine pulled the curricle over to the side of the road so he could give her his full attention. "What would happen if you went with me? Would you be stoned?"
"Of course not!"
"Is there a law against it, and you would be arrested?" he asked with interest. "Sent to Newgate, or put into purdah and never allowed out again?"
"Neither."
"Then what is the problem?"
"It is just not done," she said, exasperated at his obtuseness. "Everyone would stare and be scandalized."
Just how deep did Lady Sara's conventionality run? Unable to resist finding out, Peregrine said, "If you do not wish to come, I will not force you. But do you truly care what others think?"
She opened her mouth to reply, then closed it without speaking. After a long moment, she said, "The only opinions I really care about are those of my friends and family. But obeying the rules makes life simpler."
"Simpler, perhaps, but so much less interesting. Have you never wondered what men do in their cherished male sanctums?"
Lady Sara began to laugh. "You're impossible," she gasped. "I will never succeed in educating you in the ways of London society. Instead, you are going to corrupt me."
Peregrine smiled down at her. Today she wore a daffodil-colored morning gown that brought out gold flecks in her wide brown eyes. A most charming and original woman; she must not be allowed to fall into Weldon's clutches. "Sweet Sara," he said softly, "will you let me corrupt you?"
Her laughter died away and for a moment she looked startled, as if wondering whether his comment covered more than just the present situation. Then she smiled back. Peregrine's greatest advantage was that apparently it had not occurred to the lady that her cousin's friend could have improper designs on her.
"I should love to see Tattersall's. Turn right there, just beyond St. George's Hospital. And for heaven's sake," she added with a touch of asperity, "remember to call me Lady Sara."
It was still early by the standards of the fashionable world so Tattersall's was quieter than it would be later in the day. However, every man in the establishment turned to stare when Sara and the prince entered the main courtyard.
"You were quite right." Peregrine's low voice brimmed with amusement. "Such shock at the sight of a female. One would think these gentlemen had never seen one before. And I thought British society was supposed to be liberal. I am reminded of rural parts of the Ottoman Empire, where modest Turkish farm women wear veils when they feed roosters, to protect themselves from the danger of a male gaze. Do you suppose the gentlemen would be happier if they wore veils to protect themselves from your fatal glance?"
"What would make them happier was if they blinked and I was gone. Perhaps they fear that I am Medusa and the sight of me will turn them to stone," Sara said, unable to repress a smile at her companion's irreverence. "Or, since at least half of the men here are relatives or acquaintances of mine, their shock might be that Lady Sara St. James is doing something so improper. It would be more understandable if I were an opera dancer."
She glanced around with interest, determined to take advantage of this opportunity to see a masculine holy of holies. The famous yard had enough space for dozens of horses and carriages, and was surrounded by a covered arcade where horses could be shown in bad weather. Nodding toward the arcade, she added, "It looks rather like an equine cloister, doesn't it?"
"Justly so," he agreed. "There are some splendid beasts here. You said it was an auction house. If I wish to buy, can I do so immediately, without waiting for the auction?"
"I think so," she said uncertainly. "At least, if you are willing to pay a top price."
"Which I am. What better way to establish myself as a fabulously wealthy foreigner, with great style and little sense?" He glanced down at her, a wicked gleam in his green eyes. "Besides, while you are carrying this off with great aplomb, I shouldn't think that you wish to stay too long."
What a perceptive prince he was, Sara reflected. While she was capable of pretending the same confidence she had in her own drawing room, she didn't really enjoy being the target of so many scandalized eyes.
As they crossed the yard to where a number of carriage horses were tethered, Sara saw a middle-aged man with a proprietorial air emerge from inside the building. Mr. Tattersall, she presumed. His eyes widened at the sight of her, but before he could react, another man whispered something in his ear, probably explaining that she was a duke's daughter.
After that, the proprietor ignored her. Wise man. While Sara's relatives and acquaintances might not approve of her presence, it was likely that some of them would object to her being thrown out. After all, as Peregrine had said, there was no law forbidding her presence. Poor Mr. Tattersall. Caught on the horns of a dilemma, he prudently chose to do nothing.
"Do you see anything you like?" Sara asked.
After an encompassing survey, Peregrine said, "There," and led her over to a pair of perfectly matched bays.
For the next several minutes, the prince communed with the beasts in a rippling foreign language while he ran his hands over them in a comprehensive check. Sara stayed in the shadows a discreet distance away. An old groom, who had watched her entrance with great appreciation, sidled over and murmured, "Your friend's got a good eye for 'orseflesh, milady. That's the best pair we've 'ad in weeks. Wouldn't be 'ere still 'cept the owner's been 'oldin' out for a long price."
Mr. Tattersall came over to Peregrine and introduced himself, then commenced a discussion. Talking horseflesh eased the man's expression, though periodically he gave Sara a hunted look, clearly wishing her somewhere—anywhere—else.
Within ten minutes, the pair of bays had demonstrated their paces and a deal was struck that cheered Mr. Tattersall greatly. "I think I can warrant that Lord Hatfield will be most pleased with your offer, Your Highness," he murmured. Then, his business instincts prevailing over his desire to get the female out of his establishment, he continued, "Might you be interested in acquiring any other horses today? A team, perhaps? You'll find none better matched anywhere. Perhaps a hunter or riding hack?"
"Perhaps," Peregrine said, taking Sara's arm again. "Mr. Tattersall, are you acquainted with my most charming guide, Lady Sara St. James? It was she who said that your establishment was the place to come for horses."
Resigned, the proprietor bowed to her and muttered a greeting. Then he took them for a tour of the available stock. Peregrine dismissed all of the teams with a single eloquent glance, and most of the riding horses were rejected just as swiftly. Then they came to the last loose box, which contained a large stallion of so pale a gray that it appeared almost white.
"I own this horse myself," Mr. Tattersall said proudly. "Today he will be going up for auction. Splendid, is he not? He is of the line of Eclipse. His sire was…"
Peregrine cut the proprietor off with a quick gesture of his hand. "Bring him out."
A groom led out the young, high-spirited stallion. As it tossed its head, pulling at the halter, Sara nervously stepped back out of the way. Peregrine didn't notice. His face rapt, he circled the stallion, once more talking in the language he had used before. Soothed by his sure touch and hand, the gray steadied and watched him, bright-eyed with interest.
Sara thought that the prince would request that the horse be saddled and put through its paces. Instead, he took the reins from the groom and, with one lithe movement, swung onto the stallion's bare back.
"You will permit me?" Taking off his hat, the prince flipped it to Tattersall with a snap of his wrist. Then, under the stunned eyes of the proprietor, the grooms, and the gentlemenly clientele, he leaned forward over the stallion's neck, kicked it in the ribs, and they went bolting across the yard and out of Tattersall's Repository like silver lightning.
Having had time to become accustomed to the Kafir's ways, Sara was slightly less stunned than the rest. Presumably her companion would return when he and the horse had ridden off their high spirits, but meanwhile Sara felt uncomfortably conspicuous.
Then, to her relief, a familiar voice drawled, "My eyes say that it is you, Sara, but my mind flatly refuses to believe it. Pray clarify my confusion."
Sara turned to see the stout, good-natured figure of a distant cousin, Sir Wilfred Whiteman. "Believe your eyes, Wilfred." She offered her hand. "How are you today?"
"Prospering, my dear." He bowed gracefully. "Who is your energetic companion? A Red Indian from the American frontier? I understand that they prefer to ride without saddles."
She shook her head. "He's a friend of Lord Ross's, Prince Peregrine of Kafiristan. He rides well, doesn't he?"
"That he does," Wilfred replied with unfeigned respect.
Sara smiled inwardly; if the prince wanted to become an instant legend, he was going about it very cleverly. Fashionable gentlemen like Wilfred might be startled by his actions, but in an approving way. Even Mr. Tattersall looked indulgent after his shock wore off, though he handed the prince's hat to a groom.
For ten minutes or so, Wilfred amused Sara with scandalous gossip. Then Peregrine trotted in on the stallion, both of them looking vastly pleased with themselves. "Magnificent, Mr. Tattersall," he said as he reined the horse in. "What is your price to sell him before auction?"
The proprietor's eyes narrowed as he speculated how much an ignorant foreigner might be willing to pay. "A thousand guineas."
"Done."
Sara almost laughed at Tattersall's expression when he saw that he might have gotten much more for the horse. However, she did not waste much sympathy on him; a thousand guineas was probably more than Mr. Tattersall could have gotten at auction.
Then Peregrine rode over to Sara. His wavy black hair, which he wore a little long, was tangled from the wind, and he looked untamed and splendid and free, not at all like an Englishman. "His gaits are like silk, Sara." He extended one hand to her. "Come, ride with me."
Sara felt the blood drain from her face. She looked up at him helplessly, knowing that he did not understand what he was asking. Then, as their gazes caught and held, his expression changed. He saw too much, damn him. His green eyes compelling, he said so softly that no one else could hear, "Trust me."
She wanted to turn and run. Instead, before she could think too much about what she was doing, she took a deep breath and clasped the prince's hand. Effortlessly he lifted her onto the stallion, turning her in midair so that she landed crossways in front of him, her legs resting against his left thigh.
He waited a moment for her to settle herself. Then, as she convulsively clenched the gray mane, he urged the stallion out into the street. It took only a few moments to trot through the traffic of Hyde Park Corner and bring them to the park proper.
Peregrine turned the horse into the wide lane called Rotten Row, which was nearly empty at this hour, then put the stallion into a canter. At first the lack of a saddle made Sara's fear infinitely worse. Terror held her rigid, and she bounced against the horse with bone-rattling force. But gradually her fear began to subside, for the prince's warm, hard body held her more securely than any saddle. As she relaxed against him, she felt all the subtle movements he used to guide and control his mount.
As Peregrine had promised, the stallion's gait was sweet and smooth. Sara began to soften into the rhythm of the horse's motion. As her body remembered and her fear ebbed away, she began to enjoy the almost forgotten touch of wind against her face. It had been so long…
"Are you all right?" he asked quietly.
She nodded. "Now I am."
"You have not been on a horse since your accident?"
"No. The usual advice is to remount as soon as possible after a fall, but I couldn't, not for years. And by the time I had recovered physically"—she shuddered— "I couldn't make myself do it. I'm such a coward."
"On the contrary, sweet Sara, you are very brave. Are you not here, defying custom and riding die wind like Pegasus?"
"The credit for that belongs to you, not me," she said dryly. Her mind seemed split in two. On one side was the knowledge that she was behaving in an utterly irrational fashion by riding bareback through a London park with a wild man. Her father would be shocked, her friends disbelieving.
Yet at the same time, she felt as if her actions were completely natural. The mysterious prince had been born on die opposite side of the world, raised with values and customs that were completely alien to hers. Yet no man but Ross had talked to her as directly as Peregrine did, or seen as deeply into her. Ross was very nearly her brother, but what was Peregrine?
Sara's fingers tightened in the stallion's mane as she had a disquieting realization. From the beginning she had noticed how attractive the Kafir was—no woman could fail to notice—but her admiration had been dispassionate. Though Peregrine was splendid and beautiful and masculine, that knowledge had had no personal relevance to her. She was the daughter of a duke, respectably betrothed, of sober mind and habit. Yet here she was in the arms of a man who was in most ways a stranger, and she was reveling in the experience. There was a profound sensuality in their closeness, in the way their bodies moved together in time with the stallion's. It was the greatest physical intimacy she had ever had with a man. What would it be like to have still greater intimacy?
Though Sara had never considered herself a prudish woman, the direction of her thoughts made her blush. What a shameless creature she was becoming! Thank heaven the prince thought of her only as Ross's cousin. Though he had been kind about her disability, he did not seem like the sort of man who would be attracted to a plain woman who was no longer young. But he seemed willing to be friends. That would be more than enough.
Peregrine turned to go back. "Will you ride again now?"
Without his comforting presence, it would be difficult at first, but still Sara nodded her head. "Yes. I have missed riding. I don't want to continue missing it."
"There was a pretty little sorrel mare back in the yard, a fine ladies' mount. Shall I buy it for you?"
"No!" she said sharply. "I couldn't possibly accept such a gift from you."
"What would happen if you did?" he asked with his usual air of curiosity. "You would be disgraced? Ostracized? Refused admittance to the queen's drawing rooms?"
As they halted at the edge of the park and waited for traffic to thin, Sara swiveled about and gave him a steely glance. "This time you will not be able to coax me into relenting. I neither need nor desire that mare, nor will I accept such a gift from you. Is that clear?"
He blinked. Then a wide, slow smile spread across his face. "Perfectly clear, your ladyship. I know when to yield to a superior force."
Laughing, they rode back to Tattersall's. Lady Sara delighted Peregrine with both her open mind and her occasional stubbornness. While his primary goal was to separate her from Weldon, he hoped that he would also be able to coax her into his bed. It would be a rewarding experience for both of them.
 




Chapter 4

 
The day after his excursion to Tattersall's, Peregrine met Sir Charles Weldon for dinner at the City of London Club. Benjamin Slade had said that this particular club was one where leaders of commerce mingled with the top men in government and society; Rothschilds rubbed elbows with prime ministers. Even without that explanation, Peregrine would have known why Weldon patronized the place, for the lofty, dignified building reeked of money, power, and genteel ruthlessness.
In the days since their first meeting, Peregrine had tempered and buried his fury, and now he could meet his enemy with complete composure. In fact, he found the situation stimulating, like playing chess or some other war game. Weldon's objective was simple: to convince a foreigner to invest money. Peregrine's goal was much more complex; he wanted to foster a spurious friendship with his enemy. Then he would be in a better position to know Weldon's weaknesses, and to exploit them.
They spoke of trivialities over the lavish and lengthy dinner, then withdrew to a quiet corner of the smoking room and settled down in leather-upholstered wing chairs with port and cigars. "If you want to invest in this country, Your Highness," Weldon said as he trimmed the end of his cigar, "I don't think you can do better than to put your money in railroads. Within the next decade, they will revolutionize modern society. Great fortunes have already been made in railway companies, and more will be made in the future."
"Great fortunes have also been lost," Peregrine pointed out. An important move in the game was to prove that he was not a rich fool fit only for fleecing. "A couple of years back, there was something of a mania for railway stocks. Then the bubble burst and most of the prices collapsed. Too many small, badly managed companies were fighting each other, building duplicate tracks, wasting their capital, promising service and profits they couldn't deliver."
Weldon raised his brows, a respectful look on his face. "I see that you have studied the subject. Yes, the industry is currently in a state of reorganization while investors wait and see, but capital is accumulating. In another two or three years, there will be an outburst of investment and building that will make the last mania look tame. For those with the courage to invest now, there will be great profits."
"Perhaps." Peregrine took a small sip of his port. "Is there a particular railway or project you have in mind?"
"The London and Southampton," Weldon said immediately. "Southampton is one of the most important ports in the country, and a railroad connecting it with London can't help but be successful. Part of the line was constructed before the company failed last year for lack of funds. Now most of the shareholders are desperate and will accept virtually any offer for their stock. It won't be hard to accumulate a controlling interest. After that, enough new capital will have to be raised to finish building the line, but when it is complete, the L & S will be the most profitable railroad in Britain."
Elaborately casual, Peregrine knocked ashes from the tip of his cigar. "If the company is a guaranteed winner, why couldn't the present board attract new investment?"
"A very pertinent question," Weldon replied. There was a subtle shift in the atmosphere as he began to realize that this was a meeting of equals. "The fact is,investors have been wary of the London and Southampton because there has been a problem with lawsuits about the amount of compensation paid for taking rights-of-way. There is one particular landowner who was a ringleader in filing the lawsuits. However, I have reason to believe that he is now willing to be more reasonable."
"I assume that you are looking for other investors to join you in buying up a controlling interest in the company, and you would become chairman of the board?"
"Exactly. Immodest though it sounds, I assure you that no one else can turn the L & S around as well as I," Weldon said. "Why, would you prefer to be chairman yourself?"
"Not at all. I have no interest in the daily operations of a business. I prefer to concentrate on finance and leave management to others." Peregrine leaned back in his chair. "I agree that there is great profit to be made in railroads, if one chooses the right companies. I'll need to study the figures and learn more about the legal situation before making a commitment, but I find your proposition most interesting. May I prevail on you to send the relevant information to my man of business?"
Weldon's eyes gleamed. "I was hoping that you would say that, so I brought a summary with me." He reached inside his jacket and pulled out a folded sheaf of documents. "If you want more detail, send me a list of questions."
"Very good." Peregrine tucked the papers away. Now for a subject that was even more interesting. "I have a favor to ask of you, Sir Charles. Not concerning business, but pleasure. All great cities have places where gentlemen may find… shall I say discreet, sophisticated entertainment?"
He paused to sip his port. "Unfortunately, the best establishments are difficult for a stranger to find, and often admittance is impossible without a personal introduction from an existing patron. While my friend Lord Ross Carlisle has been most helpful, he is too much the scholar to be well-informed on this subject. I assume that a man of the world like you can direct me to someone more knowledgeable about such things."
Weldon could have disclaimed personal knowledge, or referred Peregrine to another man. Instead, a different kind of gleam came into his eyes, part calculation of the benefits of performing this kind of favor, and part something else, something dark and avid. "I would consider it a privilege to take you on a tour of the best establishments, Your Highness. London offers everything a man could desire, from simple peasant fare on the streets to the most exotic epicurean delights."
Peregrine released a mouthful of cigar smoke. His enemy had taken the bait. Something valuable was sure to result. "It will be interesting to see if what London offers will seem exotic to a man who has known the pleasures of the Orient."
From the way Weldon's pale blue eyes narrowed, he was irritated by the suggestion that London vice might be inferior. "I will match the amusements of London against any other city in the world. For the right price, anything can be found here. Anything. "He ground out the stub of his cigar and stood. "By the end of the evening, you will concede that I am right. Come."
They took Weldon's closed carriage, which Peregrine was interested to note was dark and anonymous, with no coat of arms or other identifying marks. As they rode through the dark streets, Weldon said, "Under English law, it is illegal for a man to earn money from prostitution, but not for a woman. That is why most such establishments are run by females." He pulled a periodical from a side pocket of the carriage and handed it to his guest. "This might interest you."
The magazine was called The Exquisite. Peregrine opened it and saw that under headings such as "Venus Unveiled," it contained descriptions of women. He skimmed several pages, seeing phrases such as: a delicate blonde, as elegant in her manner as any lady born, but most robust in her performance; and dark-haired, full-figured, an expert in the best French techniques. "Interesting," he commented. "A catalog of courtesans."
"Exactly. It describes most of the better grade of Covent Garden ware and is updated regularly. There is also a listing of night houses, which are taverns where such women can be met. Common streetwalkers are not allowed in. If you want to try one, the best is Kate Hamilton's in Princes Street, but the places I am taking you tonight provide better quality and service."
"You are too kind." Peregrine leaned back against the velvet upholstery. It promised to be a most intriguing evening.
Their first stop was a conventional brothel, unusual only for the lavishness of its furnishings. They were admitted by a hulking porter who looked like a pugilist past his prime. After accepting a warm welcome, Weldon asked if Madame de Maintenon was available. Immediately they were ushered into the presence of a tall woman of middle years. The madame was heavy, her red hair of a shade not found in nature, and her smooth complexion from a paint pot, but she still had a coarse prettiness. Peregrine guessed that she had been a beauty in her glory years.
After greeting her, Weldon said, "My friend is new to London, so I knew that he could do no better than to meet you."
Madame de Maintenon looked Peregrine over with frank appreciation. In a voice that sounded more of the East End than Paris, she said, "Pleased to meet you, my lord. If you'd like to see my girls, just take a look through here."
She drew aside a brocade drapery and gestured toward several small circles of glass set into the wall at different heights. Peregrine stepped to the highest peephole and looked through into a sumptuously furnished drawing room where half a dozen young women sat or reclined in skimpily cut, translucent dresses that left no doubt as to their profession. The system was like that in certain Asian eateries, where the customer could choose his dinner from fish swimming in a large tank.
"The girls are inspected by a doctor every week," the madame said briskly. "Wine and a fine supper are included in the basic price. Special rates if you want more than one girl at a time, unless it's a busy night. Then they're full price. We also offer the best costume shows in London."
"Costume shows?"
"The girls dress up and do a bit of acting," she explained. "Most clients find the costumes very amusing. Governesses, schoolgirls, dairymaids, harem ladies, duchesses, women dressed to look like your mother… we can provide most anything." She cocked her head to one side thoughtfully. "You're foreign, aren't you? If you're Catholic, you might want to try the nun show—it's particularly popular with papists. We have one gent who likes a shepherdess, complete with sheep, but for something special like that, we need a day or two of notice."
She gave a raucous laugh. "One of my girls can make herself up just like the queen, so if you've a fancy to roger Her Royal Highness, here's your chance. I guarantee that Lisette knows things Victoria never thought of."
"I have no doubt of that." Peregrine wondered how Queen Victoria would react if she knew that her subjects were guilty of such lese-majesté. "Very intriguing, Madame de Maintenon.''
"What would you fancy, my lord?" she asked hopefully.
No doubt being called "my lord" was part of the service, like the wine and the fine supper. Dropping the brocade drapery, he replied, "Tonight I am just acquainting myself with what is available. I shall stay longer on my next visit."
They took their leave and returned to the carriage,
where Peregrine said, "An excellent establishment of the more conventional type, Sir Charles. Now, what of the more exotic delights you mentioned?"
Weldon laughed. "Not easily impressed, are you? Very well, I shall introduce you to some of the more unusual houses. Shall I include the city's best homosexual brothel in the tour?"
Even though he had expected this, Peregrine's hands curled into fists, the nails gouging his palms. Grateful for the carriage's concealing darkness, he said evenly, "That isn't a primary interest of mine, but it would be useful to know at least one such establishment for possible future use."
The next stop was Soho, at the lavish house of a lady who went by the name of Mrs. Cambridge. Dressed in clinging silk and trailing fur, she proudly displayed her collection of whip thongs, leather straps, needle-pointed cat-o'-nine-tails, currycombs, and much more. Her birch rods were stored in water to keep them supple, and the rooms were decorated with elegant vases full of stinging nettles that could be used if the customer wished. As the lady stroked a thong, she said cheerfully, "Many a dead man has been brought back to life with these."
The lady's piece de resistance was an apparatus called the Cambridge Chevalet, which she had designed herself. A cross between a rack and a freestanding ladder, it was padded and could be adjusted to a man's height. When the customer was strapped in place for his punishment, holes in the rack allowed a scantily clad assistant to caress him in appropriate places. Mrs. Cambridge personally administered all punishments, but had employees of both sexes if customers preferred to do the whipping themselves. Men whose interest in the subject was strictly academic could watch for a modest fee.
Peregrine's personal opinion was that life inflicted quite enough pain and only a damned fool would pay for the privilege of experiencing more, but there was something rather touching about Mrs. Cambridge's pride in her work. When they left, he kissed the lady's hand and solemnly assured her that he had never seen a craftswoman with more respect for the tools of her trade. Charmed, she insisted on giving him a copy of a flagellation classic called Venus Schoolmistress, or Birchen Sports.
After stopping at a sporting establishment whose principal claim to fame was that the girls played cards and billiards in the nude, Weldon produced two black half masks for their visit to the homosexual brothel. They arrived just in time to witness a mock marriage. Under a lace veil, the "bride" was a strapping mustachioed fellow who looked like a grenadier sergeant, while the "groom" was a languid society gentleman half a head shorter.
Waiters wearing frilly aprons and nothing more circulated with trays of champagne. His skin crawling, Peregrine found a quiet spot where he could sip his goblet and watch his host circulate among the "wedding party."
He was congratulating himself on how well he was controlling his distaste when someone came up behind and caressed his arm. Peregrine whirled, his expression so fierce that the other man fell back with a stuttered apology. It took Peregrine a moment to master himself enough to offer a contrite nod intended to convey that his reaction had been surprise, not loathing. Probably he was not successful, for the man quickly disappeared into another room.
Fortunately Weldon suggested leaving after about half an hour. When they were in the carriage again, he said, "I have saved the best for last. If you are not interested yourself, I hope you will not mind waiting while I am engaged."
"Of course not. You have been very generous with your time, and I can hardly be less so." In a tone of bored curiosity, Peregrine went on, "Which of tonight's activities would an English gentleman expect a wife such as Lady Sara St. James to emulate?"
There was palpable shock in Weldon's gasp. His contempt for ignorant foreigners obvious, he said, "No English gentleman would expect a lady to behave like the creatures we've seen tonight—a considerate husband would not inflict himself on a gently bred wife more than once or twice a month. Many men approach their wives only for the sake of having children."
"If that is how English gentlemen think," Peregrine said dryly, "brothel owning must be a very profitable business."
After a cold silence Weldon said, "If it is a business you wish to enter, remember that in England it's illegal for a man to live off the earnings of prostitution."
"As I said earlier, I have no interest in the day-today running of any business, even one so deliciously decadent," Peregrine said lazily. "That was merely a general observation. Now, what is this last treat that you have saved for me?"
"An establishment that specializes in young virgins. I would advise wearing the mask again when entering and leaving." Weldon smiled, his teeth a pale flash in the darkness. "Regular brothels are largely ignored, but reformers sometimes kick up a dust about houses like this one. It is wise to be discreet."
After a moment he spoke again, his words surging with excitement. "There is nothing quite so stimulating as a virgin. Knowing that one is the first to see, to touch, to possess…" He stopped, then gave a self-conscious laugh. "But I'm sure that you are as familiar with that pleasure as I. Isn't the Muslim paradise a place where a warrior is promised a harem of ten thousand virgins whose maidenheads regrow every night?"
"So they say, though I know of no one who can attest to the truth of that." Peregrine was not surprised to learn that Weldon considered their last stop the high point of the evening; brothels specializing in virgins and children were the dregs of the prostitution trade, despised even by other brothel keepers.
He donned his mask as the carriage rumbled to a halt. When he climbed out, his nostrils flared at the familiar, distinctive smell of the docks. This was one of the most dangerous sections of the city. After Weldon knocked on the door, a small panel slid open, and they were inspected before being granted entry. There was still another burly porter of the dangerous-looking type that seemed to be standard in London brothels.
This house's madame, Mrs. Kent, was a tall, sinewy woman with a thin mouth and cruel eyes. After greeting Weldon with familiarity, she said, "I've exactly what you like tonight, my lord." She glanced at Peregrine, then shared a meaningful look with Weldon. "And something special for your friend as well."
Weldon turned to his guest. "Be my guest tonight I insist. You will not regret it, for there is not another house in London that can match the delights of this one."
Peregrine hesitated, knowing that more was at stake than simple debauchery. Touring the fleshpots together had taken the two men beyond a business relationship into a tenuous illusion of intimacy. Peregrine had hoped for that because it would bring him closer to his enemy. But now Weldon wanted a companion in wickedness, and to refuse the offer would cause his enemy to withdraw to a more formal distance, probably for good. "That is most gracious of you," Peregrine said in a warm tone that disguised his aversion. "I accept with pleasure."
Mrs. Kent said, "I will be with you in a moment, my lord," and led Weldon away. As he waited alone in the drawing room, Peregrine realized how silent the house was, even the street noises failing to penetrate. The walls must be insulated to muffle sounds inside the building.
Slowly Peregrine turned in the middle of the room, his neck tingling with disquiet as he absorbed the atmosphere of Mrs. Kent's house. Though it was usually danger that roused him to such heightened awareness, what he felt now was not threat but pain and despair. It reminded him of a blood-drenched pass in the Hindu Kush, a place of ambushes and old bones.
Deliberately he suppressed his reaction. Mrs. Kent's house was just another step on the long road to vengeance. He could, and would, do whatever was required to carry him further toward his goal, even if that meant deflowering a young girl to win Weldon's trust. Not an admirable deed, but at least he would do it more carefully than the average brothel patron would.
A few minutes later Mrs. Kent returned and led Peregrine upstairs, the burly guard following. Stopping in the middle of the corridor, the madame said as she opened a door, "A lovely child, my lord. I'm sure you'll be pleased with her."
Just inside the room, he stood silent and watchful as the door closed behind him. A branch of candles on the mantel revealed that the room was furnished with sleazy luxury, red being the predominant color. The bed was a massive four-poster that dwarfed the slim figure lying on a scarlet counterpane.
The girl rolled her head on the pillow and looked toward him silently. She appeared to be about thirteen, with an exquisitely pretty face and flowing blond hair. Her white muslin nightdress was ruched and ribboned like an infant's christening gown, probably a deliberate attempt to make her appear even younger than she was. His face expressionless, Peregrine lifted the branch of candles and carried it to the bedside table.
The girl's wrists were tied to the bedposts with sashes that had enough slack to allow her some movement. Her gaze was fixed on his face, her huge eyes bleak in the candlelight. Yet she did not look quite the way he expected a virgin on the point of being ravished to look. Perhaps she was drugged, or perhaps she did not understand what was going to happen.
He frowned, trying to read her expression. There was trepidation and resignation, but surprisingly little fear. While Peregrine had never patronized an establishment such as this one, he had a fair idea of what went on in such places. Perhaps, after all, he would not have to do what was expected. His voice very low, he asked, "Is there a spy hole?"
The girl's eyes widened, her gaze involuntarily flickering to a mirror fastened to the wall near the door. Peregrine crossed the room to examine the mirror, and discovered a glass-covered spy hole hidden among the decorative whorls. He pulled out his handkerchief and draped it over the decorations, then asked the girl, "Are there any others?"
Resignation gave way to wariness as she tried to decide if his odd behavior might be dangerous. After an uncertain moment, she shook her head, but Peregrine spent another few minutes checking other possible peephole locations. When he was satisfied that they were private, he untied the sashes, releasing her wrists, then sat on the foot of the bed, as far from her as possible. "You're a fake virgin, not a real one, aren't you?"
"How did you know?" she gasped as she sat up with a jerk.
"Merely a good guess," he murmured, grateful to learn that raping a terrified innocent would not be necessary this evening.
The girl huddled against the headboard, her flaxen hair spilling over her shoulders, fear in her eyes. "Please, sir, don't complain to her," she begged. "I'll do anything you want, anything at all. Just don't tell her I didn't do you right."
Having met Mrs. Kent, Peregrine had no doubts about the "her" that was pronounced with such fear and loathing. He raised one hand. "Peace, child, I'll not complain to your mistress, nor do anything else that you don't want. In return, will you tell me what goes on in the house?"
She scrutinized his face, as if wondering if he were some kind of spy, before finally nodding. "If that's what you want, sir. But promise you won't tell her?" She was surprisingly well-spoken, though the sound of the London slums was in her voice.
"I promise." Casually Peregrine folded his arms across his chest, wanting to look unthreatening so the girl would talk more freely. "Do you play the role of tender virgin very often?"
"Aye, two, three times a week," she said matter-of-factly. "I expect you know how it's done—vinegar steam for tightness, then a bit of sponge soaked in blood. Most men never know the difference, especially if you twitch and cry enough."
"What's your name?"
"She calls me Jennifer, but I was Jenny Miller at home."
"Were you stolen from your family?"
Jenny shook her head. "Sometimes they snatch a girl off the streets, but mostly it's not necessary, since girls can be bought so cheap. My pa sold me for five pounds. Mrs. Kent said that's the most she's ever paid, but she thought I was pretty, worth keeping and using over and over."
"Are most of the girls professional virgins like you?"
"No, there are only two others like me. The real virgins are usually girls who agree to come here just once and do it for a guinea, or their parents sell them for the one night. Some men with a clap think a virgin will cure them, so they usually get girls like that, ones who won't be staying. She says it would be bad for business if her regulars were diseased." Jenny was beginning to relax, the tension going out of her small body. "Sometimes she sends in men who like a girl who looks young but is 'old in sin.' Doing that is more work than playing virgin."
"How long have you been in the house?"
Jenny shrugged her slim shoulders. "Years—three or four maybe. She keeps a record to make sure that the same man doesn't get me more than once. There was bloody hell to pay one time when she made a mistake, till she convinced the gent I was the younger sister of the first one he'd had."
In three or four years, at perhaps fifty guineas per episode, Mrs. Kent must have made a fortune off the child. "How old are you now, Jenny?"
"Seventeen, I think. Maybe eighteen."
"Really?" he said in surprise. "You look much younger."
"Aye, that's why I'm so valuable," she replied with acid humor. "But it gets harder and harder for me to look like a little girl, even with clothes like these. I'm afraid that soon I'll be sent to a regular house, where I'll have to do more men in an evening than I do now in a week. That'll be hard."
Peregrine could see that under the shift, her body was more that of a woman than a child. Even beribboned gowns would not disguise her much longer. His mouth tightened. A prostitute could earn much more than a shop girl or mill worker, and for some women prostitution was a brief, profitable interlude before they moved on to more respectable lives. But for a girl who was virtually a slave, the future was bleak. He wondered if Jenny thought the security of being cared for was worth the price she had to pay. "Would you be allowed to leave if you wanted to?"
"Not bloody likely," she said bitterly. "Even if I could escape, I've nowhere to go. Won't go home, the only reason Pap didn't use me himself was because he knew I was worth more untouched. Working the streets is worse than this, and going into service can be pretty bad. My older sister was a housemaid, worked fifteen hours a day, and every man there had his way with her as well, till she died trying to get rid of a babe."
Not surprisingly, it did not sound as if Jenny was happy with her present state. Obviously leaving was a topic she had considered, and with an impressive degree of common sense. "Is there something you would rather do if you could have your wish?"
Her delicate face became wistful. "I've always thought it'd be nice to be a lady's maid. They get to work with pretty things, and they're important belowstairs, not like a housemaid. I'd like to work for a lady who was young and fashionable, and who would give me her gowns when she was done with them. Maybe someday I'd marry a handsome footman." She thought a moment, then added vehemently. "One that doesn't drink like Pap."
Her eyes met his, eagerness lighting up the clear blue depths. "Why are you asking? Do you want me for a mistress? I'd be a good one, I know everything a man likes. Or… or I can be a virgin every night if that's what you fancy."
"I'm not looking for a mistress, and if I was, I prefer women that look like women, not children," he said curtly, irritated at himself for inadvertently giving her ideas when he had only been indulging his curiosity.
Jenny's small face was a painful mixture of hope and pleading. "Please? I swear you'd not regret it."
Peregrine sighed. London was full of girls like this one; many were in worse straits, selling their scrawny bodies in doorways, prey to any man who wanted them, hoping for a coin in return. They were like the sands of the sea, endless, unnumbered, living and dying like mayflies.
His early life had been a ruthless course in survival, and he had quickly learned that compassion was a dangerous luxury. He had seen every possible degree of degradation and suffering, and knew better man to waste his time with rescue or reform. If he chose, he could help this girl, but what was the point of saving one little whore? It would make no difference to that vast, endless, tragic horde of broken children.
But as Jenny stared at him with great stark eyes, he knew that it would make a difference to her.
Usually Peregrine was deliberate in his actions, capable of infinite patience when necessary. But sometimes he felt a powerful, irrational impulse, and when he did, he always obeyed it. He felt such an impulse now. While he was no savior, it was not against his principles to lend a hand if doing so would not interfere with his other goals. And he owed someone a good deed."I don't want you for a mistress," he said brusquely. "But if you really want to leave, I can give you a place to stay and help you find a job that will support you."
Jenny's breath caught, as if she had not believed that he would respond to her plea. "Oh, I want to leave," she whispered, "I surely do. But she'll never let me just walk out of here."
Peregrine thought a moment. He could probably buy the girl's freedom if he wanted to, but stealing her away from Mrs. Kent would be both cheaper and more satisfying. Besides, he preferred stealth as a matter of general policy.
"Is this always your room?" After she nodded, he continued, "I'll come tomorrow night, between two and three o'clock in the morning. I'll throw pebbles against the glass. If you are alone and ready to leave, open the window and I'll throw up a rope."
"I'm not sure I can lift the sash," she said uncertainly. "It's painted shut."
He stood and went to the window. When he pushed aside the layers of heavy, opaque draperies, he saw that she was right. Probably the window had not been opened in years, possibly decades. Taking the concealed knife from his boot, he slid the blade around the edge of the window frame, then tried to lift the lower sash. His arms strained until he feared that the glass might shatter. Then the sash suddenly broke free and surged upward with a raucous, grating noise.
Leaning out, Peregrine saw that a dark, noisome alley separated the brothel from the building next door. All the brothel's windows were heavily curtained, so it was unlikely that anyone would look out and see that an inmate was escaping. He counted windows so that he would know the correct one when he returned, then he had Jenny lower and raise the stiff sash to be sure she could manage it alone.
Anxiously she said, "If I'm not alone when you get here, will you wait for me?"
"For half an hour or so. If you still can't leave, I'll come back the next night, and the night after if necessary. The rope I toss up will have knots every foot and a half or so. Do you think you will be able to climb down without a problem?"
"I'll manage," she said tersely.
Deciding that he had been with the girl long enough to make it seem that he'd done what was expected, Peregrine crossed to the door. "I'll go now. I assume that you will make the sheets look convincing so that your mistress won't be suspicious of what has happened—or rather, what hasn't happened?"
Jenny gave him an indignant glance. "Of course I will. I know a lot more about this kind of thing than you seem to."
"I defer to your greater experience," he said, amused. Then his slight smile faded. "You are sure you want to leave? You know nothing of me. I might be a worse monster than Mrs. Kent."
She shrugged. "Aye, you might be. But it's a risk I'm willing to take. There's no future for me here, and I may never have another chance like this."
"You're a brave girl."
"Or a stupid one," she answered with cockney tartness. In the subdued light she looked like a child ready to be put to bed by her nurse, but the expression on her small face was thoroughly adult. Peregrine smiled, glad that he had obeyed his impulse. The girl was intelligent and resilient, and she deserved a chance to forge a better life for herself. He guessed that she would make good use of her opportunity.
Later that night, after a sated, self-satisfied Weldon had dropped his guest off at the Clarendon Hotel, Peregrine sat up until he had recorded all the details of his night's tour. The names and addresses would prove useful to Benjamin Slade's investigations.
 

Chapter 5

 
It was rather small as fashionable balls went; there was still room to draw a deep breath, for which favor Sara was duly grateful. After she and Charles arrived, they had worked their way through the crowd, greeting friends and acquaintances. Then he had found her a quiet seat, half-concealed behind a potted plant, and they had enjoyed a glass of punch together.
As Sara drained the last of her cool drink, Charles asked, "Are you comfortable here, my dear? If you don't mind being left alone, I'd like to go to the card room for a while."
Sara handed him her empty punch glass. "Go and enjoy yourself. When I feel the need for company, I will have no trouble finding it."
"Admirable Sara." He touched her cheek with possessive fingers. "I am the most fortunate of men, for you will make the best of wives." Then he turned and disappeared into the crowd.
Pleased by the compliment, Sara watched his broad back retreat, thinking that her betrothed looked wonderfully distinguished in formal evening wear. Then her gaze went to the dancers crowding the floor as her mind drifted back to her own first Season. Though she had always had a serious turn of mind, she had enjoyed her first foray into adult society, and had laughed and danced and flirted as much as any of the young girls before her now. It seemed a lifetime ago.
The ballroom was warm, so she spread her fan and absently wafted cool air toward her face. On the far side of the room, she caught a glimpse of Ross and Prince Peregrine. She had talked to both men briefly earlier. Then Ross, with his usual thoroughness, had taken his friend off for further introductions.
As she watched the Kafir critically, Sara decided that he no longer needed a guide to London society, if he ever had. He moved among the British aristocracy with utter confidence, and they in turn accepted him, at least on this social level. Indeed, society had welcomed him; at the moment no less than three beautiful women were listening raptly to his every word.
Sara snapped the ivory sticks of her fan shut, feeling stifled by the heat of massed candles and active bodies. To the left, French doors led out to a wide balcony, so she slipped out for some fresh air. The balcony was blessedly cool and empty, and she inhaled deeply, enjoying the fragile scent of the garden below after the heavy atmosphere of the ballroom.
Her body swaying to the rhythm of the music, Sara watched the dancers inside, their bodies abstract blurs through the translucent draperies. Since her accident, watching was the closest she came to dancing.
Turning her back on the ballroom, she looked up at the full moon, which gilded Mayfair with silver serenity. There was no point in envying those who could still dance; it was more productive to consider her wedding plans. There was much to be done, and most of the work would fall on her own shoulders. Aunt Marguerite, Ross's mother, would help, but that was not the same as having a mother of her own to take charge of the event.
Caught up in planning, she did not hear the French doors open and gave an unladylike jump when a deep voice said in her ear, "Is playing truant proper behavior at a London ball?"
She whirled, her heart pounding from surprise even though Prince Peregrine's soft, accented voice was instantly recognizable. "It is acceptable to slip away for fresh air, but not to startle other guests out of their wits," she said severely. "You could give a cat lessons on silent stalking."
"On the contrary, I once took stalking lessons from a cat." He smiled reminiscently. "A snow leopard, to be exact."
Black-haired and dark-garbed, he belonged to the night, as intensely alive as he was irresistibly attractive. No, not irresistible; Sara was a woman grown, in control of her emotions. "Did you stalk the leopard, or did it stalk you?"
"Both, in turn. At the end I could have killed it, but could not bear to. It was too beautiful." He chuckled. "Don't tell anyone I said that—I don't think noble savages are supposed to be so sentimental."
Sara considered his remark. "You may be many things, but savage is not one of them. A savage knows nothing of the rules of civilization. You know them, I think, but do not always choose to follow them."
"As usual, you are uncomfortably perceptive," he said after a moment. "But enough of seriousness. Will you dance with me?"
"No, thank you." She looked down and smoothed a wrinkle from the lace trim of her low-cut bodice. "I do not dance."
"Do not dance, or cannot dance?"
"Do not," she said shortly. Then, fearing that she sounded rude, Sara glanced up and added, "I could probably manage most of the steps, but I prefer not to invite the pity of old friends who remember that I was once graceful."
"In that case, you are a perfect partner for me," Peregrine said, his velvet voice coaxing. "I have had some instruction in European dancing, but have not yet dared my skills in public. Come, we can dance gracelessly together."
Before she could protest, he drew her into waltz position, his right hand at the waist of her turquoise silk gown, his other hand clasping hers, a correct twelve inches between them. As they began moving to the music, she said with amused resignation, "I can't believe that there is anything you don't dare."
"To dare is the last resort. I prefer arranging matters so that the outcome will not be in doubt."
Though the prince did not dance with the unthinking ease of long practice, he had been well taught and his natural physical grace compensated for minor flaws in technique. Sara could not say the same for herself. Though she tried to relax, she was rigid and awkward, convinced that disaster was just a step away.
Her fears were confirmed when she stumbled on a turn, her weak leg unequal to the sudden shift of weight. But instead of a humiliating fall, there was only a slight irregularity in their progress as the prince's strong clasp carried her through the moment of weakness. He smiled down at her. "Was that so bad?"
Sara did not answer out loud, just tilted her head back and laughed. Now she relaxed, her body soft and pliant as she yielded to his lead. When Peregrine had taken her up on his horse, he had freed her of the fear of pain. Now he was freeing her again, this time of the fear of making a fool of herself. Why had she let pride prevent her from dancing? The risk of being thought clumsy was a small price to pay for this pleasure.
As they swirled across the flagstones, he said teasingly, "I'm disappointed in you, Lady Sara. I expected gracelessness. Instead your dancing is the equal of any other lady here."
"You were also flying false colors, Your Highness," she retorted, "for you could be giving lessons, not receiving them."
"Not quite, but I thank you for the compliment."
As they spun across the rectangles of light cast by the French windows, the sheer sensual pleasure of dancing filled Sara's being. In the months and years after her accident, she had done her best to detach her mind from her body as the only way to survive the endless pain. Now, in the joy of the waltz, her spirit and body were one again for the first time in a decade.
They had finished one dance and were halfway through the next before she became aware that another, more focused joy was growing inside her. She was intensely conscious of Peregrine's nearness. In spite of her gloves, she tingled where they touched. He was so strong, so attractive, so close…
Too close, the distance between them was less than half what it should be, at this rate she would soon be pressed against his broad chest. And shamelessly Sara wanted that to happen. She wanted to raise her face to his and discover if there was more to kissing than she had yet experienced, she wanted to feel his body moving against hers.
In the darkness her face flamed as she realized that once more she was falling under the spell of his compelling masculine presence. The man was dangerous, and he wasn't even trying to be. She stopped and released him. "I must catch my breath, I am unaccustomed to so much exertion."
She sat down on a stone bench by the railing and opened her fan, needing to cool her burning face. Her temperature problem was not helped when the prince sat down beside her. Though he was a respectable distance away, he was still too close for comfort, for she could feel the warmth of his body radiating through the cool evening air.
"Clearly dancing, like riding, is another activity that should be part of your life again," he remarked.
"I think you are right." Sara's smile was rueful. "You are an alarming person, Your Highness."
His glance was narrow-eyed. "Why do you say that?"
"Because you have the power to change lives, quickly and casually. Certainly you keep changing my life."
He shrugged fatalistically. "Life always changes, it just changes faster sometimes. Are you not to marry soon? If you do that, nothing in your life will be the same."
With a sudden shift of subject, Peregrine motioned toward her fan. "I have heard that ladies use these to communicate with gentlemen. Do you know how that is done?"
"The language of the fan?" Her mind flashed back to her school days, when an older girl had demonstrated the gestures to Sara and her best friend Juliet. "It originated in Spain, I think, where young men and women were much more strictly separated than here." Remembering the females who clustered around the prince, she added with a touch of dryness, "These days, there are easier ways to send a message, but perhaps there will be an occasion when you will need to understand some of the language. Let me see if I can remember any of it."
She thought for a minute. "Bear in mind that it is not only the fan that speaks, but also the eyes and the whole body." She opened her fan. It was an elegant trifle of black Spanish lace mounted on carved ivory sticks, a gift from Charles.
Letting the fan rest against her right cheek, she said, "This means yes." She moved it to her left cheek, "And this means no." Then she drew the fan across her eyes, accompanying the movement with a soulful look. "This means 'I'm sorry.' "
The moonlight disclosed a gleam of amusement in Peregrine's eyes. "Can anything more complex be conveyed?"
Since an active performance would take Sara farther from his disquieting presence, she stood and crossed the balcony. "Carrying the fan in my left hand like this means that I desire to make your acquaintance."
"Better," he said approvingly. "But since we are already acquainted, what might come next?"
"If I carry the fan in my right hand in front of my face, it means 'Follow me.' " Walking toward him, she demonstrated, then turned away and cast a coy glance over her shoulder as if to see whether he was following.
Obligingly the prince stood and moved after Sara. She turned toward him and opened her fan very wide, accompanying the action with a burning gaze. "This means 'Wait for me.' "
"What am I waiting for?" he asked with interest as he stopped three feet away from her.
Sara drew the fan across her forehead, then hissed melodramatically, "We are watched!"
Peregrine glanced at the French doors. Inside the ballroom, another waltz was in full swing, the lush music flooding the night with sound. "Fortunately not," he said in a conspiratorial whisper as he turned back to her. "Apparently no one else feels the need for fresh air. Does the fan have anything to say when two people are finally alone, or do we now rely on words?''
"Some ladies are too shy or proper to say what they wish." A mad impulse drove Sara to do what she would never have dared do openly. Folding her fan, she touched the handle to her lips. "So this means 'Kiss me.'"
She did not believe he would accept her playful invitation, so when he stepped toward her, her heart leaped in panic. He was overpowering, almost frightening, in his strength and masculinity, and she nearly retreated, but did not. Instead she waited, half appalled at her brazenness, half aching to experience the result.
He lifted her chin with one finger, his intense gaze holding hers for an endless moment. Sara knew it was her last chance to retreat to respectability, but once more she stood her ground, waiting and wanting. Slowly he bent his head until his lips touched hers. His kiss was warm and subtle, as gentle as a butterfly wing, yet it moved her in wholly unexpected ways.
Her mouth worked against his, wanting more, yet when he responded, she drew back, shaken. She had wondered what his kiss would be like, and had found not an answer but more questions. Dangerous questions…
 
Breathlessly she said, "Carrying the fan in my right hand like this means 'You are too willing.' "
"Can one be too willing?" he asked softly. He bent forward again and brushed his lips against the sensitive skin between her eye and hairline. At the same time he drew his fingertips down her throat, then across her bare shoulders in a delicate, profoundly erotic caress.
Sara gasped. For the first time in her life, she experienced the sweet, melting female desire to yield to a man, to give herself to him as fully as she had when they waltzed, to follow wherever he led. Yet to surrender to desire would be utterly wrong. Bringing the fan up between them, she waved it briskly back and forth, sending cool air toward both their faces. "Fanning rapidly means 'I am betrothed.' "
"So you are," he murmured. His lean figure was silhouetted against the French doors, and she could not see his face. "More's the pity. Do you love your future husband, Lady Sara?"
She hesitated, as uncomfortable with his question as she had been with his kiss. Obliquely she said, "Twirling the fan in the right hand means 'I love another.' " But she could not bring herself to demonstrate that particular gesture.
When Peregrine's thoughtful glance drifted to her motionless right hand, she added with a hint of acid, "Twirling it in the left hand means 'I wish to get rid of you.' " Transferring the fan to her left hand, she gave it a quick swing.
"Do you really wish to get rid of me, sweet Sara?" He gave her a slow, intimate smile. Though he did not move a muscle, she felt as if he was reaching out to embrace her. His attraction was so powerful that if she surrendered to it, she would be drawn straight into his arms.
Unthinkable! She was a lady of mature years and steady temper, not a giddy girl. After a short, fierce mental struggle, Sara raised the fan and let the black lace rest against her left cheek. "No, I do not wish to be rid of you." Then she dropped her hand so that the fan hung by her side. Her gaze cool and level, she said, "This means that we are friends. No more."
"Dare I hope no less?" he said gravely. "I did not wish to offend you."
Perhaps it was dangerous to be his friend. Yet what had he done but give her the lightest and most harmless of kisses? The problem was not with him, but with her. She raised the fan and rested it against her right cheek in the gesture of assent. Yes, I will be your friend.
"Good." He nodded toward the ballroom, where there was a temporary lull in the music. "Are you prepared to dance again, this time in front of other people?"
As he spoke, the alarming current of attraction cut off as abruptly as a snuffed candle. For a moment Sara wondered if her wits had been wandering and only just returned. Once again the prince was just a man; admittedly a remarkably appealing one, but resistible. She sighed with relief. She had been suffering from no more than a few moments of moon madness, and now she was recovered. "I am game if you are, Your Highness."
He held the French door open for her and she went inside, blinking at the glittering light refracting through the prisms of the chandeliers. On the far side of the room she saw Charles, looking surprised and not pleased by the sight of her with Prince Peregrine. Then she dismissed the thought as the music struck up again, and the Kafir led her into another waltz.
This dance was as delightful as the previous one, and was unaccompanied by perilous longings. When the music stopped, Peregrine bowed to her, a picture of propriety. He, too, must have suffered from moon madness on the balcony, and was now recovered. "You must brace yourself, Lady Sara. Every man in the room will now wish to partner you."
Even as she laughed, Ross appeared by her side. "I've come to claim my cousin, Mikahl."
As the music struck up again, Ross swept her into another waltz. His voice full of teasing affection, he said, "Sara, you wretch, why would you dance for him and not for me?"
"He didn't allow me time to decline his invitation," she explained. "Then, once I started dancing, I realized that I didn't want to stop." As Ross deftly steered them away from imminent collision with another couple, she went on, "He has persuaded me to ride again as well."
Her cousin gave a soft whistle of astonishment. Better than anyone save Sara herself, he knew how much pain and fear lay behind her light words. "How did he do that?"
"I'm not quite sure," she admitted. "He just makes things seem…" she searched for a word, "possible."
His eyes intent, Ross said, "You like him?"
"Very much." Just how much, she would not admit. "As you said, Prince Peregrine is not like anyone else." Then Sara grinned, relaxed as she was only with Ross. "I think that's just as well. I don't think London could survive too many like him."
Besides being the handsomest man in the room, Ross was a superb dancer, and Sara felt as safe in his arms as she had in Peregrine's. Later, with other partners, she had a few minor problems, once stumbling with all the awkwardness she had feared, but she did not let the incident spoil her pleasure in her rediscovered ability.
She danced every dance for the rest of the evening, and by the time they left, she was in a state of happy exhaustion. As Charles took her home in his carriage, she rested her head against the soft leather upholstery, half asleep.
"You seemed to be enjoying yourself, my dear," Charles said as the vehicle began rumbling along the cobbled street. "I did not realize that your crippled leg would permit dancing."
Sara was too much in charity with the world to take offense at his tactlessness. Mildly she said, "Neither did I. It was Prince Peregrine who persuaded me to try."
"Ah, yes, the Kafir prince." A note of disapproval sounded in his voice. "I saw that you spent time alone with him on the balcony. I'm surprised at you, Sara."
"It was chance, not prearrangement, Charles." Fully awake, Sara raised her head from the seat back. "What do you suspect I was doing out there with him?" She was not used to having her actions questioned, and the lingering sense of guilt she felt at her shameless behavior was drowned by irritation at his tone.
"Of course I know that you would never behave improperly, my dear," he assured her, clearly surprised at how she had interpreted his remark. "But one must be wary of appearances. He is a foreigner, after all, and of dubious morals."
"You yourself suggested that I cultivate his acquaintance," she pointed out acerbically. "Have you changed your mind about wanting to do business with him?"
"Not at all. We had dinner last night, and he is most interested in a proposal I made. I have hopes that he will join me in a promising venture." After a pause, Charles continued, "But I have… heard things that suggest that he is not an appropriate companion for a female of refinement."
"Really?" she asked with interest. "What kind of things?"
"I would not sully your ears with such stories," he said stiffly. "But he is not a man whom you should be alone with."
"The prince is Ross's friend, and I have found him to be very gentlemanly," she said, making no attempt to conceal her irritation. "Unless you can be more specific about his shortcomings, I have no intention of cutting the acquaintance."
"I will not have my wife defy me, Sara." Though
Charles's voice was low, the darkened carriage pulsed with barely restrained fury.
"I am not your wife yet, Charles." Sara was startled by his anger, which seemed out of proportion to the cause. "And if you are going to be unreasonable, perhaps we should reconsider marriage. We may not be as well suited as we thought."
"No!" He stopped, then swore a quiet oath under his breath. Choosing his words carefully, he said, "Forgive me, my dear. I do not wish to seem unreasonable. But Asiatics are an encroaching lot. Since they keep their own women secluded, they assume that the greater freedom of European women means immorality. While the prince is an excellent man in his way, I am concerned that he might misinterpret your well-bred ease of manner as license." His voice softened and he took her hand. "You are very precious to me. I can't bear the thought of that—that foreigner offering you insult."
Sara was silent, letting her hand rest passively in his. Is that how the Kafir saw her, as a wanton Western woman who might be available for dalliance? Her mouth tightened. The notion was an unpleasant one, but of no real importance, for Peregrine was merely a passing acquaintance, a brilliant shooting star who would soon be gone from her life.
What was important was the question of her marriage. If she wanted to withdraw from the betrothal, now was the time to do it, before wedding plans were set and invitations sent.
A husband had the right to expect his wife to submit to his wishes and desires, which was one reason why Sara had never had a strong desire to marry. Did she really want to put herself in the power of Charles Weldon? A man like Ross, with humor and an open, questing mind, would make a far more congenial husband. Perhaps the fact that she had never found a man like her cousin was the real reason she had never married.
While Charles was wealthy, well-bred, and handsome, he was cut from more conventional cloth. There was very little humor in him, and though he had traveled widely in his youth, his experiences had merely confirmed his belief in the superiority of all things British rather than broadening his mind. Moreover, tonight's irrational display of anger hinted that he might be a more difficult husband than she had bargained for.
After a brief, intense period of thought, she gave a wry smile. Charles's protectiveness was irritating and unnecessary, but it was well-intentioned. And this marriage meant so much to her father; she remembered how earnest the duke had been when he urged her to accept Weldon's proposal.
Concerned by her long silence, her betrothed squeezed her hand. "Sara? Please say that you forgive me for my temper."
"There is nothing to forgive, for I know you spoke from concern. But in the future, remember that I am quite capable of dealing with male impertinence." That kiss had been a result not of Peregrine's impropriety, but her own. It would not happen again. "But, Charles, perhaps we should discuss what we will expect of each other when we are married."
He released her hand. "What do you mean?"
Sara paused to collect her thoughts. "I'm not a young girl—I have been mistress in my father's house for years now, and am used to some measure of independence. I need room to breathe. If you cannot accept that in me, you might be happier with a more conformable wife." When he didn't answer immediately, she added, "If that is your choice, I will release you from our betrothal. I don't want you ever to regret having chosen me."
"Your sense of honor does you credit, Sara," he replied, his voice rich and soothing. "You are exactly what I want in a wife, for I value your maturity and experience. But while I am willing to grant you considerable independence, surely you admit that in some things a woman must accept her husband's guidance? It is a man's duty to protect his wife from the sordid side of life."
Sara was not sure that she agreed, but his moderate tone calmed the doubts his spurt of anger had raised. She had made too much of what was a brief spat between two tired people. As the carriage drew to a halt in front of Haddonfield House, she said, "Then it seems we understand each other—if you will forgive my independence, then I will forgive your temper.''
"Excellent." He helped her from the carriage, then escorted her up the wide granite steps, holding her arm solicitously.
To Sara's surprise, as they waited for a servant to admit her, Charles pulled her close and kissed her. This was not like the rather messy embrace he had given her on their betrothal. It was more like the light kiss Peregrine had given her on the balcony. Yet she experienced nothing like the reaction she had felt then. Indeed, she felt nothing at all.
As his carriage drove away from Haddonfield House, Weldon's trembling hands clenched and unclenched, mute testimony to his fury. It was true that Lady Sara St. James was exactly what he wanted in a wife. Her enormous dowry would be very useful and, while her appearance was rather subdued, she had a refined beauty that would do him credit. Her cool, passionless nature aroused him, and he was generously prepared to overlook the fact that she was crippled.
Most important of all was her birth and breeding, which would help him attain the rank he had desired for so long, the rank denied him because he was a younger son. But how dare she defy her future husband! He was appalled by the willfulness she had shown tonight. It was not at all what he expected of a lady. He must appease her until they were wed, but then she would learn the folly of opposing him. A gentleman's wife was to be cherished and protected;in return, she must be obedient to his will, in all things. And Lady Sara would be, very soon.
Ironic that their disagreement had been over a filthy, immoral foreigner. He knew better than to think that a lady of Sara's refinement would behave improperly with a man who was little better than a savage, a man who had boldly requested a tour of the London flesh-pots. On that tour, he had shown his baseness. An Englishman knew how to separate the sacredness of the marital relation from the profane lust one felt for prostitutes, but the prince—if indeed he was a prince-had proved that he had no such understanding. God help the wife of a beast like him, for she would be used like a whore.
Tonight had confirmed Weldon's belief that Lord Ross Carlisle was a bad influence on Lady Sara. It was he who had asked his cousin to befriend the Kafir, and doubtless he encouraged her in other immodest behavior. After the marriage, the intimacy between the cousins must be severed. It would be wrong to cut the connection entirely, for Lord Ross was the son of a duke, but it would be made clear that his lordship was not welcome in the Weldon house. Lady Sara would obey her husband in that, as in all other things.
Weldon took out his handkerchief and wiped the perspiration from his face. Knowing that he would not sleep tonight unless he found release, he rapped on the roof of the carriage to get his driver's attention, then gave orders for a new destination.
The carriage turned toward Soho, to Mrs. Cambridge's flagellation establishment. She had a brother and sister there, twins, both of them very pretty. He would punish them for Lady Sara's sins. Weldon smiled into the darkness. It would be a most satisfying end to the evening.
 

Chapter 6

 
Rescuing Jenny Miller from the whorehouse turned out to be a simple business. After leaving the ball, Peregrine had returned to his hotel and changed from formal evening wear to something equally dark but more anonymous.
Earlier in the day, Peregrine and his servant, Kuram, had made a discreet scouting expedition around Mrs. Kent's brothel so that no time would be wasted in finding the correct place. Kuram had also arranged to hire a hackney for the night. The vehicle was like a thousand other London carriages, and it would take a discerning eye to notice that the dusty horse was much better quality than would usually be found at such work.
Peregrine let Kuram drive while he himself rode inside the hackney, thinking about Lady Sara St. James. She was a constant surprise to him, unlike any other woman he had ever known. Besides her intelligence and quiet courage, she had the same directness that Lord Ross did. That quality meant she should be easy to manipulate, because those who are naturally direct do not usually assume others to be devious.
It would be an interesting challenge to end Lady Sara's betrothal in a way that would be easy for her and painful for Weldon. But instead of considering ways and means, he found himself thinking back to the kiss they had shared. When she had responded with a potent blend of innocent wonder and sensuality,he had realized that underneath her proper exterior and inexperience was a passionate woman.
Over the years, Peregrine had learned that he could attract a woman's attention and interest by sheer force of will. It was a matter of concentration, of focusing all his intensity and desire. When he made the effort, even the least receptive females became very aware of him, while the most susceptible could be lured to his hand like a trained hawk.
Fortunately, Lady Sara had proved to be very susceptible indeed. Even when he made no special effort, there was a powerful current of attraction between them, but when he had consciously set out to capture her interest, she had softened and opened like a flower. If they had not been in a public place, he would have been delighted to continue what they had begun. Though she had demurred, he did not doubt that she could have been easily persuaded to change her mind.
But her innocence bothered him. While he had promised Ross not to hurt her, innocents were notoriously fragile. That was why he preferred to avoid them. Even though Lady Sara was twenty-seven and levelheaded, there was a strong likelihood that she would suffer some emotional bruising as a result of being caught between Peregrine and his enemy.
Peregrine's expression hardened. He would rather not betray Ross's trust, but even his own promise would not be permitted to come between him and his goal. While it would be regrettable if her ladyship's delicate sensibilities were injured, any damage he inflicted would be trifling compared to the disaster that would befall her if she were to become Weldon's wife.
He dismissed her from his thoughts as the hackney rumbled through an alley they had scouted earlier in the day. Kuram stopped the carriage just within the alley's mouth, so that horse and vehicle were hidden in the shadows. If there was any pursuit, they would be able to pull away quickly.Peregrine lifted the coil of rope he had prepared earlier and slung it over his shoulder, then climbed out of the carriage and made his shadowed way to Mrs. Kent's unsavory establishment. At this hour, the shabby street was empty, though drunken shouts and laughter came from a tavern that he passed.
The upper half of the brothel was washed by moonlight, which made it easy to count windows. Two floors above street level, second window from the rear. Having no desire to forage in a stinking London alley, he had brought his own pebbles. He drew one from his pocket and threw it against the dirty glass. After a minute passed without response, he tossed another.
He was about to throw a third pebble when the window moved upward in a series of jerks. A small blond head appeared and looked down warily. Peregrine stepped into the moonlight so that Jenny could identify him. After she waved in recognition, he tossed the end of the rope up to her. She missed the first time, and the line made a scraping sound as it slithered down the brick wall, but no one looked out to see what was happening. In this neighborhood, any such sounds would be attributed to rats.
On the second attempt she caught the rope, then disappeared inside. Wanting to keep it simple. Peregrine had tied a loop on the end of the line so it need only be dropped over a bedpost.
After a minute Jenny reappeared with a small, shapeless bundle of belongings. When it had been lowered to her rescuer, she climbed up on the windowsill. Even from twenty-five feet below, Peregrine could see the fear on her face, but without hesitation she turned and began inching her way down the rope.
She was small and agile, and with the aid of the knots he had tied in the line every eighteen inches she came down without serious difficulty. There was a touchy moment when a muffled cry sounded from the room below the one that had been hers. Jenny's head was level with the room's windowsill, and she froze for a moment, probably thinking of all that had happened to her within the brothel's walls. Then she continued her painstaking descent.
When she was within his reach, Peregrine set down the bundle and reached up to catch the girl by the waist. Her small body was icy cold and shaking. After setting her on the ground, he asked softly, "Are you all right?"
Nodding, she picked up her bundle, but her trembling didn't stop. He pulled his coat off and wrapped it around her. "It's just a block to the carriage."
She nodded again and followed him out into the street. Unfortunately, it was no longer empty, for three drunken sailors had spilled out of the tavern and were making their way down the middle of the road, clinging to each other and singing discordantly. Peregrine and Jenny would have to go around them to reach the hackney. He took the girl's arm with his free hand. "Don't worry, it will be all right," he said under his breath. "Just stay close and keep walking."
" 'Ey, mates," the tallest of the men called out. "look at that pretty little night bird." He leered at Jenny. "Come with us instead, sweetheart, you'll earn three times as much."
She glanced up fearfully, and the bright moonlight clearly revealed her exquisite features. With her long blond hair and gaudy harlot's gown, Jenny looked like a sailor's dream.
At the sight, another of the men, a hulking creature of ox-like proportions, gave a bleary whistle. "Aye, she's a beauty." As the three drunks began closing in on their prey, he said coaxingly, "Le'me see you better, sweetheart."
Steel in his voice, Peregrine said, "The lady is with me."
"Aw, she's no lady, any damn' fool can see that," the tall man scoffed. With bleary good humor he continued, "Don't be a dog in the manger, mate. What do you say we all four share her?"
As Jenny made a small, desperate sound, Peregrine moved between her and the drunks. "I say no. She is mine.''
The sailors' good nature tilted to anger. "Don't say we di'n't ask polite," the ox-like man growled. Without warning, he leaped forward, his hands reaching for Peregrine's throat.
Unhurriedly Peregrine stepped forward and caught his assailant's right wrist. With one smooth movement, he twisted the arm into a position where the elbow was in danger of being broken backward. As the man howled, his two comrades jumped to his aid. Peregrine spun his captive around and hurled him into the other two sailors.
Five seconds after the brawl started, the three drunks were lying in the filthy street like toppled nine pins. The tall one started to scramble to his feet, but a kick in the belly took the fight out of him. None too gently, Peregrine prodded the ox-like man in the ribs with the toe of his boot. "Find yourself another woman, and make damned sure she's willing. If you take one that isn't, I may hear of it and come looking for you."
The sailor's eyes were murderous, but he contented himself with filthy oaths rather than renewing the fight. Taking Jenny's arm again, Peregrine guided her to the waiting hackney.
Jenny glanced at Kuram, who sat on the driver's box in mustachioed menace. His gesture toward being inconspicuous was to wear a dark turban rather than a light one. "Why didn't he come help you?" she asked Peregrine.
Kuram answered himself in his heavily accented English. "Was not necessary."
She glanced up at her rescuer, then gave a little smile. "No, I reckon not," she murmured as she climbed into the hackney.
Once the carriage was moving, Peregrine produced a small flask of brandy. "Have some of this. You need it."
Silently she obeyed, choking as the fiery spirits seared her throat, then handed the flask back. "If I'd ever thought of working the streets, that lot of scum would've changed my mind."
"Good. A streetwalker's life would make Mrs. Kent's nasty little house look genteel by comparison. You can do better than that." He heard the rustling of fabric as she pulled his coat tighter around her. "You don't have a cloak?"
Bitterly Jenny said, "She wouldn't waste money on outdoor gear for someone who was always inside."
"No, I suppose she wouldn't."
There was silence for several more blocks. Then she blurted out, "I didn't think you'd come."
"Your life has not been one to inspire trust," Peregrine said, unoffended. "But as you see, I did what I said I would."
"But why?" she asked, bewildered. "Why are you going to such trouble for someone who is nothing to you? I don't even know your name."
"I'm called Peregrine, and I'm not going to much trouble. This is an easy chance to do good without effort."
She refused to drop the topic. "God only knows how many other men came to me. Some were better than others, but no one else ever wanted to help. Why did you? What do you want?"
Her last question revealed why she needed a genuine answer, so Peregrine tried to recall just why he had offered to help her escape. Though he had acted on impulse, there was usually a reason for his impulses. "When I talked with you last night, I saw that in spite of everything, you are not damaged beyond repair. I think you are one of the rare ones with the strength to escape squalor and build a better life."
His gaze drifted to the girl's huddled, shadowy figure, but it was not Jenny Miller whom he saw. "You remind me of a lad I once knew, a lad who also endured a great deal without being destroyed. But strong though he was, if someone had not helped him, he might never have been able to go beyond mere survival," Peregrine said pensively. "To answer your earlier question, I want nothing from you except your word that someday, if your help can turn someone's life around, you will give it."
"Were you that lad?" Jenny asked curiously.
Clever child. Ignoring the question, he gave her the flask again. "Have more brandy. Your teeth are still chattering."
She took another swallow, managing this one without coughing. "Where are you taking me?"
"To the home of a man who works for me. He will look out for you until you're ready to be on your own."
"Does he know… what I am?"
"He knows that you've been in a brothel, but that is what you did, not what you are.'' Peregrine's voice was edged. "Remember that."
"I'll try to." She handed back the flask. "Will he expect me to… ?" Her distaste made it clear what she meant.
"No, he won't." He gave a faint smile. "Unlike me, he's the honorable sort."
Wisely she didn't comment.
Benjamin Slade's substantial town house was on a quiet street in Westminster. It took only one knock to bring him to the door. "I'm glad to see you made it here safely," Slade said as he let them in. "Come into my study. We can talk there."
The study was comfortably furnished in a masculine style, with oak paneling and leather-covered chairs. Slade had been working as he waited, for the room was well lit and the desk strewn with papers. As he closed the door behind them, Peregrine said, "Mr. Slade, meet Miss Miller."
Jenny gave him a startled glance. "No one's ever called me Miss Miller before."
"You will become accustomed to it," Benjamin said. His gray eyes widened as he saw his new house-guest in the light. Peregrine's message had prepared him for Jenny's presence, but not for her ethereal beauty. After a moment he remembered his manners. Gesturing to a pot warming over a spirit lamp, he asked, "Would you like some tea, Miss Miller?"
When she nodded, he poured her a cup as if she were a duchess. "If you are hungry, have some cakes. Or if you would like something more, I can see what's in the kitchen."
"Oh, no thank you, Mr. Slade, this will do very well," she said nervously as she sat down and stirred her tea.
Peregrine watched the ritual with amusement. The British used tea to renew inner strength the same way other societies used God. Apparently tea was as effective as religion, for Jenny's strained white face was taking on color as her natural resilience reasserted itself.
"I'll help myself to something stronger if you don't object, Benjamin," he remarked. With his host's nod of permission, he poured himself a small glass of brandy. Taking a seat, he continued, "I didn't mention it in my note, but the man you are investigating is the one who introduced me to the house where Jenny was working." He pulled a folded paper from the inner pocket of his coat. "Here are several other establishments for you to look into: addresses, specialties, the names the madames use. Jenny was in the house at the top of the list."
The lawyer sat down and poured tea for himself. "I thought there must be some connection between the investigation and your finding Miss Miller." Cold anger showed on his face as he scanned the page, and under his breath he muttered, "Despicable.''
"Merely merchants catering to sins as old as time," Peregrine said cynically. After a swallow of brandy, he added, "It would be very interesting to know if Mrs. Kent is the true owner of that house."
"She isn't," Jenny said through a mouthful of cake.
Both men's heads turned toward the girl. Peregrine asked, "You know who the real owner is?"
She swallowed the last of the cake. "Aye, a rich bloke, the sort who acts like he wouldn't know what a whore was if he found her in his teacup."
Peregrine glanced at Slade and saw that the lawyer shared his excitement. Perhaps a vital witness had dropped into their hands. "Can you describe him more fully?"
"He's maybe fifty, but takes care of himself. Light brown hair, so gray doesn't show in it much." She glanced from one man to the other. "About midway in height between you and Mr. Slade, not fat but well fed."
"You'd recognize him again if you saw him?"
Her delicate features hardened, and she did not look the least childlike. "I'd recognize him all right," she said softly. "He was the first man who ever took me, and he wasn't very gentle about it. Even though he preferred real virgins, he came to me regularly as well. He was one of the nasty ones."
"How do you know this man is the owner, not a customer?" This time it was Slade who asked.
"I used to hear things around the house," she said vaguely.
Peregrine suspected that the girl had become an expert at sneaking and eavesdropping. It was a means of survival he understood perfectly. "Do you remember what was said?"
"Couple of times I heard him talking to Mrs. Kent about the amount of money the house was bringing in. Once it wasn't enough, and he was sort of threatening her, polite-like, saying maybe she was keeping too much for herself. Made my skin crawl." Then, with satisfaction, she added, "Must've made her skin crawl, too, because she was kind of quiet for the next few days."
"Do you know the man's name?" Peregrine asked.
She shook her head. "Not his real name. He made Mrs. Kent and me and the other girls call him 'Master.' "
The only thing that kept Peregrine from giving an exultant war whoop was the likelihood that the neighbors would summon a constable. He had thought it was a mild impulse of charity that had led him to offer aid to Jenny Miller, but a much deeper instinct must have prompted him. "There is a chance that someday the owner will be arrested for his crimes. If that happens, would you be able to identify him, perhaps testify in court? If you do, I will guarantee that neither he nor Mrs. Kent will harm you."
Jenny's light blue eyes glowed. "Even if you didn't protect me, I'd do it—I'd do anything to hurt that bastard. He's the sort who'd rather die than have people know what he's really like, so a trial would be worse than a flogging." She gave a wicked laugh. "And I can identify him right enough. I can give a description that will make a judge blush."
"Good girl. It probably won't come to that, but I'm glad you're willing." Peregrine doubted that Weldon would ever be brought to trial for his crimes—there were so many other interesting possibilities for his enemy's destruction—but if it came to that, Jenny would be invaluable. "In the meantime, you need to rest and prepare for a new life. Mr. Slade will see that you get a new wardrobe, for one thing."
"Good," she said vehemently. "Then I can burn the clothing she made me wear."
He suppressed a smile. Jenny was definitely a kindred spirit. For all her look of spun-sugar fragility, she would make a dangerous and implacable enemy. "You said last night that you would like to become a lady's maid. If that is your choice, perhaps an experienced maid can be hired to teach you what you need to know. Would that be possible, Benjamin?"
The lawyer nodded. "I see no problem. After you re trained, it shouldn't be hard to find you a decent job."
Jenny turned her face away to conceal her embarrassing tears. "Thank you," she whispered. "Thanks ever so much."
Her rescuer stood, dark and enigmatic. "Don't give me too much credit. You'll do all the hard work yourself." As he donned his hat, he said, "If you need to speak to me, Mr. Slade knows how to find me. Sleep well, Jenny."
She watched as he bade farewell to his employee and left. He was a strange one and no mistake. When she'd first seen him, with his devil's green eyes that looked right through her, she'd been right worried. Even after what he'd done for her, he made her nervous, though that wasn't the same as being scared.
When Mr. Slade returned, Jenny said, "Where does Mr. Peregrine come from? When I first saw him, I thought maybe he was Irish, until he opened his mouth, but I never heard an accent like his. Not that it's much of an accent," she qualified, "but he doesn't speak like anyone I've ever heard."
"He's Prince Peregrine, and he comes from a wild place in Asia that most people have never heard of," the lawyer answered. He cocked his head on one side. "You speak very well yourself. Better than…" He stopped.
"Better than you'd expect a whore to talk?" she supplied helpfully, then watched with interest as he flushed.
"Yes. I'm sorry, I didn't mean to insult you, but…" He ran an exasperated hand through his thinning hair.
"No insult to say I'm a whore, I was one," she said, taking pity on his embarrassment. "Was. Never again."
He gave her a half smile. "You're an unusual young woman."
"I talk better than any other girl that was ever in the house, and I can read and write, too," Jenny said proudly. "When I was little, there was an old lady lived in the building next door. Miss Crane was a teacher, but she'd come down in the world, which is why she lived in my neighborhood. I used to run errands for her and clean her rooms when her rheumatism was acting up. In return, she taught me things. She liked teaching, and I liked learning. She had lots of books, and she let me read them at her place, where it was quiet."
"Is Miss Crane still alive?"
"No, she died in her sleep one night. After she was gone, Pap sold me. I think maybe it was her that stopped him from doing it sooner. He was sort of scared of her.''
The lawyer shook his head, bemused. "Once I thought that my life was a hard one, but I see that I didn't know what I was talking about. While you are my guest, use the library whenever you like." As she struggled to suppress a yawn, he added, "Time for bed, Miss Miller. Come along now."
Her eyes narrowed. Even though Peregrine—fancy him being a prince!—had said Mr. Slade wouldn't try to bull her, it sounded suspiciously like he expected her to warm his bed.
Uncannily, he guessed what was in her mind. "You'll sleep alone, tonight and every other night. From now on, you're Miss Miller, a respectable young cousin of mine who has fallen on hard times, and is staying with me until a situation can be found."
He hesitated a moment, then sat at his desk and pulled a strongbox out of a lower drawer. After unlocking it, he took out several bills before putting it away. Jenny's eyes widened when he handed her the money. It was twenty whole pounds, enough to live on for months. Confused, she looked up at him. "If you don't want me to sleep with you, why are you giving me money?"
"So you won't feel trapped here," he said. His gray eyes were so kind that she wanted to cry again. "I hope you won't run away, both for your own sake and in case we need you to build a case against the man you called 'Master,' but I want you to know that you're not a prisoner."
Her gaze went to the drawer where he'd put the strongbox. "Aren't you afraid that I might run away with your money now that I know where it is?"
He raised his brows. "Should I be afraid?"
She swallowed hard, then shook her head. Quickly she bent over to slip the bills into her small bundle, not wanting him to see her face. She didn't know why he trusted her, but since he did, she'd die rather than take a coal from one of his scuttles.
As she picked her bundle up and followed her host upstairs, she marveled at what a strange night it had been. First Prince Peregrine and now Mr. Slade; she hadn't known men could be so nice. But then, she supposed, the nice ones didn't go in for ravishing little girls, so she'd never had the chance to meet any.
In his way, Mr. Slade was even more surprising than the prince. Peregrine was one-of-a-kind, anyone could see that right away, but because she'd known from the first that he didn't want her, it wasn't a surprise that he'd kept his hands—and other things—to himself.
But Mr. Slade did want her, she'd seen that straight off. Even so, he hadn't tried anything. And he even gave her money so she could leave if she wanted to! Amazing. He wasn't the sort anyone would notice at first, or even second, glance, but there was a lot more to the bloke than she'd thought.
Her room was clean and pleasant, and looked like it hadn't been used much. It could hardly have been more different from the whorehouse red room she'd lived in for years, and she liked it straight away. So tired from the aftereffect of nerves that her hands were clumsy, Jenny washed up and put on a shift to sleep in. As she slid between the cool sheets, she told herself that she'd be damned if she'd ever again wear one of those ruffly baby girl nightgowns—she hadn't even brought one with her.
Even though she was exhausted, she didn't let herself go to sleep right away. Very deliberately, she thought back over her years in the whorehouse, from the one time she really was a virgin and the man who called himself "the Master" had raped her, right up until earlier tonight, when she'd been terrified that the fat sot wouldn't leave, and she wouldn't be ready if Peregrine really did come back for her. But he had come, and her old life was over now. Over.
She'd never forget, no, nor forgive those who'd abused her, but she wasn't going to turn into a self-pitying slut, either. For some reason, she'd gotten lucky. She wasn't going to waste it.
The next day, Sir Charles Weldon received a terse note from Mrs. Kent, informing him that his favorite and most profitable whore had run away. He swore viciously and crumpled the message, then burned it. He'd made a fortune off Jenny Miller, and had always enjoyed her himself. She was a good little actress, and in spite of all the men she'd serviced over the years, she had a quality of innocence that had never failed to arouse him.
Probably the little slut had persuaded a customer to make her his mistress, and she was gone for good. His fingers blackened as he crumbled the ashes of the burned note. If he ever came across Jenny Miller again, he'd make her rue the day she had decided to run away from him. And he would enjoy every moment of her punishment.
 

Chapter 7

 
Miss Eliza Weldon tossed a handful of shredded bread into the water, then laughed in delight as a dozen ducks and one swan hurled themselves raucously forward to grab a share.
Sara laughed along with her. After a splendid session of shopping and eating ices, she and her future stepdaughter had decided to visit Hyde Park to enjoy the afternoon sun. When Sara learned that Eliza had never had the pleasure of feeding ducks, they had stopped to buy bread at a shop. Throwing fragments from her own chunk of bread to the squawking, evergrowing flock, Sara said, "There is something very satisfying about feeding ducks."
"I think it is because they are so enthusiastic. It makes one feel wanted." Eliza's cheeks were rosy and wisps of flaxen hair curled charmingly from beneath her bonnet as she gave Sara a shy sideways glance. "I'm glad that you and Papa will be married so soon. I can hardly wait to move in with you."
Since her mother died, Eliza had lived with the family of Charles's older brother, Lord Batsford. Sara had thought that the arrangement was an agreeable one, but perhaps there were hidden problems. "Are you unhappy living with your aunt and uncle?"
"Oh, no," Eliza said, surprised at the suggestion. "They treat me just like one of their own. I'll miss them when I leave  but I want so much to live with Papa." Her blue eyes were wistful. "I've never understood why he wouldn't keep me after Mama died. Sometimes I've wondered if he was ashamed of me."
"Of course not!" Shocked, Sara put her arm around the girl's shoulders. "What gave you an idea like that?"
"He's so handsome and clever and important." Head down, Eliza carefully ripped off more bread and tossed it to the ducks. "There's nothing special about me. I'm just a girl."
"You think that your father would have preferred a son?"
"Isn't that what all men want?" Eliza said with a show of nonchalance, as if only one answer was possible.
Sara frowned. No doubt the girl had once overheard adults lamenting the fact that Charles's wife had not borne him a son, and had been agonizing over the casual words ever since. "Back in the days when a man's land had to be defended by the sword, sons were very useful, but now it doesn't matter so much. My father once said that it would have been nice if he'd had a son to inherit the title, but only if the son was in addition to me, not instead of me. I know your father feels the same way."
Eliza looked up, wanting to believe. "You really think so?"
"I know so," Sara said reassuringly. "Your father has told me how much he is looking forward to having you again. But he's a very busy man, and he knew that after your mother died, you'd be lonely. That's why he agreed when your uncle offered to take you in. He thought you'd be happier with the company of your aunt and your cousins."
"Sometimes there is too much of it!" Eliza remarked, her face brighter. "There are six of them, and only one of me."
"But you'll miss them after you've moved. It's lucky that you aren't going far." Sara caught the girl's gaze with her own. "Never forget that your father loves you very much—more  than he does me or anyone else."
Eliza's first expression of happiness was replaced by anxiety. "If that's true, do you mind dreadfully?"
"Not at all. Love isn't a competition, nor is it like a pot of tea, with only a certain amount to give away before it's all gone. Men love their wives and children in different ways. Perhaps love for a child is stronger because the child is part of you." Sara chuckled. "I sound like such an authority, don't I? Rather silly when I've never had either child or husband."
Eliza wrapped her arms around Sara's waist in a quick hug. "But soon you'll have both."
"Yes, and I'm so lucky to start with a grown daughter. If I have a baby, it will be years before we can go shopping together!"
They were both laughing when a deep voice said, "Are these private ducks, or can I ask for an introduction?"
Turning from the water in unison, the two females discovered Peregrine dismounting from the mist gray stallion he had bought at Tattersall's. He had been riding along Rotten Row, which at this point was only a few yards from the little lake. Though today he was in proper riding gear, he had disdained a hat and his wind-tousled black hair gave him a rakish air. Definitely a sight to warm the heart of any female. Certainly Sara's heart—or something in that vicinity—warmed at the sight.
With a sigh of delight, Eliza sank into a curtsy deep enough to honor the queen herself. It was an even better curtsy than the first time she had met the prince; Sara suspected that the girl had been practicing. Not that Sara could fault Eliza's judgment, because Peregrine looked more worthy of royal honors than any member of the House of Hanover ever had.
"These are public ducks," Sara replied with a smile. "They're a disorderly lot, so you'll have to introduce yourself to them. They've no respect for rank."
"Ducks are nature's own democrats," the prince agreed. "Miss Weldon, did you know that it is possible to lure ducks onto land by laying a trail of bread from the water?"
"Really?" Eliza immediately began coaxing ashore the braver—or greedier—waterfowl. Soon she was leading a waddling entourage down the bank of the Serpentine.
"Well done, Your Highness." Sara stroked the velvety muzzle of his horse. "With Eliza surrounded by quacking ducks, you and I can converse in perfect privacy if you wish.''
"What a devious mind you have, Lady Sara," he said, giving her a wounded look. "Do you think I am always so scandalous that I must enlist ducks to protect the tender ears of innocence?"
Sara was fascinated by the way frivolity overlaid the prince's natural intensity. He had the dashing corsair appearance of a Byronic hero, yet he could tease about ducks. "I expect that when you want something, you will use whatever comes to hand, even greedy water birds."
He stilled, as if her words struck him in an unexpected way. Then he glanced at Eliza. "She's a pretty child."
"Yes, she favors her father in looks, but I'm told her disposition is more like her mother's. Charles adores her."
"Really?" Peregrine cocked his thick brows quizzically. "He doesn't strike me as the sort to be a doting father."
"You don't know him very well." Seeing that Eliza was out of bread, Sara called out to the girl, then tossed her own half loaf over so Eliza could continue playing Lady Bountiful.
"Perhaps not, but I am trying to remedy that lack. An interesting man, Sir Charles." The gray stallion shied as a duck fluttered too close, and the prince ran a calming hand down the animal's neck. "Though I've nothing very scandalous to say, I do have a favor to ask of you, Lady Sara."
When she gave him an inquiring look, he explained,
"I want to buy a country house, and my lawyer has found a possible property called Sulgrave. It is down in Surrey, and I am going to view it tomorrow. I hope to persuade you to come with me."
Sara hesitated, knowing that it was not a wise idea to be alone with the Kafir for an extended period of time because of the odd effect he had on her. After the kiss at the ball, she should have been embarrassed to see him today, but she wasn't. Instead she was pleased. Too pleased.
Peregrine turned the full force of his potent charm on her. "Please? I have no idea what an English country house needs to be suitable for entertaining."
Charles would disapprove of her jaunting off for a day with "a foreigner of dubious morals." But Charles had not been reasonable on the subject of Prince Peregrine, and she had no intention of catering to the prejudices of her betrothed. "I'll be happy to give my opinion if you want it.''
"Splendid," he said warmly. "Is ten o'clock a convenient time for me to call for you?"
"That's fine." After a moment's thought, she added, "If you're agreeable, I'd like to ride rather than go by carriage. I've just had a horse sent up from the country and tomorrow will be my first chance to take her out."
His brows drew together. "It will be a long ride for someone who has not ridden for a decade."
"True," she admitted, "but on my head be it."
He grinned. "It won't be your head aching at the end of the day, but if riding is your preference, your wish is my command."
A squeal of distress from Eliza saved Sara from having to think of a clever retort. They looked up to see that the girl had lured a swan ashore, then tried to touch it. Swans are notoriously evil-tempered, and this one had spread its wings and begun chasing Eliza, neck extended and hissing malevolently.
"Oh, dear," Sara said, half laughing, half concerned. "An angry swan is alarming even for an adult, and can be terrifying to a child. Will you rescue Eliza?"
"Of course." Peregrine handed the stallion's reins to Sara and went to the girl's aid, ducks flying in every direction as he cut through the flock. The swan swiveled its long neck and started for the intruder, then reconsidered when he clapped his hands together and barked out a sentence in a foreign language. After one last hiss, the bird hopped into the water and settled down, flicking its tail feathers angrily.
Peregrine turned to Eliza and bowed. "Having slain the dragon, have I won the princess?"
Her face was flushed, but after he spoke, she regained her lost dignity. "You have won my heart forever, brave knight." As they walked to where Lady Sara waited with the horse, Eliza asked, "What did you say to the swan?"
"That if it did not cease and desist, it would end up as the centerpiece of a banquet," he said promptly.
From the way the girl's blue eyes were shining, perhaps he had won a little of her heart. He looked away, thinking about what Lady Sara had said. If Weldon really was devoted to the child, Peregrine would have to find some way to use that against him. Lady Sara was quite right; when he wanted something, he would use whatever—or whoever—came to hand. He could think of no reason to be more merciful to Eliza Weldon than her father had been to a thousand innocents like Jenny Miller.
The next morning Sara breakfasted with her father. "I'm going riding to the country today," she said, pouring another cup of coffee, "but I should be home by late afternoon."
"Riding?" her father asked, so surprised that his newspaper drifted down into a dish of coddled eggs.
Sara stirred milk into her coffee. "Yes, I've decided that it's time I took up riding again. I've missed it."
His stern features relaxed into a half smile. "Like your mother, you have a talent for saying important things in an offhand way." His smile faded. "Are you sure this is wise?''
"Probably not," she admitted, "but I'm going to do it anyway. I've had Pansy brought to town. She's a nice, placid lady, perfect for someone who hasn't been on a horse for years."
"Are you going with Sir Charles?"
"No, Ross's friend, Prince Peregrine. He's asked me to advise him on a country house he is considering buying."
The duke frowned. "I'm not sure that I like the idea of you going riding alone with this foreigner."
Sara sighed. Except for Ross, aristocratic Englishmen really were an insular lot. "The prince is perfectly respectable," she said, though in fact she was not entirely sure of that. "Charles himself encouraged my acquaintance with him." Though not recently. She gave her father a teasing smile. "What's the point of being a duke's daughter if I don't sometimes defy convention? While I am no rebel, I am well past my salad days and have been going out unchaperoned for years."
Her father's frown deepened for a moment. Then he shrugged. "If your future husband doesn't object to the company you keep, my dear, I suppose I have no right to." Lifting his paper again, he added, "Enjoy your ride."
As she went up to dress, Sara didn't doubt that she would enjoy herself. The important thing was not to enjoy herself too much.
Promptly at ten o'clock, a footman summoned Sara. She checked her appearance in the mirror. The rust-colored habit was a decade old and rather outdated, but it still fit perfectly, and the sweeping sleeves and full skirts made her small waist appear even smaller. Would her wild Kafir prince admire her appearance?
She turned away from the mirror, telling herself that she had no business wanting to be admired by a man other than her affianced husband. Then she smiled a little at her priggishness. She was human, after all, and what normal woman did not want to see admiration in the eyes of an attractive man?
She went into the hall and down the curving stairs, her left hand holding her wide skirts and her right gliding down the polished banister. The prince waited below, his green eyes focused intently on her. Momentarily Sara faltered, painfully conscious of her limp. Then she continued her descent. He was quite aware of her weakness, so there was no point in trying to conceal it. But as she reached the marble floor and greeted him, she realized that at that moment, she would willingly trade all her practical common sense to be flawless and beautiful.
"Good morning, Your Highness," she said, offering her hand. "Do you never wear a hat?"
"As seldom as possible," he replied as he took her hand. "Except during a blizzard, hats should be worn only by lovely ladies like you. That confection on your head now, for example.'' He touched the curling plume with one finger. "Most charming."
"You are coming along very well in the art of flirtation." Then, as she tried to tug her hand free of his, she said, "Unfortunately, you have forgotten the rule about letting go of ladies' hands. Your memory seems highly selective."
He chuckled as he released her. "You have found me out, Lady Sara. As a sundial marks only the sunny hours, I prefer to remember only what suits me."
"Really?" she said, suddenly wistful. "How pleasant it must be to forget the bad times."
His humor evaporated. "It would be pleasant if it were possible," he said as he escorted her outside. "But alas, selective memory is a goal I have not yet achieved. The evil hours are always more memorable."
She glanced at his strong profile, and wondered what his evil hours had been like, for even at the prince's most playful, there was always a dark edge to him. But probably she would never know what had made him the man he was; while he had been able to read her easily from the first time they met, she still had no idea what went on in his mind.
When they reached the stable yard behind the house, Peregrine surveyed her chestnut horse, unimpressed. "For this you refused that lovely sorrel mare at Tat-tersall's?"
"You must not criticize Pansy." Sara stroked the mare's Roman nose. "While she is not showy, she has been my very dear friend for many years."
" 'Not showy' is a staggering understatement." He laced his hands together to assist Sara in mounting. "This is not a horse, it is an animated sofa, broad and soft and shapeless."
Sara had feared the moment when she first mounted again, but now laughter dissipated her tension. Clever of him to distract her. "Unkind but true. Pansy is as comfortable as a sofa, though she also has good stamina. That's why she is a perfect choice for someone returning to riding after years away."
For a moment longer the prince stayed by her stirrup, watching her face keenly. She liked the way he was solicitous without fussing. After she gave an infinitesimal nod to let him know that she had gotten past the worst part, he went to mount his own horse.
Sara's right leg was the bad one, and she could feel the strain in muscles and joints as she adjusted her thigh over the pommel of the sidesaddle. By the end of the day she would have shooting pains from hip to knee, but it would be worth it. Being on horseback again restored confidence that she had not even realized was gone, and she laughed with sheer exuberance.
Peregrine wheeled the gray stallion, a magnificent man on a magnificent horse. "Are you ready to brave the dangers of the London streets, Lady Sara?"
"Lead on, Your Highness," she said, saluting her companion with her riding whip.
As they trotted into the street side by side, Sara was pleased to learn that her riding skills had survived ten years of disuse. Effortless balance, the subtle control of reins and body, were still as natural as breathing. Still, it had been wise to start with dependable, placid Pansy, though she could not prevent a sigh of longing as she admired the gray stallion's silken elegance. "What have you named your horse?"
"Siva," the prince replied, slowing his mount to let a delivery cart cross in front of them.
"Sheeva?" she said experimentally, trying to get the vowels exactly as he had pronounced them. "What does that mean?"
"Siva is one of the gods of the Hindu pantheon," he said. "That aspect of the divine that rules destruction and regeneration, to be exact."
"Goodness! That is a lot of symbolism for a horse to carry," she said. As he laughed, she continued, "Though I suppose only humans worry about the weight of intangibles. Are you a Hindu? I had assumed you were Muslim."
"No, I'm neither Hindu nor Muslim. Kafiristan is an island of paganism surrounded by a sea of Islam. To a Muslin, a kafir is an unbeliever, which is where the name Kafiristan comes from."
"What do you mean by paganism?" she asked cautiously. "Or should I not ask?"
"Ancestor and nature worship," he explained. "Quite a lot of gods of all types. Wooden statues of the ancestors stand outside Kafir villages. Very colorful, not unlike the statues of war heroes that the British are so fond of putting in parks."
Sara laughed, and laughter was the theme of their ride across the river and through southern London. They had reached the rolling hills of Surrey, and subsided into amiable silence before Sara realized that she had done most of the talking, and the subject had been her life. Artful comments and questions from Peregrine had led her to talk about her childhood, her accident and slow recovery, even her relationship with Charles.
She gave her companion an exasperated glance. She had voiced thoughts that she had never before spoken aloud, but apart from the fact that she now knew that Kafirs were pagans, she knew no more about Peregrine than she had at the beginning of the ride. And now that she thought of it, she did not actually know if he subscribed to the religious beliefs of his people, for his attitude had been rather detached.
Sara sighed and rubbed her aching leg. Her companion was certainly a master of gaining information without giving anything away about himself. But while the idea that the prince knew much more about her than vice versa made Sara a little uncomfortable, there was no harm in it. Obviously he hadn't been raised in the English tradition of reserve and restraint, and he asked questions to satisfy his natural curiosity about a country and people that must seem very strange to him. And nobody had compelled her to answer; it was just that the man was diabolically easy to talk to. Perhaps it was because she knew he did not see things as an Englishman did.
As they neared their goal, Peregrine's formidable curiosity turned to the country they rode through. His gaze probed and assessed everything they passed, and he spoke only to ask Sara an occasional question.
Finally she said, "You are studying Surrey the way Wellington must have watched the field of Waterloo. Do you expect wild tribesmen to attack us?"
He gave her a startled glance, then chuckled. "Not at all. It is just that I have never seen rural England. I sailed up the Thames at night and have been in London ever since."
He gestured their surroundings. "I had not realized what I was missing. England is like a vast garden, where everything has been designed to please the eye."
She followed his gaze, and for a moment saw her country with fresh eyes, as he must see it. The lush grassy lane they followed was bounded by low, flower-strewn hedges. Beyond lay a quilting of neat fields whose crops colored them in shades from pale gold to vivid green. The square Norman tower of a parish church punctuated the horizon, and above floated the mysterious, hazy blue ridge of hills called the North Downs. And it was not just the eye that was pleased, but all the senses, for a murmuring of insects and bird song soothed the ear, and scents of healthy growing things wafted through the air.
Sara caught her breath, feeling as if blinders had fallen from her eyes to reveal heart-stopping serenity and loveliness. "You're right, England is rather like a great garden. Did you know that Ross's estate, Chapelgate, is only about a half hour's ride from here? Because I know the area well, I was taking this beauty for granted." She smiled at her companion. "Thank you for making me see this for the wonder it is. But doesn't Surrey seem very tame compared with the mountains you grew up with?"
"While it is tame, it is also very…"he hesitated, "very appealing. Surprisingly so."
As she spoke, they rounded a curve and came upon the iron gates of Sulgrave. A pull at the bell eventually produced a gatekeeper, who let them in after the prince showed his authorization from the lawyer handling the property sale.
The house appeared only in glimpses as they cantered up the winding, tree-lined drive. Near the top of the road there was finally a clear view, so they reined in their horses. The manor was set on a gentle rise, and its red brick glowed with warmth in the noonday sun. The house was long and low, not grand but well proportioned and rich in classical detailing.
Sara turned her head to make an approving comment, then held her tongue. Peregrine was staring at the house with an intensity best described as hunger, as if he had caught a glimpse of his soul's desire. It was fortunate that the seller was not present, or the price would have doubled, for Sara had a powerful suspicion that no inadequacies of kitchen or drainage would prevent the prince from buying Sulgrave Manor.
Sensing her gaze, he turned his head, his brief fierceness veiled. "What do you think of the house?"
"It's very handsome. About two hundred years old, isn't it?" When he raised his brows in question, she said, "Those curving Flemish gables are the clue. They were very fashionable in the mid-seventeenth century."
"I knew you would be invaluable today. I would not know a Flemish gable from a Grecian temple."
"I'm surprised that the agent handling the property did not come with you to explain everything," she remarked as they started their horses forward again.
"He wanted to, but I preferred to see the place without him peering over my shoulder and telling me what to think."
"That would have been an exercise in futility on his part," Sara said with amusement. "It seems to be a working estate, not just a house. Why is it being sold?"
"The property was owned by an elderly widower," Peregrine explained. "His heir lives in America and has no desire to return to England. I'm told that the house needs refurbishing, but is basically sound. Besides the home farm, there are several tenant farms, about two thousand acres all together.''
They followed the drive around the house to the stables. Though no farm workers were in sight, the yard was well kept and there was a pleasant scent of fresh hay. Peregrine dismounted in front of the stables' open double doors. After tethering the gray stallion, he came over to help Sara down from her horse.
Her right leg had progressed from pain to numbness, and she had to use one hand to lift her leg over the pommel. Sara clenched her teeth as she slid into the prince's grasp, but she was not prepared for the shaft of pure agony that blazed through her thigh and hip. She gave an involuntary cry as her right leg buckled under her, and she began falling.
Instantly Peregrine caught her, pulling her tight against him. "Your leg isn't working?"
She nodded, biting her lip to keep from crying out again. He turned her so that her back was against him. Then he wrapped his left arm securely around her waist and leaned over to massage her thigh, his fingers kneading deep into the cramped muscles.
Sara was unable to prevent herself from moaning as waves of agony pulsed through her. "I'm sorry," she said, on the verge of tears. "I didn't think it would be this bad."
"No need to apologize," he said, his deep voice calming. "If you did not demand much of yourself, you would still be in an invalid chair. This time you just asked too much."
Under his expert ministrations, the pain began subsiding to a bearable level. Sara's breathing steadied, though she was grateful for her companion's solid support.
After he had massaged away the worst of the pain, Peregrine moved his hand down to her knee and began working his way upward. His touch was lighter as his hand moved back and forth across her thigh with slow, thorough strokes. Sara began to feel sensations that were more than the recovery of abused muscles and joints; even through the heavy layers of riding habit, her body tingled under his probing fingers as pain was replaced by pleasure.
When he reached the top of her leg, stroking from her hip around to her inner thigh, warmth uncurled deep inside her, and a longing she had never known and did not understand. Sara inhaled, shockingly aware of the intimacy of what he was doing. As the mysterious warmth expanded through her body, she wanted to melt back against him, limp and receptive. Instead she pulled away, saying, "I think I can walk now."
Peregrine caught her arm, steadying her as she put weight on her right leg. Sara faltered but managed to stay upright, waiting for the renewed pain to subside before she tried another step.
 
"You are a glutton for punishment, your ladyship." Before she could protest, he swept her up in his arms and carried her into the stables.
While Sara had always been conscious of his strength, before it had been a recognition of the mind. Now she was aware with every fiber of her being. She was shaking when he set her down on a bench inside the stable. Physical pain was not the problem, for she had survived a great deal of that in her life. Far more disabling was her helpless, involuntary reaction to his virility.
Oblivious to her mental turmoil, Peregrine said, "With a little rest you should be able to walk, but you won't be riding back to London today."
"I'm sorry to cause so much trouble." She looked down, unable to meet her companion's gaze.
"Don't apologize. This is merely a nuisance, not a disaster. I'll ride down to the gate house and tell the gatekeeper to hire a carriage and driver to take us back when we are ready." He touched her cheek. "Isn't the pain more tolerable than the fear of pain was?"
She nodded, arrested by what she saw in the clear depths of his vivid green eyes. Usually Peregrine was enigmatic, veiled in mystery, but for an instant he let her see deeper. And when he did, she saw a man who knew all there was to know about pain.
That insight helped her master her disordered emotions, and she managed a faint smile. "Remarkable how much you understand."
"Not remarkable in the least." He straightened. "I will be back in a few minutes." After bringing Pansy into the stables, he swung onto Siva and trotted out of the yard.
When the prince was out of sight, Sara leaned her head back against the wooden wall and closed her eyes, feeling weak and foolish. She had been hurting, and the prince had helped her with kindness and efficiency. And because she was vulnerable and grateful, she had responded with that intense physical awareness of him. It had been a momentary aberration, no more.
Determinedly she turned her attention to her throbbing leg. Tomorrow she would hardly be able to get out of bed, but as she cautiously prodded her thigh, she decided that no permanent damage had been done. In a few days she would be back on Pansy. At first she would ride only to the park and back, but in time, she vowed with grim determination, she would be able to ride twenty miles without a second thought.
Lifting her head, she saw that a tabby cat had materialized a yard away, sitting on its haunches and acting as if it had been in die same spot for hours. Amused by its world-weary air, she said, "Well, Fur-face, did you see me make a fool of myself?"
Taking that as an invitation, the feline made a flying leap onto her lap. Sara winced as it landed on her aching leg, but she couldn't resist the way the cat bumped its head against her ribs in a demand for attention. Scratching the velvety throat, she asked, "Did you see the man who might be your new master? You had better catch mice well for him, because I don't think he will tolerate idlers in his employ."
The cat turned around twice in her lap, then curled up and gave her a smile of imbecilic pleasure as it began purring. There was something very soothing about a cat. In addition, the creature made a good substitute for a warming bottle.
After a few minutes, Sara sighed and put the indignant cat back on the floor. Then she stood and began making her slow way through the stables, her right hand skimming the wall for support. It was easier to concentrate on the mundane business of walking than to think about the man whose casual touch could change her into a woman who was a stranger to herself.
 

Chapter 8

 
After sending the gatekeeper to arrange for a carriage, Peregrine remounted Siva and rode back to the house, taking his time as he reconsidered his strategy. He had intended to make a major move in his campaign to detach Lady Sara from Weldon today.
From the beginning she had been attracted to him, though she was both too innocent and too ladylike to act on her interest. He had moved slowly, careful not to alarm her until he was sure that she was ripe for seduction. Not that he was sure he would allow matters to go that far, for seducing a noble English virgin was likely to cause complications he didn't need. But he suspected that Sara's attachment to her betrothed was not a very deep one, and a little judicious love-making should help persuade her that marriage would be a mistake.
However, while Peregrine had confidence in his skills, a woman who was in pain was a poor subject for seduction. He should have insisted that they come by carriage, but he had admired her courage and determination. He still did, even though her desire to come on horseback had produced a result that would balk his plan for the day.
Once more he stopped at the top of the drive and regarded Sulgrave Manor with brooding eyes. Buying a country estate had merely been part of his plan to establish himself in English society, with the added benefit of providing an excuse to be alone with Lady Sara. It had been a surprise, and not a pleasant one,when he had reacted so strongly to his first sight of the manor. It was dangerous to want something so much, because desire and affection made a man vulnerable.
After a minute he flicked the reins impatiently and continued on. He was making too much of this. Sulgrave was just a house, albeit a handsome one, and available at a bargain price. Perhaps someday, in that dim future beyond the accomplishment of his mission, he would be free to glory in pride of possession. In the meantime, buying the property was just another step toward his goal.
To his surprise, he found Lady Sara walking with reasonable ease, though her limp was much worse than usual. As he dismounted and led Siva into the stables, he said, "You recovered quickly."
"Practice improves all skills," she said dryly. "Were you able to persuade the gatekeeper to order a carriage?"
"Eventually. He was reluctant at first, until it occurred to him that I might be his next employer. Then he became most obliging." After tending the horses, Peregrine suggested, "Would you like to wait in the gardens while I go view the house?"
"I didn't come all this way to watch butterflies. I'm looking forward to seeing the inside of the manor." Taking his arm, Sara added, "Though my guess is that you will buy Sulgrave even if it is less than perfect for entertaining."
He glanced at her, not best pleased. "Am I that obvious?"
"Not usually. This time you were."
She leaned on his arm more than usual, but showed no other sign of distress. Perhaps he might achieve today's goal after all; he would let events be his guide.
The lawyer had given Peregrine a key that let them in a back door. Lady Sara pronounced the kitchens hopeless, saying that they must be completely redone with modern stoves and ovens, and even an inexperienced male eye could see that she was right. But apart from the kitchens, the house had no drawbacks. Most of the chambers were large and well proportioned, with richly carved ceilings and moldings. The dining and drawing rooms were gracious, the library magnificent, and there were other chambers that could be used for activities such as music and billiards.
Their exploration of the ground floor ended in the hall, where exquisite antique mosaics were embedded in the floor. Peregrine knelt and brushed his fingers over the abstract floral pattern. "The lawyer told me about these mosaics. They were discovered in the ruins of the old Roman town of Silchester."
"The house is superb," Lady Sara said, her gaze lingering on the mosaic. "A great deal of cleaning and redecorating will be required, but when you are done, Sulgrave should suit your purposes exactly. Does the furniture come with it?"
He stood, brushing dust from his hands. "Yes, the heir does not want the bother of selling it separately. Am I right that many of the pieces are very good quality?"
She nodded. "Yes. Some things will need refinishing, and others are not worth keeping, but if you like the styles of the last century, you'll have a good start on furnishing the house."
"I hope that you will also lend me your advice about decorating," he said. "Are you ready to see the upstairs?"
As she gave the stairs a calculating look, Peregrine found himself very aware of her profile, the pure line of face, throat, and breast, like the ancient sibyl she had first reminded him of. Suddenly he wanted her with a fierceness that shocked him. Shaken, he took a deep breath, knowing that too much desire could play havoc with his plans. When he was sure that touching her would not make him act like a lust-crazed youth, he leaned over, scooped her up, and began climbing the carved oak stairs.
 
"You are a little too quick to sweep me off my feet, Your Highness," Lady Sara said rather breathlessly as she clung to his arm. "I could have climbed the stairs on my own."
"No doubt, but the price of proving it would have been too high. Show some consideration for your ill-used leg."
She tilted her head back to look at him. "Ladies don't have legs, they have limbs. 'Legs' are considered indecent."
"Indecent?" he said as he set her on her feet at the head of the stairs. Solemnly he lifted the hem of her riding habit a few inches and examined her booted ankles. "I see nothing indecent."
"Behave yourself, Your Highness." Laughing, she batted the skirt from his hand. "I didn't say that female legs were indecent, but that the word is considered indecent. It is another English absurdity."
"One of many," he said, offering his arm again. "But do not think I am ungrateful for your efforts to educate me. One must know the rules before one can properly break them."
"You, sir, are incorrigible," she said as she took his arm.
"But never dull."
Lady Sara gave him a wry half smile. "True. But it is possible that you could give dullness a good name."
He chuckled. "May I return the compliment by saying that you accomplish the even more formidable task of making respectability seem interesting?"
In perfect charity, they worked their way through the upper floor. It proved equal to the ground level, with fifteen spacious bedchambers. Bathrooms and water closets needed to be updated, but when that was done, the accommodations for house parties would be ample and luxurious.
Last they investigated the long gallery that ran across the back of the house. It was an attractive room, with fireplaces at each end and large casement windows with padded, built-in seats overlooking the garden. After studying some of the gloomy portraits, Sara asked, "Are the portraits also part of the sale?"
"No, the paintings are to be shipped to Canada." After examining one, his mouth quirked up. "I could use some respectable ancestors, but I find these a boring lot. Perhaps I shall commission a painter to do a new set for me."
He glanced across the gallery, his smile fading. Releasing Sara's arm, he crossed the room for a better view. It took a minute to unlatch the casement. Then he threw the sashes wide and leaned out, bracing his hands on the sill and balancing with one knee on the window seat. Below him lay the English countryside in all its aching beauty, the misty hills rolling to forever, and he reacted to the sight with the same intensity as when he had first seen Sulgrave. He temporarily forgot his companion, and it was a surprise to hear her voice at his elbow.
"This house sings to you, doesn't it?" she said softly.
"I suppose that is as good a way as any of putting it." He tried to understand why, and couldn't. Probably he would not have explained even if he did know the reasons. Instead he said, "You are an English aristocrat, born and raised to this kind of life—the richness, the beauty, the peace, the chance for justice. You can't appreciate how much it means."
"Probably not." The window-seat cushion shifted as she sat at the other end. "But you were a rich man in your own country, and Ross said that Kafiristan has its own matchless beauty. Does this mean more to you?"
"Not more, perhaps, but it is different." Peregrine turned and sat on the window seat, only two feet of space separating him from Lady Sara. She was cool and self-possessed, except for the warmth in her grave brown eyes. Sara St. James, as much a woman as she was a lady. She had left her riding hat downstairs, and the slanting sunbeams touched her hair to molten gold.
Something twisted deep inside him, and again he experienced the surging, uncontrollable desire he had felt downstairs. It was not just her serene beauty, nor her quiet strength, that aroused him, though he admired both.
Perhaps it was her Englishness—like Sulgrave, like England itself. She represented a way of living that now, against all probability, lay within his grasp. He did not know if it was a life he wanted, nor would he have the leisure to decide until he had finished with Charles Weldon. But in the meantime, there was no denying Lady Sara's allure.
It took all his willpower to remain still. He yearned to touch her, to call forth her latent passion, but not yet, not when his own desire threatened to cloud his judgment. Better to talk, to weave a web of words until he was in control again. "Kafiristan is a poor country, unbelievably poor. It is not even really a country, just a collection of related tribes. It didn't take much wealth to be a great man there."
"But Ross said you were very rich. How… ?" Sara stopped, faint color appearing across her high cheekbones.
"I gather that it is rude and un-English to ask about a man's money? No matter, I am not easily offended," he said, amused. "The source of my fortune was not in Kafiristan. Have you ever heard of the Silk Road, the ancient trade route from China to the Mediterranean?"
"I've heard of it, but no more than that."
"For perhaps two thousand years, caravans carried goods between the East and West, from ancient Camay to imperial Rome. Silk and jade, spices, gold, and amber, and a thousand other things passed through many different hands, and were carried by every kind of beast used by man." Unconsciously his voice took on the compelling rhythms of the storyteller.
"Traders risked bandits and disease, but far worse were the natural hazards of mountains and deserts. Perhaps the most dangerous part of the journey was Chinese Turkestan. There, in the fiery, blasted heart of Asia, lies a desert called the Takla Makan, a wasteland of shifting, treacherous dunes three hundred feet high, surrounded by the tallest mountains in the world. It is a desert that makes Arabia seem tame by comparison, a place where the kara-buran, the black hurricane, can bury whole caravans with no trace of man or beast ever seen again.''
"You speak as one who has been there and survived."
He nodded. "The Silk Road skirted the southern edge of the Takla Makan, and cities grew up at the scattered oases. Once they shimmered with wealth and power, but several centuries back, most of the cities died, and the sands of the desert reclaimed them. I am not sure why, though the development of sea routes must have had much to do with it. There are many legends about the lost cities—tales of how heaven destroyed them for their wickedness, warnings of the demons that guard the buried riches."
Her eyes widened as she guessed where his story was leading. "You found one of the lost cities?"
He nodded again. "Yes, a city called Katak by a Kirghiz herder who told me a tale that had been passed from father to son for many generations. Katak lies amid the salt marshes of Lop Nor. Finding it was hard, locating its lost riches harder yet, but the greatest dangers lay in taking the treasure away across the sands and mountains."
"I gather that you did not fear the demons?" She shifted position, unconsciously drawing a little nearer to him.
"They were not the demons of my people, and hence had no power over me." Peregrine's gaze drifted, remembering. "Luckily I was also able to convince my friends of that. We made three journeys from Kafiristan to the lost city of Katak, each time bringing back gold, silver, and works of art. As the leader, mine was the largest share, and that became the basis of my fortune. I came down from the mountains into India and learned the ways of the merchant, investing and trading until I had great wealth even in European terms.''
Lady Sara's head was tilted to one side, her expression dreamy with imagination. "A fascinating and romantic tale."
"Only in retrospect," he said dryly. "At the time it was exhausting work and appalling discomfort, punctuated by occasional spells of heart-stopping danger."
"Ross has said the same thing about his travels. Real adventurers like you and him must think drawing-room romantics like me are rather silly." A trace of wist-fulness showed. "Listening to travelers' tales is the closest I shall ever come to such exploits."
"There are people who want only to be titillated or confirmed in their prejudices. I do not waste my time on them. But I would never think you silly, for you listen with your spirit as well as your ears." He gave her a conspiratorial, self-mocking smile. "Don't tell others how I made my fortune, though. I prefer to be mysterious."
"You are very good at that," she said with demure mischief.
Peregrine caught her gaze with his. The tension of pain was gone, and Lady Sara was rapt and receptive. The time had come to woo her. He concentrated with all the strength of his will, using his power to attract, spinning an invisible net to draw her to him. Her lips parted, uncertain, expectant, as she felt the increasing force between them.
"What drives you, Mikahl?" she asked softly, using his name for the first time. "What makes you different from the rest of your people? Why have you mastered so many skills, why have you crossed the world to come to this small, damp island where most men are too narrow to appreciate all you have achieved?"
"Ever since I was a child, I have known that my destiny lies in England." It was the truth, though not a truth Lady Sara was in a position to interpret. More than that he would not, could not, reveal. Continuing with another half truth, he said, "Perhaps you are part of the reason I am here."
He raised one hand and traced the elegant bones of her cheek and jaw with his fingertips. She stared at him, her lips parted and great eyes helpless with question and longing. Moving closer, he gave her the lightest of kisses, touching only her face, feathering across her forehead and the fragile skin around her eyes until their lips met.
At first it was a still, gentle kiss like the one they had shared at the ball. Then he opened his mouth and instinctively she mirrored his movement. Though a small shock of surprise ran through her as the kiss deepened, she did not withdraw. Instead she responded with innocent, questing enthusiasm.
Peregrine had thought that his desire was safely banked, but the taste of her tentative, yearning mouth made passion flare with white heat, needy and demanding. If Sara had been a woman of experience, he would have stopped at nothing to sweep her along with him into a fast, furious, heedless mating.
But she was not experienced, and he retained just enough control to refrain from doing what might frighten her. Wrapping his arms around her slim waist, he drew her close, needing to feel her body against his. Sara came willingly, her restless hands sliding under his coat, her mouth as hungry as his.
He leaned back against the wall, drawing her along so that she lay half-sprawled across him, breast to breast, her thighs bracketing one of his in a simulation of lovemaking that made him want more. Cradling the soft curves of her buttocks, he pulled her tight against his groin. Her hips pulsed against him, and he responded with frustrated pleasure, mentally cursing the layers of heavy fabric between them.
Over the years, Peregrine had survived and prospered by learning to seize what fortune offered, and now he discarded his earlier plan of limiting what happened today. Sara might be inexperienced, but she was a woman grown, well past the age of consent. Teaching her the joys of the flesh would not only be deeply pleasurable, but would serve his larger goals as well.
"Sweet Sara," he whispered, caressing her slender form as if his hands could meld them into one flesh, "you are as rare and lovely as the treasures of the Silk Road."
Unbuttoning her jacket, he slipped his hand inside, mentally cursing the blouse, petticoat, and corset that still separated them. Gently he squeezed the soft, fluid weight of her breast. "You are like gold and silk and ivory that have been warmed to wondrous life."
Sara gasped as his words dissolved the intoxicated delight that held her in thrall. Though not unaware of what she was doing, all normal constraints had vanished when she discovered the headlong urgency of desire. As she yielded to that urgency, shy acceptance had changed to fierce response, and in the tumult of her senses, she had been shameless.
But now passion no longer clouded her judgment, though it still burned in her blood. She broke the kiss and made herself focus on Peregrine's dark, craggy face. His green eyes were misty with passion, and this time there was nothing enigmatic about him. He wanted her. And, heaven help her, she wanted him.
She pushed herself off his lap and slid across the window seat so they were no longer touching. "No," she said, her voice raw. "I'm sorry, this is wrong, I can't do it."
After a startled moment, he sat up and wrapped one arm around her waist, pulling her close again while he lifted her face to his. Murmuring, "But of course you can do this. See how easy and right it is?" He drew her into another drugging kiss.
For a moment her resolve thinned to snapping point. Then she jerked away and stood, almost falling in her awkward haste to put distance between them.
"It may be easy," Sara said unevenly, "but it isn't right, because I am promised to another man." She backed half a dozen feet along the wall, using it to steady her precarious balance. "I have dishonored both him and myself."
Peregrine's wavy black hair had fallen across his forehead, and his chest was heaving, as if he had been running. As Sara looked at the harsh planes of his face, for a moment she was frightened. They were alone in the house, and she was completely at his mercy. Even an English gentleman, raised to the same notions of honor as Sara, might be dangerous under these circumstances, and a man from an alien culture might decide that Sara deserved whatever he chose to do to her.
"My behavior gives you every reason to be angry, but please…" Her voice broke; even more than fear, she felt shame.
He looked away for a moment, and she saw a faint shudder run through his powerful frame as his fingers tightened on the edge of the window seat. When he turned to her again, his eyes were clear and the sense of danger had passed. But as Sara began to relax, she recognized a subtler danger, for once more she felt his mysterious, potent attraction, as if an invisible current was reaching out to draw her back to him.
Sara's willpower almost broke. She wanted to walk straight into his arms and surrender to passion, and she knew that if he embraced her, she would yield utterly. But to her infinite relief, he did not move from the window seat, and she offered a swift inward prayer of thanks that he did not know how much power he had over her.
"You have not married Weldon yet, and perhaps you should not do so," he said coolly. "Do you react that way to his kisses?"
"That is none of your business." Sara flushed. "Besides, marriage is not about passion. It is about trust, about mutual values and respect.''
"Don't forget mutual property," he said, his tone ironic. "You are a considerable heiress, and Weldon's businesses are less prosperous than they appear."
She inhaled deeply, trying to steady herself amid a maelstrom of emotions. "Charles is no fortune hunter, but even if he were, it would not alter the fact that I am pledged to him. By my actions, I have already betrayed him unforgivably."
His expression became even more satiric. "If you think that the modest kisses we just exchanged are unforgivable, why not finish what you have begun? Not only would you enjoy the experience, but you would also have something worth feeling guilty about."
Modest kisses, indeed! Her flush deepened as she remembered the wanton way she had twined around him. Thank heaven for complicated clothing; if she had been wearing one of the flimsy dresses of the previous generation, they would have been coupling before she had had time to realize what was happening.
"I behaved badly to you as well as disgracing myself, and you have every reason to be angry," she said, raising her chin, "but don't mock me. It is unworthy of you."
His expression changed. "I was not mocking you," he said gently. "But I do think you are making too much of a momentary lapse. You are a lovely woman, I kissed you, and you enjoyed it. That is not such a great sin."
"Perhaps that was trivial to you, but it was not to me." Merciful heaven, what had been a "momentary lapse" to him had been one of the most shattering experiences of Sara's life. She rubbed her damp palms on her skirt, then leaned against the wall, needing the support because her leg was throbbing badly again.
Remembering something Charles had told her, she said, "Englishwomen have great freedom compared to women elsewhere, so I suppose it's natural for you to suppose we are immoral. But that isn't true."
He raised his dark brows. "No? I have seen considerable evidence to the contrary."
"Perhaps it would be more accurate to say that Englishwomen are neither more nor less virtuous than those of any other race," she said, recalling uncomfortably the women who had fluttered around him. "Certainly chaste behavior is valued."
"But your countrywomen do have more opportunities to be unchaste than women in most societies." He stood and in two steps closed the distance between them, stopping so near that she felt warmth radiating from his body.
"However, fascinating though this discussion is, we are going rather far afield. It never occurred to me that your morals are deficient. You radiate integrity, Lady Sara. It is one of the things I find attractive about you." He reached out and cupped her face in both hands, his long fingers gentle and sensual along her too-sensitive skin.
She knew he was about to kiss her again, and when he did, she would yield, for her whole body yearned for him. Physically she was ripe for the plucking, and they both knew it. But honor was not yet dead, not quite. Her voice breaking, she pleaded, "You know I cannot resist you, but please… please stop. Don't ruin me for the fleeting pleasure of conquest."
He became utterly still. "Is that what you think? No, Sara, my motive is not simple conquest." His hands dropped away. "Nor do I want to ruin you. You deserve better than that."
"Then what do you want?" she asked, flattening herself back against the wall when he reached out to her again.
This time he did not caress her, just tucked a loose wisp of her hair behind her ear with a curiously intimate gesture. "The answer is very simple. It is you, yourself, that I want. No other woman will do."
She shook her head, feeling helpless and confused. With an Englishman, such words might have been a prelude to a declaration of love, perhaps even an offer of marriage, but she was sure that that was not what Peregrine meant. Despairingly she said, "I don't understand you at all."
Before he could reply, a loud knocking echoed through the house. They both tensed at the sound. "That must be the driver with the carriage," the Kafir said after listening a moment. "He is in front of the house. I will tell him to come around to the rear, since that is the only door for which I have a key.''
The prince turned away, and Sara released her breath shakily, realizing that she had hardly been breathing. While he entered a front bedroom, opened a window, and called down to the driver, she walked as quickly as she could to the main staircase.
Clinging to the banister for support, she was just starting her descent when Peregrine rejoined her. For a moment she feared that he was going to carry her downstairs, but he correctly interpreted her warning look.
"So fierce!" he said with amusement. "Don't worry, sweet Sara, you are safe from me."
"The correct form of address is Lady Sara. I have not given you leave to be informal." Suddenly furious, she stopped and glared at him. "This is all a game to you, isn't it? I wish we had never met, for you have turned my life inside out, and it means nothing to you."
"This is not a game, and it is not meaningless to me." He stopped two steps below and turned to face her, his brief humor vanished. For once completely serious, he asked, "Can you honestly say that you have not benefited, at least a little, from my 'turning your life inside out'?"
Sara thought of how he had led her through her fears to the heady freedoms of riding and dancing. And there had been a different, more dangerous freedom when she had discovered passion in his arms, a freedom that could quickly lead to disgrace and subjugation. She closed her eyes for a moment, and wearily rubbed her temple with her free hand. "Yes, I have benefited, and I am not really sorry to have met you," she said quietly. "But I can't see you alone in the future. Don't call on me, or ask me to ride or drive with you, because I won't accept.''
"You do not trust me?" His eyes were level with hers, the green depths fathomless, impossible to read.
"No," she said bluntly. "Nor do I trust myself. I will not risk another episode like this one."
There was a long pause before he spoke. "Of course I must assent to your wishes, Lady Sara." His eyes darkened, something subtle and dangerous moving in the depths. "For the time being."
It was a long, tiring ride back to London. Sara was intensely grateful that the prince chose to ride Siva rather than join her in the small hired carriage. Spending two hours in close proximity, where every jolt might knock her against him, would have been more than she could bear. Even so, it took all of her strength to maintain her composure.
When they arrived at Haddonfield House, he behaved with impeccable politeness, returning Pansy to the stables, escorting Sara into the house with a strong impersonal hand under her elbow, and taking his leave after thanking her for her invaluable assistance. Even the stifif-rumped Haddonfield butler, who watched, did not notice anything amiss.
Sara had just enough endurance left to climb the stairs to her room without aid, though it was a slow, painful ascent. Thank heaven her father was out for the evening. Sara's sour-faced maid, Hoskins, made several acid comments about having warned her ladyship not to try to ride, and only subsided when Sara forcefully told her to hold her tongue.
Blissfully free of her riding habit and corset, Sara would have preferred to lie down and fall into exhausted slumber, but from experience she knew that she would feel much better in the morning if she soaked in a long, hot bath. Besides, there was something else she must do.
After sending Hoskins off to draw the bath, Sara seated herself at the dressing table and stared at her reflection as she drew the pins from her hair, freeing it to fall around her shoulders. It was time to face some unpleasant facts, and looking at the mirror would make it harder to be dishonest.
For she had been profoundly dishonest; from the moment she had seen Prince Peregrine, she had lied to herself over and over and over, denying how much he fascinated her. She had believed herself impervious to his dangerous allure, and that self-deception had led her to today's humiliating scene at Sulgrave.
She ran her fingers through her thick hair, loosening it and easing the tension in her scalp. A pity that her mental tension could not be eased so simply. The cheapest trollop in Covent Garden would have been more honest than Lady Sara St. James had been. Ignorance was no excuse, for she had made a point of educating herself about what happened between men and women, her best teacher being an uninhibited cockney maid. Yet in spite of her knowledge and worldly experience, she had walked straight into a situation that could have ruined her, because in her secret heart, she had wanted passion more than honor.
Sara had assumed that she was too refined, or too cold, to succumb to such folly. Obviously she had been wrong, though she could not blame herself for wanting to yield to passion now that she had experienced its awesome power. If she had felt such desire for Charles, she would have welcomed it as an extra blessing for their marriage. But instead, on the eve of her wedding,she had become infatuated with another man. And, humiliatingly, he was a man with no special interest in her.
Though Peregrine had said that she was the only woman he wanted, she discounted that as the tactful lie of an experienced seducer, in the same league as the fool's gold compliments he had given her. "Gold and silk and ivory, warmed to wondrous life," indeed! As she looked at her reflection in the mirror, she saw a small female of unremarkable appearance, overserious and—she forced herself to think the word—crippled.
Oddly, she had believed Peregrine when he said that he did not want to ruin her, and that he was not interested in her simply as a conquest. The thought made her smile faintly, for there was nothing simple about him. But she could think of only two other reasons why a handsome prince would choose her above the beautiful, experienced women he had met in London society, and neither reason was flattering.
Possibly it was her rank that attracted him, making her more alluring than her modest physical attractions warranted. Far more likely, her real appeal was that she was fool enough to make herself available. She had put herself in a position where the Kafir had reason to believe that she would accept his advances. Then, after acting like a wanton, she had retreated like a nervous schoolgirl. He could have humiliated her at the least, ravished her at the most, and she was grateful for his restraint.
No doubt she had Ross to thank for that, because the friendship between the men seemed the most likely reason that Peregrine had not taken advantage of her foolishness. Pray God that Ross, Charles, and her father never learned what had happened today. Her cousin might understand, or at least be tolerant of her weakness. But her father and her betrothed would be profoundly, and justifiably, appalled by her behavior.
Convulsively Sara buried her face in her hands, no longer able to face her image in the mirror. Even if the men in her life never learned what she had done, she could not escape the worst punishment of all: the knowledge that she had failed to live up to her own standards of right and wrong. She had thought herself a virtuous woman, but clearly her virtue was merely a result of never having been tempted.
Fortunately for Sara's composure, Hoskins returned to say that the bath was ready. Numbly Sara walked to the bathroom, stripped off her green velvet robe, and lowered herself into the large tub. The steaming, rose-scented water came up to her chin, and her aching muscles reacted with a relief so intense that it was nearly pain. It was pleasure almost as acute and sensual as what she had experienced in Peregrine's arms.
Exasperated, Sara tried to banish her unruly thoughts, but without success. Immodest though it was, she could not deny her taut, yearning awareness. Hesitantly she opened her hands and stroked down her torso, her palms gliding over her smooth feminine curves. Her skin was satin-sleek under the hot water.
Peregrine's hands were long-fingered and dexterous, hardened by work, yet gentle, so gentle. What would it be like to feel those strong hands on her bare flesh? The thought made her shiver with embarrassing longing, but she wasn't embarrassed enough to stop thinking and wondering.
Consideringly she cupped one breast. It was soft and almost weightless in the water. Remarkable things, breasts; men were intrigued by them, and even through her heavy clothing she had nearly melted with pleasure when he touched her there.
Her hand skimmed lower across her ribs, along the curve of her waist, then lower yet, toward parts of her body for which she did not even have a name, but which pulsed with yearning. As her fingertips brushed curling gold hair, she had a vivid image of his dark hand in the same place. A few short hours ago, she had been pressed against him, their loins straining together…
She blushed violently and withdrew her hand, but the thought of Peregrine touching her intimately was not the major cause of her discomfort. The real problem was knowing that in her mind and emotions, she had been—was still—disloyal to the man she had promised to marry. She doubted that Charles had lived a chaste life since the death of his first wife, but that did not excuse Sara's failing.
Deliberately she studied her right thigh and traced the ugly, twisting scars left by the surgeons. There had been infection, and they had wanted to amputate her leg, but her condition had improved while they were still trying to decide if the operation would be more likely to kill or cure her. The scars were part of her, along with all the limitations they represented. It would be well if she remembered that.
The water was beginning to cool. With a sigh, she took the bar of French soap and began lathering, then stopped because the slick pressure was stimulating improper thoughts again. Damn Peregrine for invading her mind and imagination so thoroughly!
Her mouth grim, Sara asked herself another difficult question. She had faced her self-deception and had acknowledged her physical attraction to the mysterious Kafir. While she was fascinated by him, she was reasonably sure that his interest in her was minor and fleeting. But what if things were different? What if she were not betrothed to Charles, what if Peregrine asked her to marry him? What would she do then?
The last shreds of her control vanished, and she began to cry, hopeless tears that stung her eyes and rolled down her face into the cooling water. And she didn't even know why.
 




Chapter 9

 
It was late evening, not quite full dark, as Peregrine rode to Benjamin Slade's home for what should be a very interesting meeting. But instead of thinking about business, his mind kept turning to Lady Sara St. James, as it had done repeatedly in the last week. He still could not understand why he had restrained himself the afternoon they had gone to Sulgrave. He had desired her with overwhelming intensity, and she herself had been three-quarters willing. One more kiss and she would have surrendered completely. Yet he had stopped.
Perhaps it was because of his promise to Ross, perhaps because of the desperate vulnerability in Lady Sara's eyes as she begged him not to continue. Much as he wanted her, he had found himself unable to do something that would make her despise herself afterward.
The trouble was that he liked the blasted woman, liked her intelligence and humor and wise, gentle spirit. He also could not avoid a certain grudging respect for the fact that she tried to live up to her principles of right and wrong. Such principles were the luxuries of people who had led easy lives, but they were not without a certain charm.
His mouth curled with self-disgust as he considered the repercussions of his moment of misguided restraint. It would have been far kinder to have tumbled her. By now he knew Lady Sara well enough to be sure that her conscience would have driven her to break her betrothal if she had been intimate with another man. Weldon would have lost his rich, highborn wife, Peregrine's goal would have been enjoyably achieved, and the lady herself would have been much better off in the long run.
Because Sara's own desire had been aroused, she would have been too honest to put all the blame on her seducer, and in the aftermath she would have suffered from guilt and self-reproach. But she would have been saved from Weldon, and it would not have been long before she came to terms with her lapse from virtue, for she had too much common sense to punish herself forever.
He had been a softheaded fool, and he and Sara would both end up paying a high price for his weakness. The betrothal must be broken, but since she would not see him except in a crowded social setting, he would have to find another way to achieve his end. The vague plan in the back of his mind was thoroughly dishonorable, but he would resort to it if necessary. And next time, he would not let Sara's honest, accusing brown eyes keep him from his purpose.
Benjamin Slade settled his reading glasses on his nose with lawyerly precision and lifted a paper from one of the files stacked on the desk in front of him. "Following your suggestions, I have compiled a remarkable dossier on Sir Charles Weldon. I would not have believed a gentleman could be guilty of such wickedness and hypocrisy had I not seen the evidence myself."
He paused and peered over the top of his glasses. "Bear in mind that there are two categories of evidence here. Some of it is so conclusive that any judge or jury in Great Britain would be convinced. However, there are other crimes that Weldon is surely guilty of, but where the evidence will not stand in court."
"I understand the distinction," Peregrine said, lounging back in his chair and crossing his legs. "It is neither necessary nor possible to prove all his crimes. I just want to know that we have enough to hang him." Correctly interpreting Slade's doubtful expression, he added with a humorless smile, "I speak metaphorically. Frankly, I think hanging is too good for Sir Charles Weldon."
Slade blinked. Then, surprisingly, he said, "I'm inclined to think you are right." His gaze returned to the paper in his hand. "To summarize, Weldon owns all the brothels you listed. He also appears to own several other brothels and two or three illegal gaming hells, though I can't prove it in most cases because the transfer of money is in cash, with minimal records. Except for Mrs. Kent's house, he seldom makes a personal visit to his own bawdy houses, preferring to channel funds through intermediaries. The most important of these is a man called Kane, who lives in Weldon's household and is described as a personal secretary."
Peregrine nodded. "That doesn't surprise me. I met Kane a couple of times. Silent and dangerous, not at all deferential, and looks like a former soldier."
"He could be. I have been unable to learn anything of his history before he began working for Weldon some fifteen years ago." Slade set one paper down and lifted another. "While Kane's background is mysterious, his criminal talent is vital to Weldon's illicit businesses. He collects money, terrorizes anyone who doesn't cooperate, and generally keeps things running smoothly. Each brothel has at least one guard who has been recruited from the London underworld and who reports directly to Kane. Rather like a private army. Overt violence is committed either by Kane or one of the brothel guards, which makes it difficult to connect Weldon directly with criminal activity."
The lawyer gave a slight, satisfied smile. "However, I have been able to acquire some useful affidavits. For example, in the case of Mrs. Kent's appalling establishment, Miss Miller not only overheard Weldon and Kent discussing his ownership, but she herself saw money change hands and will testify."
Peregrine smiled, amused. Jenny might have seen what she claimed, but he considered it more likely that she had made the incident up as a way of getting back at Weldon. Better not to mention the latter possibility to Benjamin, who might be shocked at the prospect of someone lying under oath. Peregrine was less scrupulous; all he cared about was that if the girl lied, she would do it convincingly, and he suspected that she would. As he knew from experience, it was hard to be overconcerned with the niceties of the law when one has lived outside it. "I imagine that all this information has cost a fortune in bribes."
"I prefer not to use the term bribe," Slade said blandly, "but, yes, substantial amounts have been expended. You did give me the authority.''
"I'm not complaining. Spend whatever is necessary." Though Peregrine seldom smoked, he leaned forward and took a cigar from the box on his host's desk. "Were you able to establish if Weldon is involved with those ships I told you to investigate?"
Slade nodded, his gray eyes like chipped ice. "I was. The ownership is indirect, and I had to follow a convoluted trail through several sham companies. However, because of the laws and government registrations involved, his guilt can be proved beyond doubt, unlike most of the brothel ownerships."
As exultation surged through him, Peregrine trimmed the end of the cigar. So he was right—his enemy was as evil as expected, and stupid or arrogant enough to leave a trail for anyone clever enough to know where to look. "What about Weldon's legitimate businesses?"
"Though he has a reputation for wealth and success, the reality is rather different. He's undeniably clever, but too often rash. If it were not for the income from his illegal enterprises, he might have gone bankrupt some time ago." The lawyer opened a new file. "In the last eighteen months, he has made a number of bad decisions and is now overdue on repaying several personal loans. The bank holding his paper is nervous, but assumes he will recover soon. It helps that Weldon recently announced his betrothal to an heiress, Lady Sara St. James. They will marry quite soon. Perhaps you have met her at one of your social affairs? She's the only child of the Duke of Haddonfield."
"I've met her." Eyes narrowed, Peregrine lifted the shade from the candle lamp and lit his cigar. "What would it do to Weldon's financial situation if the betrothal ended?"
Slade's brows rose. "It certainly wouldn't help him. Do you have reason to believe the marriage will not take place?"
"I'm sure it will not." The prince drew in a mouthful of smoke, then slowly exhaled it. "You may drop a few discreet hints in financial circles that Lady Sara, who is a woman of taste and perception, is in the process of reconsidering her decision to marry Weldon."
The lawyer regarded him thoughtfully. "I have a feeling that the less I know about that, the better. Rest assured that soon it will be known that Weldon might not receive the financial settlement he is planning on. Of course, he can find another heiress, but these things take time, even for a handsome man with a distinguished reputation."
Peregrine tapped the cigar on the edge of the glass ashtray and watched the charred tobacco fall off. "Once the marriage is in doubt, do you think that the bank holding Weldon's loans might be interested in selling them to someone else?"
"Quite possibly. But if you buy Weldon's loans, you will take a heavy loss if he doesn't recover."
"I don't care," Peregrine said brusquely. "I want those loans. Buy them through that dummy company you set up so that my name isn't associated. Now what about the L & S Railway?"
"Taking it over is the cleverest thing Weldon has done in years," Slade said, unable to withhold an approving nod. "The financial community is very excited about the new management and the company's prospects. When new stock is issued next week, it should sell quickly. You'll make a good profit on the money you invested."
"Did you find out the true story on the legal problems Weldon told me about?"
"I was coming to that." The lawyer gave him a reproving look for his impatience. "As you know, the parliamentary bill that incorporates a railroad says that the company can take the land it needs in return for proper compensation. The original L & S management was undercapitalized to begin with, so they tried to appropriate land for less than a fair price. Not surprisingly, a number of landowners filed suit for more money, led by a yeoman farmer in Hampshire named Jethro Crawley. There was considerable bitterness between the company and the landowners."
Slade peered over his glasses. "This is where it gets interesting. Though it isn't commonly known, Crawley dropped his lawsuit after a mysterious fire on his farm. A most unfortunate incident. Someone died, I believe. After Weldon took the railroad over, a number of the other landowners settled their cases for amounts of money not much greater than they had been offered in the first place."
Peregrine thought about it. "Do you think that Crawley was the victim of arson, and most of the other landowners decided to take what money they could get rather than risk the same thing happening to them?"
"It is certainly a possibility," Slade agreed. "I thought I'd go down to Hampshire this week and talk to Jethro Crawley, see if I could learn what really happened."
"I want to do that myself." Peregrine drew in a mouthful of smoke, then blew out several perfect smoke rings. "If he hasn't formally signed over the railroad right-of-way to the L & S, perhaps he will sell it to us instead. It would have to be done through another dummy investment company, so Weldon won't know who is behind it until it's too late."
"Then what?" Slade said, looking alarmed.
Peregrine's eyes gleamed. "Weldon will find himself with a new lawsuit on his hands, possibly accompanied by criminal charges that the railway has been brutally intimidating innocent landowners. Wouldn't the newspapers love that? It would make a lovely scandal and probably bring construction of the railroad to a halt again."
Slade frowned. "You've invested a sizable fortune in the L & S. If you mean to block construction, it will be very expensive for you and a lot of other people as well."
"No matter." Peregrine cut the lawyer off from further warnings with a chopping motion of his cigar. "Have we anything else to discuss tonight?"
"The seller of Sulgrave is eager for a quick settlement, so the sale should be closed within a week.''
"The sooner the better. Have you had any luck at finding a suitable Mayfair town house?"
"An excellent furnished house on Park Street is available for rent. It belongs to a nobleman who is going abroad for a year. It's expensive but very elegant. Do you want to look at it?"
Peregrine shook his head. "If you think it is suitable, just go ahead and rent it. I am weary of hotel living." He gazed absently at the bright coal on the end of the cigar, remembering another item of unfinished business. "How is Jenny Miller?"
Slade's eyes warmed. "You would hardly recognize the girl. She's amazingly quick—understands and remembers everything she's told. Her East End accent is almost gone."
Peregrine heard a faint sound at the door of the study, as if a mouse had brushed by. Gesturing for Slade to keep talking, he set his cigar in the ashtray, then rose and crossed the room on soundless feet.
The lawyer watched in puzzlement as he continued, "I've found a woman who was lady's maid to a countess. She is willing to train Miss Miller in the skills required for such a position."
Peregrine threw the door open and was unsurprised when Jenny almost fell into the room. Her eyes widened with terror at being caught. She made a small, desperate sound and whirled away, but he caught her arm and turned her to face him.
The girl looked her true age now that she was dressed as a woman, not a child. In her demure chignon and modest blue gown, she might have been the daughter of a successful lawyer or doctor, or even a vicar. Hard to believe that such a pretty, respectable young lady had spent years imprisoned in a brothel.
Mildly Peregrine asked, "Were our voices loud enough for you, or should we repeat what was said?"
"I didn't hear anything," she protested, trembling in his grip. "I was just coming down to see if Mr. Slade might like me to make him a cup of tea, like I usually do in the evenings."
"That's true," Benjamin put in. "Don't frighten the child. There's no harm done."
Ignoring the interruption, Peregrine said, "Don't lie to me, Jenny." He escorted her into the study. "I've heard you rustling at the door almost since I arrived. Have a seat."
Nervously the girl perched on a straight-backed chair. She glanced at Slade, who smiled reassuringly, then looked up at Peregrine, who towered over her. His gaze holding hers, he said, "I'm sure that you are excellent at spying and eavesdropping, and those skills have helped you survive. I'm equally sure that you won't stop any time soon. I don't really object, but I want your solemn promise that you will not use anything you learn against me or my friends. Also, if you ever hear something I might be interested in, you will inform me of it. Is that clear?''
Her eyes widened. Then she nodded. "I promise.I'd never do anything to hurt you or Mr. Slade. I—I just like to know what's going on. All those spy holes in Mrs. Kent's house could be used in both directions, and I was small enough to get into places she'd never think to look, I learned a lot that way.''
"No doubt," he said dryly as he picked up his still-smouldering cigar. "Do you have any requests, comments, or complaints to make before I leave?"
"Oh, no." She shook her shining blond head emphatically. "Mr. Slade has been ever so good to me. These last few weeks have been the best of my life. I'm looking forward to learning how to be a lady's maid. I'll be a good one."
"I don't doubt it." Dismissing her from his mind, Peregrine took a last pull at his cigar before stubbing it out. "Do we have anything else to discuss, Benjamin? ''
"No." The lawyer handed over a thick folder. "Here are complete details of everything I summarized tonight. I trust you'll find them interesting."
The prince accepted the folder, bade them both a polite good night, then left. After the door closed behind him, Jenny shook her head. "He's a strange one, he is. Seems to hear and know everything, and never does what you expect. Makes me nervous as a cat on a griddle."
"That's a rather tactless way to refer to your benefactor, though I must admit that I know how you feel," Slade said with a faint smile. "But if you don't cross him you couldn't ask for a better employer or friend."
"I honest to God wouldn't want him for an enemy, '' she said with a shiver. Then she smiled at the lawyer, her delicate face lighting up with sweetness. "I'd much rather have you for a friend. You don't scare a body to death." She stood. "Would you like me to make you a cup of tea?''
"I'd like that very much." As she brushed by his chair, Slade half raised his hand, then let it drop, but his longing gaze followed her out of the room. Then he turned to his papers, his mouth tight. He had done many difficult things for his employer, but he had never realized that the hardest task would be turning a whore into a young lady.
Crawley's farm was solid and unpretentious, the stone buildings mellowed with years and weather. The only whimsical note was the thatched roof of the house, where a reed fox chased three reed chickens along the ridgepole. But the thatch was old and ragged, and the fox threatened to topple from the ridgepole, just one of many subtle signs of neglect, as if the farm had fallen on hard times.
No one was in sight, so Peregrine dismounted and knocked on the door. After a lengthy wait, it was opened by a middle-aged woman. Her round face had been designed for cheerfulness, but there were haggard lines around her mouth, and anxiety in her eyes when she found a gentleman on her doorstep.
"Mrs. Crawley?" Peregrine asked. When she nodded, he continued, "I want to speak with your husband. Is he available?"
"Aye," she said reluctantly. "Should be behind the stables."
"Thank you." He touched his hat and was starting to turn when a little girl peered around her mother's skirts, only to be pulled hastily back and the door closed. Something was definitely wrong at Crawley's farm.
Unhurriedly Peregrine made his way across the farmyard to the stables. The right side of the yard was bounded by the charred ruins of the barn that had burned the year before. The stone walls could be salvaged and the barn rebuilt, but that would be an expensive proposition, and there was little money in evidence around him.
Behind the stables, Jethro Crawley sat on a mushroom-shaped staddle stone, painstakingly repairing a broken harness with strips of new leather. As Peregrine approached, the burly farmer looked up, his hands becoming still and his eyes wary. Brusquely he asked, "What do you want?"
"I want to talk about the lawsuit you filed against the L& S Railway."
"I got nothin' to say to you." Crawley's gaze went back to the harness, and he stabbed a heavy needle through a hole punched in the leather.
"Once you didn't mind talking about the subject. You spoke to a couple of dozen landowners, convincing them that the railroad was not offering a fair price. Then there was a fire here, and suddenly you dropped your lawsuit. Without your leadership, all the other litigants settled quickly. I've been wondering why."
Crawley stood, fury in his blue-gray eyes. And under the anger was fear. "I don't have to answer that, you bastard. You and your kind have done enough to me. Now get off my land!"
"Not until you've talked to me." Peregrine's tone was unperturbed, but he watched the farmer alertly and was prepared when the man swung the harness at him, the leather straps cracking like a whip.
Smoothly he stepped aside, then grabbed Crawley's wrist in an iron grip. As the farmer tried unsuccessfully to free himself, Peregrine said softly, "It was Weldon, wasn't it?"
The farmer's resistance collapsed. He licked his lips, then asked hoarsely, "How do you know so much?"
"I made it my business to know." Releasing Crawley's wrist, Peregrine stepped back, though he did not relax his watchfulness. "Weldon is my enemy as well as yours. If you will tell me what happened, perhaps I can help you get some of your own back."
The other man sat down on the staddle stone again, his shoulders bowed and his hands restlessly kneading the leather straps. "I had taken out a mortgage, and used the money to buy my oldest son land in Canada. Then the L & S decided to take a big chunk o' my farm. With less cropland, it would be harder to pay off the mortgage, so I filed a suit askin' for fair compensation. Without it, there was a chance I might lose every thin'."
Crawley swallowed hard. "Then that fellow Weldon and his secretary Kane came and suggested that it might be better if I accepted the money offered. I refused, o' course, I needed the money and all I wanted was a fair price. Weldon said that was a pity. I'll never forget his eyes—like a snake's. He never came back here, but after that things began to happen. My sheep were poisoned, and I lost almost the whole flock. I had a small herd o' milk cows, and one night some bastard shot half o' them. And then…" His voice choked, and he stopped talking.
"That was when the barn burned?" Peregrine prompted.
The farmer nodded. "The barn and the granary both. It was arson, no question, but there was no sign of who'd done it. Most o' the corn harvest had just been stored, which meant we didn't make any money at all last year, but that wasn't the worst."
A spasm of pain crossed his weathered face. "My second boy, Jimmy. There was something wrong with him. He was simple, and his face was sort o' squashed, not natural. But a sweeter-tempered lad you never met, and he was wonderful with the animals. It hurt him somethin' terrible when the livestock were killed. My wife and I had always known he'd never be able to take care of the farm on his own, so we figured we'd leave the property to my third son, Will, who'd look after Jimmy when we were gone. But now…"He stopped speaking, his face stark.
"Jimmy was the one who died in the fire?"
The farmer nodded. "It has been real dry, and the thatch on the barn went up like tinder. Jimmy heard the plow horses screamin', and he went to get them out. I didn't see him in time to stop him. The roof beam caved in on him." Fiercely he shook his head, trying to deny the tears that showed in his eyes. "A few days later I got an unsigned letter suggestin' that since I have a wife and two more children at home, it would be wiser to drop the lawsuit. So I did."
The callous threat confirmed that Weldon was behind it. Peregrine felt murderous rage sweep through him, but he kept his fury tightly controlled. "Have you officially accepted the railroad's money and signed the rights over to them?''
"Not yet." Crawley spat onto the ground."That should happen in a couple o' weeks. Then I'll get the money, though it's no more than half what the land's worth."
"Did you consider going to the law about what was done, perhaps the local magistrate or your member of Parliament?"
The other man gave him a look of intense disgust. "Sure as apples fall from a tree, Weldon's the one who had my stock killed and my barn fired, but I haven't a single damn' shred o' proof. How far do you think I'd get, accusin' a rich man like him?"
"Probably not very," Peregrine admitted. "What about selling the farm and going somewhere else?"
"I thought o' everythin'." Crawley spoke compulsively, as if needing to release what had been bottled up inside him. "But with the mortgage, I'd not get enough out of this place to start up again. Besides, this land's been in my family since good Queen Bess was on the throne—how could I run away? So I'll take the money and hope it's enough to keep goin'. It'll take years to rebuild the barns and the livestock, and pay off the mortgage. With a couple o' bad years in a row, we could still lose everythin', but I don't see any choice."
He took off his shapeless hat and ran one hand wearily through his grizzled hair. "I dunno, maybe there's somethin' else I can do, but I dunno know what. Seems like the heart went out o' the place when Jimmy died."
"Nothing will bring your son back," Peregrine said quietly, "but if you want it, I'll give you the chance to rebuild this farm to what it was, and to hurt Weldon at the same time."
The farmer raised his head, startled, then gave his visitor a long, hard scrutiny. His features firmed up as his native shrewdness displaced the despair that had weighed him down. At length, he said just one word: "Why?"
"Because I am going to break Charles Weldon." Peregrine's voice was soft and implacable. "And you can help me do it."
Their gazes locked and held, until Crawley said, "What do you want me to do?"
"Sell the right-of-way to me, and I will reinstate the lawsuit against the railway. I will pay off your mortgage and give you two thousand pounds besides. Then I want you and your family to vanish, perhaps visit your son in Canada. When Weldon is no longer a threat, you can come back and start rebuilding, probably in time for next spring's planting."
The farmer's brows went up. "What's the catch?"
"There is a chance, slight but real, that Weldon will defeat me. In that case I'll be dead," Peregrine said dispassionately. "If that happens and you dare not bring your family back here, at least you'll be able to sell the farm more easily and profitably than you can now, and can start again somewhere else."
For the space of three heartbeats, Crawley was still. Then he laid the ox harness on the ground and stood, offering his hand. "Mister, you've just bought yourself a right-of-way."
As he shook the farmer's work-hardened hand, Peregrine permitted himself a smile of satisfaction. Another thread had been added to the web. Soon, very soon, it would be time to catch his prey. But first, he must remove Lady Sara St. James from Weldon's grasp.
Peregrine lifted a decanter and glanced at Lord Ross Carlisle, who sat on the other side of the gleaming mahogany table. "I know that port is what gentlemen are supposed to drink after dinner, but I avoid it whenever possible. I'm having brandy. What is your preference? My new butler seems to have provided every known form of spirits."
Ross smiled. "Brandy will do nicely. I've never been that fond of port myself."
Peregrine had moved into his rented town house the day before, and having Ross to dine was a quiet celebration of being out of the hotel. As he poured brandy into two stemmed glasses, he reflected on the irony of the fact that in the last few weeks, he had seen almost nothing of Ross and Sara, whom he liked, but had spent large quantities of time with the man he loathed.
It was time well spent, for Sir Charles Weldon was coming to look on Peregrine as a friend and trusted business associate. Under cover of "friendship," the Kafir had stalked the Englishman, learning details of Weldon's business and personal life, and what his enemy valued.
Peregrine found perverse, decadent pleasure in the fact that he could laugh at Weldon's jokes, while under the surface hatred simmered and hissed like hell's own fires. While making light, witty comments, he visualized Weldon writhing under slow, infinitely painful oriental tortures. He bought Weldon dinner at the hotel, and poured wine as he prayed that his enemy would know the ultimate bitterness of betrayal. It was all profoundly satisfying, and perhaps a little mad, but Peregrine found dark satisfaction in every moment.
Oblivious to his host's thoughts, Ross accepted his glass of brandy. "Except for not liking port, you have adjusted to English society very thoroughly." He gestured at the ornate dining room. "You seem to have been born to this."
Peregrine's mouth quirked up. "You know better than that."
"It certainly is different from your house in Kafiristan," his friend agreed. "All those people and animals coming and going as they pleased. I never did understand exactly who most of them were, or how they were related to you."
"I didn't always understand, either. Kafir households are both hospitable and complicated, and most of those people were in no way related to me." The prince took a sip of his brandy. "Is your book going well? I haven't seen much of you lately."
Ross made a wry face. "I doubt if writing a book ever goes well, but progress is being made. Sorry I've neglected you, but after the first fortnight, you didn't seem to need assistance."
"No need to apologize, you're not my nursemaid And you're correct, I have had no problems. Many hostesses enjoy having a tame barbarian in their drawing rooms," Peregrine said with sardonic humor. "Besides, I would not want to separate you from your work when the Muse is cooperating."
"It would be more accurate to say that the Muse and I are engaged in a tavern brawl, with the Muse striking mostly illegal blows. If my publisher wasn't demanding the manuscript weekly, I'd have given up by now," Ross said feelingly. "And there are distractions ahead because my mother persuaded me that it's my duty to give a ball in honor of Sara and Sir Charles. It will be held at my country place, three weeks before their marriage. The invitations haven't been sent yet, but I hope you will be able to come and stay a few days. The house will be full for the first time in…" He paused to consider. Then his eyes went opaque. "For the first time in a number of years."
With difficulty, Peregrine masked the elation that raced through his blood. Fate had just given him the last thread for the web. "Will the guests of honor be staying with you?"
"Yes, along with my parents and some others." Ross chuckled. "My mother is doing most of the work, so I really have no right to complain of the nuisance."
"I'll be delighted to come and meet your parents. They live mostly in the country, don't they?"
His friend nodded. "Yes, my father is near eighty now. His health is good for a man of his years, but he prefers to avoid traveling. However, he's prepared to make the effort for Sara's sake. She's a great favorite of his."
"Lady Sara is a remarkable young woman." Peregrine's tone was carefully neutral. "I understand why she is so dear to you."
Ross's expression became serious. "Obviously you have had no success in persuading my cousin to end her betrothal."
"I have not yet given up hope of changing her mind." Idly Peregrine swirled the brandy in his glass. He had seen Sara several times at social affairs, had danced with her twice. It had been surprisingly hard to treat her as a mere acquaintance when there had been so much more between them. He had wanted to make her laugh, he had wanted to kiss her, and he wanted to finish what they had begun at Sulgrave.
If Sara wanted the same, she had shown no sign of it. She had been perfectly, sweetly polite, and as remote as if he were a complete stranger. Every inch a lady, to his regret. With irritation, he swallowed the rest of his brandy, then poured more. She was a distraction and a means to an end, no more, and he should not waste time thinking about bedding her. "I doubt that Lady Sara is deeply attached to Weldon, but I think she feels honor bound to marry him."
"That's Sara," Ross said ruefully. "Honorable to a fault. She would bend over backward to give the devil a fair hearing. If you have good reasons why she shouldn't marry him, it would be better to tell her directly so she can decide for herself."
It had never occurred to Peregrine to tell the simple truth, but after his initial surprise, he considered the possibility before discarding it. "I don't think that would work. Weldon's crimes are too appalling, too vicious—there is an English word. Heinous, I think?— too heinous for an honorable person to believe. I have been gathering proof, but so far, most of what I have is abstract, a matter of complex financial records rather than a true picture of the suffering he has caused. Not enough, I fear, to persuade your cousin to break her betrothal."
"You're probably right." His friend frowned. "Is Weldon really so dreadful? I find him disturbing, but it's hard to believe he is quite the monster you describe."
"He is worse than you can imagine, and you have seen much more of the world than Lady Sara," Peregrine said bluntly. "Even you, who have some cause to trust my word, have trouble accepting that Weldon is evil. Since that is so, how can I convince an honest innocent like your cousin?"
"I take your point, though it would be easier to believe if you were more specific about what Weldon has done," Ross observed. "However, you obviously don't want to say more, and I assume you have your reasons. But about Sara—you said you have not given up hope."
Peregrine looked into his friend's eyes and began to lie. "I may soon have an incontrovertible piece of evidence. If so, I would like to present it to Lady Sara in the presence of you, her father, and Weldon. That way, Weldon can speak in his own behalf, and you and Haddonfield will be there to ensure that he does not try to coerce her. Will you help me?''
The other man gave a long, measuring look. "That seems fair. If it comes to that, I'll do whatever I can to help."
Peregrine raised his glass in a half salute. "To Lady Sara's best interests and future happiness." Then he downed the rest of the brandy. He was not interested in the pallid English concept of "fairness"; what he wanted was to see Old Testament justice visited on Charles Weldon. And one way or another, he would separate Sara from her betrothed—even if the price was Ross's friendship and Sara's reputation.

Chapter 10

 
"You dance very well, Lady Weldon."
As they swung in time to the music, Sara laughed up at her partner. "I'm not quite Lady Weldon yet, Charles, but soon. Are you enjoying yourself?"
"Very much." Her betrothed smiled back. He was splendidly handsome in formal evening dress, the touch of silver at his temples adding to his distinguished appearance. "It's very gracious of your cousin to give this ball for us."
"Most of the credit must go to Aunt Marguerite," Sara said. Briefly her gaze went to the tall, golden-haired figure of the Duchess of Windermere, who stood on the far side of the glittering ballroom and viewed the results of her work with calm satisfaction. Though over fifty, in the soft chandelier light she still had the beauty that had captivated a duke. Sara felt a familiar pang of regret that her own mother, who had so resembled Aunt Marguerite, was not here to see her daughter marry.
The duchess saw Sara's glance and sent a smile, which Sara returned affectionately before the figures of the waltz turned her away. "Even though Aunt Marguerite voluntarily renounced the fashionable world to stay with her husband in Norfolk, she does like re-emerging occasionally to prove that no one can entertain quite as elegantly as she.''
"She does it very well," Charles agreed, clearly relishing the idea of being related to the duchess by marriage. "But you will be even better."
"If you want me to be a grand hostess, I'll do my best.'' Sara was pleased at how well she and Charles had been getting along in the last weeks. The tension at the beginning of the summer had melted away after she had stopped seeing Peregrine.
The music ended and partners separated. Weldon said, "What lucky man is your next partner?"
"You are tres galant tonight, Charles," she said teasingly. "As it happens, I want no partner for this dance. I knew that by this time I would be ready to catch my breath and visit with Great-Aunt Sylvia. I haven't seen her for months."
Charles gave a mock shudder. "I will let you do that on your own. I've always found the dowager countess to be most alarming. I'll join you later for the supper dance."
"Until then." Sara smiled before turning toward the card room, where her great-aunt was likely to be found.
Her smile faded as she moved across the ballroom, exchanging greetings and accepting good wishes from other guests. She could not help but remember another ball, where Prince Peregrine had coaxed her into dancing again. Since the trip to Sulgrave, he had been all too willing to abide by her prohibition against seeing him privately. They had met casually at parties and balls, almost as strangers.
She had been grateful, of course; without the prince's disturbing presence, her normal equilibrium had returned. She had ordered her trousseau, sent wedding invitations, gone to Charles's house with Eliza to plan redecorating the girl's room, and calmly accepted her betrothed's chaste, respectful kisses when he brought her home after social functions.
But whenever she saw the Kafir, something secret and sorrowful tugged deep inside her. His behavior confirmed what she had suspected: he had made advances because she was available, and turned his attention elsewhere when she proved unwilling. Because he had taken the time and effort to guide her through her fears, she had thought there was a special friendship between them, but obviously she was wrong. As unthinkingly as a child plucking flowers, he had changed her life, then moved on. And because she had gained so much from knowing him, she had no right to feel anger or regret.
Tonight she had seen the prince only from a distance. He had arrived late and immediately been surrounded by eager women. She wondered if any were his mistresses. Perhaps all of them were; harems were popular where he came from.
She must stop thinking such things, she told herself as she stopped to greet Lord Batsford, Charles's pleasant, undistinguished older brother. Peregrine had no place in her life, and he never would. Never.
Peregrine made his way toward Ross across the ballroom, politely refusing to allow anyone to deter him from his path. Ever since arriving in England, exultation had coursed along the edges of his consciousness, but now it surfaced like a hidden river reaching for the sun. The time had come. Tonight he would strike the first direct blow against Weldon, though his enemy would not recognize it as the opening salvo of a war. Like a warrior going into battle, Peregrine felt heightened awareness, a sharpening of wits and senses that would enable him to turn whatever happened tonight to his advantage.
Ross saw his approach and came to meet him. Pitching his voice below the music and chatter, he asked, "Have you found the proof that you wanted?"
"I believe so." Peregrine studied Ross, knowing that the Englishman was one of the most unpredictable elements in what would happen tonight. He would not take kindly to the knowledge that he had been played for a fool. Well, for Ross's sake he would make the attempt to persuade her with words. "I'm going to ask Sara to come to the library and listen to what I have to say. Give me half an hour to try to persuade her to end her betrothal. If neither of us has emerged after thirty minutes, bring Weldon and Haddonfield to the library."
Ross's golden brows arched up. "You want to do this now, in the middle of a ball?"
"So English, worrying about a scene," Peregrine murmured. "In fact, that is one reason tonight is perfect. With the house full of people, the principal players in this little drama will do their best to suppress undignified reactions. Much more tidy. Besides, the sooner this business is done, the better."
"That I agree with. Very well, half an hour. The library is a good choice. You should be undisturbed there." Ross's eyes narrowed. For a moment, the formidable man who had survived some of the world's most dangerous places was visible through his gentlemanly facade. "I just hope you know what you're doing."
Peregrine gave a brief, feral smile. "I do."
Then he went to find Lady Sara. The music had started again, and she was skirting the edge of the ballroom when he intercepted her. Tonight she wore an amber silk gown trimmed with blond lace, and its luxurious simplicity suited her perfectly. In the aftermath of dancing, she glowed with rosy warmth, and the deep decolletage exposed an enticing expanse of delicate curves.
Surprised at his sudden appearance, Sara glanced up at Peregrine without the cool reserve that she had maintained since Sulgrave. He caught his breath, unexpectedly moved by her closeness, and by the pleasure of once again seeing the essential Sara St. James revealed in those clear brown eyes. Once more he thought of a sibyl, a timeless beauty, simultaneously wise and innocent, and he wanted her with blazing intensity.
But now was not the time for such thoughts, for desire had little to do with what would happen next. "Lady Sara, I must speak with you alone."
"What… ?" She halted, puzzled and wary.
"I do not ask this lightly." For a moment he was distracted by the way her burnished gold hair was drawn back in shining waves, revealing the flawless bone structure beneath her creamy complexion. Forcing himself back to the business at hand, he said, "There is something very important you must know."
Her cool reserve back in place, she studied his face before saying, "Very well. We can go out on the patio."
Feeling her resistance, he focused his will and issued the silent command, Come with me. Aloud, he said, "The library would be better. What I must say should not be overheard by others."
Sara had sworn not to be alone with the prince again, but his green eyes and deep voice were compelling. And she was also curious, wondering what he could have to say that required such secrecy. As she wavered, Peregrine took her elbow.
She almost jerked away at the intensity of her reaction, for even his light, passionless touch aroused her, reminding her why she had decided to keep her distance. But there was nothing of the seducer about him—heavens, what could he do during a ball in her cousin's house?—so she allowed herself to be guided from the room.
The library was on the opposite side of the house, and the sounds of music and voices vanished when Peregrine closed the door. Faint illumination came from two lamps, and he turned up the flames before facing her. "Perhaps you should sit down," he suggested. "What I am going to say will come as a shock."
She sat at one end of the long leather-covered sofa, her hands clasped in her lap. Her primness was a direct reaction to the Kafir's dark, dangerous allure. He stood a dozen feet away, balanced lightly on the balls of his feet like a fencer. Sara felt no physical threat, but something in the atmosphere made her uneasy, like storm clouds rolling across a dusky sky. "What is this vital issue you must speak of, Your Highness? I should not absent myself too long from a ball that is in my honor."
The silence stretched as he regarded her with brooding eyes. Abruptly he said, "This will not be easy for you to believe, but try to listen with an open mind. Lady Sara, you are betrothed to a man who is evil, corrupt in ways beyond anything you can imagine. You must not marry Charles Weldon.''
Sara was so surprised that her mouth fell open. She did not know what she had expected, but it was not this. "Ridiculous!" she exclaimed. "Do you really expect me to believe that?"
"You should." There was a raw power in him that she had not seen before, and she realized that he had discarded the veneer of civilization to reveal the fierce mountain warrior. "Do you know how his first wife died?"
"Jane Weldon tripped and fell down the stairs, I believe," she said slowly. "A tragedy, but I fail to see the relevance."
"She told her husband that she was leaving him, taking Eliza, and going back to her family. The next day, she died—at her husband's hands."
Sara stared at him, feeling a stirring of anger. "This is utter rubbish. There was never talk of a rift between Charles and his wife, nor was there any suggestion that her death was anything but an accident. I will not sit and listen to your absurd accusations." She got to her feet. "I would advise you not to say such things to anyone else, or you run the risk of being charged with slander."
"Don't go yet, Lady Sara." He raised one hand commandingly. "I have just begun."
Reluctantly Sara sat down again, her hands clenched around her folded fan. There couldn't possibly be any truth in Peregrine's charges, but having agreed to listen, she supposed she should hear him out. If she could show him how wrong he was about Charles, it could prevent trouble for her betrothed.
"A housemaid heard Weldon and his wife shouting on the landing moments before the accident. Then there was a scream, and the sound of a falling body," Peregrine said. "The maid was the first one on the scene, but Weldon was gone, and his wife was already dead of a broken neck. Weldon came home an hour later, claiming he had been at his office."
Sara felt a faint, chilling finger at her nape. Could Charles possibly have been so angry that he had given in to a brief, violent impulse? Feeling disloyal for even thinking it, she asked, "If a crime was committed, why didn't the girl report it to a magistrate?"
"Because Weldon had her kidnapped and sent to a brothel," Peregrine said harshly. "After several months she died there, but not before she told another girl what had happened. I have an affidavit sworn by the second girl, but it is hearsay evidence and inadmissible in court."
"And since the original housemaid is dead, the story is impossible for Charles to refute." Sara shook her head, utterly unable to reconcile the prince's accusations with the dignified, familiar man she had promised to wed. "That is why hearsay is not evidence—there is no way of determining the truth."
"If that was the only charge against Weldon, perhaps one could give him the benefit of the doubt, but there are dozens of such incidents." He gave a deeply cynical smile. "Isn't there an English expression, no smoke without fire? Weldon is surrounded by the smoke and fire of hell itself, and I'm going to see that he burns."
Sara's eyes narrowed as his words triggered a flash of insight. "This has nothing to do with me, does it? It is about Charles. I thought you were his friend, but I was wrong. You hate him," she said softly. "Everytime you and I have been alone, you have made some oblique remark against Charles. Because I would not listen, you have invented this parcel of lies. It will not work, and I will not stay here to listen to you slander an honest man." She stood and walked toward the door, but she had to pass Peregrine to do so.
He blocked her path and caught her by the upper arms, his clasp light but implacable. "Yes, I hate him, but that does not mean that I am lying." His eyes blazed like green fire. "Weldon is corrupt to the depths of his black soul. He is the prince of hypocrites, infinitely dangerous because he pretends virtue while performing the most despicable deeds."
Sara's belief in her betrothed faltered briefly under the force of the Kafir's conviction. Then she shook her head. "Charles has been a friend of my father's for a dozen years. Why should I believe your unsupported word against him?"
"When I am a foreigner, and he is an English gentleman? Indeed, why should you believe me?" His voice dropped, became rich with intimacy. "Don't you know the answer to that, Sara?"
His grip loosened as his hands skimmed down her arms in a sensual caress, then went around her waist. When he bent to Sara's upturned face, she tried to pull away, but he would not release her. "Believe me, Sara," he said huskily. "I am many things, most of them bad, but in this I tell the truth. Charles Weldon is evil."
She shivered as his lips touched a sensitive spot below her ear, then made a leisurely journey down her throat. "Weldon delights in destroying innocence," he murmured, the subtle touch of his breath another caress. "I won't let you become another of his victims."
As he kissed the juncture of throat and shoulder, his forefinger traced the curve of her ear. Sara gasped as melting sensations flowed and shifted deep inside her. How was he able to evoke such a reaction when she had not known herself capable of feeling it? From the beginning she had been aware of his mesmerizing allure, but never had it been this shatteringly strong. She felt immersed in a river of fire that dissolved her will, leaving her helpless.
"Stop doing that," she said weakly, wanting to push him away but unable to summon any resistance.
His embrace tightened, pulling her against the hard length of his body. As he stroked and shaped her back and hips, igniting wants and wishes, he said, "You wish me to stop? All you have to say is that you don't desire me.''
"I—I can't say that I don't want you, but don't think that you will change my mind with kisses when words didn't work." Without conscious volition, she reached up and slid her hands around his neck. Her fingers brushed under his silky black hair before linking over the taut, masculine muscles. "And you can confuse me, but I will never be so confused that I will forget that I promised fidelity to another man."
"I know that, sweet Sara, and I value your maddening, incorruptible sense of honor," he said, his voice as soothing as his hands were not. "But though I cannot seduce you, for a few moments I want to hold you close, no matter what you believe, no matter what the future brings."
His words unleashed a rush of longing, doubt, and confusion, somewhere between dream and nightmare. The sin was in wanting one man when she was pledged to another, but she could not deny her desire. So if the sin was already committed, why not continue doing what she so much wanted for just a little while longer? Knowing that the house was full of people would keep her from losing what remnants of sanity and morality she still had. "I know this is wrong," she whispered, her eyes clouding with desire and despair, "but for just a moment more, because there can never be another time…"
Decision made, Sara stood on tiptoe so her mouth would reach his, and kissed him with the fierceness that he had taught her. Her eyes closed, and her hands tightened convulsively on his shoulders at the first touch of tongues.
Peregrine had guessed at her potential for passion, but even so he was startled by her intensity. As his own desire flared out of control, he forgot why he had brought her here and what would happen soon, forgot everything but her yielding body and painful honesty. He had not been so aroused since he was a lustful boy. Ah, God, she was sweet, with all the dangerous fire of innocence. And dangerous Sara certainly was, for she dimmed his sense of mission.
The thought helped restore his control. Breaking the kiss, he guided Sara's pliant body back to the sofa and lowered her onto the leather as waves of amber silk spilled around her. Then he lay on his side next to her, their bodies meeting in a full-length embrace, one of his knees between hers.
She squirmed against him, burying her fingers in his hair and pulling his head closer as he spread one hand across the smooth, bare flesh above her decolletage. She was as sleek as her own silk but far warmer, and she shimmered with response, her breathing quick and rough. He slid her dress off her shoulder and kissed the tender curve revealed. Dancing had left her skin flavored with delicate saltiness, and a sweet floral fragrance from her loosened hair mingled with the musky scent of leather.
His hand glided under the neckline of her gown, beneath the constraints of corset and chemise, and molded the soft warmth of her breast. Her nipple instantly tightened when his fingers found and teased it, and he felt the rapid beat of her heart under his palm.
In a distant corner of his mind, he admitted that he was glad that words had not changed her mind. He had wanted an excuse to do this, and not just because passion was a surer way of separating Sara from his enemy.
He tugged her gown still lower, baring the gentle swell of her breast. Then he took the dusky nipple in his mouth, delighting as it grew harder yet under the pressure of his tongue. As Sara moaned softly, once more he came perilously close to losing himself in desire, even though he knew it was a self-indulgent mistake.
The clock in the back of his mind was warning that the half hour was almost over, and he knew that he must conceal this lovely curving breast again. In just one more moment he would…
The squeal of the opening door hit with the impact of icy water. They both looked up to see the horrified faces of Ross, the Duke of Haddonneld, and Sir Charles Weldon.

Chapter 11

 
It was a moment from hell, time suspended and saturated with emotion. Sara gave a choked cry of dismay, her slim figure going rigid as stone. Peregrine swore softly. While he had intended to compromise her, he hadn't meant her to suffer the additional shame of being discovered half-undressed. Under his breath he said, "I'm sorry, Sara."
Instantly changing from lover to warrior, he yanked her gown back into place. Then he sat up and pulled Sara to a sitting position next to him, his left arm protectively around her.
The three intruders seemed frozen by the unexpected scene. The duke was appalled and unbelieving at the sight of his virtuous daughter in the throes of passion, while Ross glowered with a fury that must be rooted in the suspicion that his friend had deliberately deceived him.
But Peregrine noted Ross and the duke only in passing, for most of his attention was on Charles Weldon. His enemy's expression of shock, disbelief, and annihilating rage was everything Peregrine had ever hoped for, and he exulted in the sight. The first blow had been struck—but not the last.
Then the moment shattered. As Ross closed the door to give them privacy, Weldon fixed his furious gaze on Sara and snarled, "You filthy, disgusting little slut!"
Though Peregrine could feel Sara trembling under his arm, she did not try to avoid the accusing eyes of her betrothed. "I'm sorry, Charles," she said, her voice unsteady. "I did not mean to hurt you."
Her apology inflamed him rather than mollified him. "Instead you meant to betray me behind my back." Weldon exploded across the room, his expression murderous. "My God, to think that I believed you were pure, a genuine lady. But you're just another little whore. I'm going to…"
Peregrine stood and stepped in front of Sara, but it was Ross who stopped Weldon, grabbing the older man's arm. "Control yourself! I don't care how outraged you are, you can't take it out on a woman half your size."
Weldon spun against the restraining grip, and for a moment seemed on the verge of attacking Ross. Then common sense put a fragile check on his madness. He glared at Peregrine, who stood only a yard away. "I told Sara to stay away from you, that you couldn't be trusted, and the little slut pretended to be shocked at the very idea of you touching her," he said viciously. "How long has she been spreading her legs for you?"
"Enough!" Ross said sharply. "I know you are shocked, but I will not let you speak of Sara that way."
Weldon shook Ross's hand from his sleeve and turned to the duke, who watched gray-faced and silent. "Your little cripple didn't know when she was well-off, Haddonfield. If she had been able to keep her legs together, I might have made her a countess some day. Fortunate that I discovered what she is in time."
"You have reason to be angry, Charles, but you are making too much of this. Sara was just kissing him. Girls on the verge of marriage are often curious about other men. That doesn't mean they will not become virtuous wives." The duke's voice was almost pleading. "There is no reason to end your betrothal because of an innocent experiment.''
"Innocent experiment! Her dress was half off—if we had come in five minutes later, they would have been coupling! I wouldn't marry her if she was the last female on earth." Weldon's handsome face was distorted with malevolence. "You'll both regret this— after I tell people what happened tonight, you won't be able to buy the doxy a husband even if you throw in your title and whole fortune."
His seething gaze went back to Peregrine. "I knew it was a mistake to have anything to do with a filthy savage. You're no better than an animal, not fit to be allowed near decent women.''
"Not a savage—a barbarian. Savages know nothing of civilization. We barbarians know what civilization is, though we may have a low opinion of it." Peregrine's tone was distinctly ironic. "But of course a civilized, honorable English gentleman like you would know nothing of savagery or barbarism, would he?"
Weldon's blue eyes flickered, as if wondering whether the remark had deeper meanings. Then his gaze narrowed. "To think that I did you the honor of treating you as a friend."
"Were you treating me as a friend?" Peregrine asked with interest. "I thought it was my money that attracted you."
For a moment it appeared as if Weldon would attack him, but, to Peregrine's regret, his enemy thought better of it.
"You belong in the gutter," he snarled. Then he spun around and stalked out of the library, slamming the door with ear-numbing force.
In the strained silence that followed, the duke turned to his daughter, who still sat on the sofa, her hands knotted in her lap. "I am appalled by your conduct, Sara. I would never have believed that you could behave so wantonly when you were betrothed to another man. What have you to say for yourself?"
Sara flinched as if he had struck her. "Nothing at all, Father. There is no excuse for my behavior." There was a tremor in her low voice. "I'm sorry to have disappointed you."
Ross had been standing by Sara, and as she spoke,he put a comforting hand on her shoulder. "Don't put all the blame on Sara, Uncle Miles," Ross said. His hard stare at Peregrine made it clear what he meant.
"I do not deny that most of the fault is mine," Peregrine agreed, "though surely you noticed that Sara was not unwilling."
Ross accepted the words with cold fury as powerful as Weldon's anger and more dangerous for being controlled. There would be a reckoning between them, and soon. But not quite yet.
Haddonfield turned to Peregrine. "I hope you're pleased with yourself," he said bitterly. "For a few moments' selfish sport, you have ruined my daughter's life."
Peregrine glanced at Sara, who had not looked at him since they were interrupted. Her head turned and for a moment her stark gaze met his. In the sibylline depths of her eyes was bleak knowledge, and he knew that she had guessed that the intrusion was no accident.
Then she turned away, asking and expecting nothing of him. "The gossips will be delighted to say that prim Lady Sara is no better than she should be and deserved to be jilted, but to say that my life is ruined is an exaggeration, Father," she said, her voice under control. "It will be a nine days' wonder, half forgotten in a month. And as for marriage—I've never been sure that I wanted a husband."
"Perhaps your life isn't ruined, but your reputation is, and that's almost as bad." Haddonfield's face was set in hard, angry lines. "You'll never be received at court again. The only thing that could save you is a respectable marriage, but Charles was right—who would have you now?"
Sara's face went dead white at her father's condemnation, but she said nothing more. She had apologized for hurting those close to her, but she had too much pride to grovel or weep or beg forgiveness for what could not be undone.
Peregrine studied the taut line of her profile. If he had not seen her aching eyes, he would have thought her almost unaffected by what had happened. But he had seen, and the sight made him deeply uneasy.
This was a night of triumph, and he took avid delight in the knowledge that his enemy was suffering. The wound to Weldon's masculine pride was just the beginning; when his temper cooled, he would realize that ending his betrothal had dealt a mortal blow to his financial empire. He had not just lost a woman, he had ruined himself.
Yet now Peregrine found that his pleasure was tarnished by the sight of Sara's pain. Knowing that she was better off without Weldon, he had had no compunctions about compromising her. But he had not realized how much it would hurt her to be humiliated in front of her family, nor had he expected to be so affected by the sight of her suffering. Reminding himself that she would benefit by this night's work did not ease the strange, constricted feeling in his chest.
Sara's silk gown was rumpled and a loosened strand of lustrous dark gold hair had fallen over her bare shoulder, but she had not lost a shred of her aristocratic dignity. It was hard to decide which of his feelings was stronger: admiration for her stoic courage, or desire.
Peregrine was troubled in a way very rare to him. Yet even so, it was a complete surprise when he heard his own voice saying, "If Lady Sara needs a husband, I would be happy to volunteer for the position."
The stunned silence that followed rivaled the one that had occurred when he and Sara had been discovered. All three of the Britons stared at him in blank astonishment.
As startled as the others, Peregrine swiftly reviewed his rash statement. Usually he weighed decisions carefully, but sometimes he acted on pure impulse, as when he had decided to take Jenny Miller from the brothel.
 
Now impulse had struck again, skipping his brain entirely and going direct to his lips.
Yet even after fast, furious thought, he found that he did not regret his offer. A wife had never been part of his plans, but a wise man altered plans to suit unexpected circumstances. Marriage would help atone for what he had done to Sara, and as he watched the startled rise and fall of her breasts, he knew that marrying her would be no sacrifice.
He raised his brows, a little amused by the expressions of the other three. "When you said that Lady Sara needed a respectable marriage, Your Grace, you meant to a wellborn Englishman. While I am not that, I am very rich, which should counter some of my other failings."
The duke scrutinized his face before saying grudgingly, "I suppose you would do. If the marriage takes place soon, the gossip will die down quickly."
Ross said, a hard edge in his voice, "Is this what you've wanted all along, Mikahl?"
"No, the idea just occurred to me," Peregrine said blandly. "But now that I've thought of it, I find it appealing. Sara?"
Her voice rich with sarcasm, she said, "Your powerfully romantic proposal leaves me speechless."
Peregrine grinned in appreciation, but the duke said roughly, "You're not going to do any better, Sara. Accept him quickly, before he changes his mind."
"Better a scandal than a disastrous marriage," Ross snapped.
"It would be a mistake to decide anything tonight," Peregrine said soothingly. "Sara and I need to talk when she's had a chance to rest."
"That is the first sensible thing anyone has said," Sara replied, her tone brittle.
"May I call on you at eleven o'clock tomorrow morning?" Peregrine asked.
"Very well." She stood, tugging the gaudy engagement ring from her finger. Handing it to her father,she said, "Will you see that this is returned to Charles?" After he nodded, Sara continued, "I'm going up to my room, Ross, and I don't want to talk to anyone else tonight. Not anyone. " Her limp was more pronounced than usual as she crossed the library, but her spine was erect. She left without looking back.
"Uncle Miles, will you please ask my mother to take care of the guests on my behalf?" Ross asked. "I have a few things I wish to discuss with my esteemed friend."
Seeming grateful to have something to do, Haddon-field agreed, then left the room.
"You arranged that nasty little scene deliberately, didn't you?" Ross growled as soon as the door closed behind the duke. "If I didn't owe you my life, I would have already wrung your neck. Just what kind of game are you playing, Mikahl?"
"You are very quick to assume the worst. Isn't it possible that it was an accident of passion, that Sara and I were overcome by our feelings and lost track of the time?" Peregrine seemed totally at his ease, faint amusement visible on his dark face.
"No," Ross said flatly, fighting the urge to wipe the amusement off the other man's face. "That kind of accident doesn't happen to you. I've always known that you were devious, but I thought that in your own way, you were honorable. Instead you betrayed my trust and deceived me so that I became the instrument of injuring Sara. If that is your idea of friendship, may God preserve me from any more such friends."
"But the goal has been achieved," Peregrine said, refusing to be drawn. "Lady Sara is now free of a dangerous man."
"I've never liked Weldon, even less so after tonight, but I'd trust Sara to him sooner than to a scheming bastard like you." Ross took a firm hold on his raveling temper. "What you did to her tonight was unforgivable."
"It is Sara's choice to give or withhold forgiveness,not yours." Peregrine's expression grew thoughtful. "I wonder whether she will accept my offer of honorable matrimony. My guess is that the odds are about even. What do you think?"
His flippancy about Sara's future snapped the last frail threads of Ross's control. Without warning, he swung a furious fist at the Kafir. "You bloody-minded…"
Luckily Peregrine had a warrior's superb reflexes, or the blow might have broken his jaw. He twisted quickly, and his shoulder took most of the impact, but before he could recover, Ross's second blow connected solidly in his opponent's midriff.
As the Kafir doubled over, Ross felt a moment's profound satisfaction in the collision of muscle and bone. Satisfaction was inevitably short-lived. Peregrine didn't bother to straighten up, just grabbed Ross's leg and jerked him off balance. Even as Ross hit the carpet with painful force, he rolled and dragged his opponent off his feet.
Both men were highly skilled in hand-to-hand combat, and they had sparred often enough to be able to anticipate each other's moves. The result was an intense, noisy, exhausting brawl. They rolled and pummeled each other, back and forth across the library, smashing two wooden chairs and toppling the globe stand. Another furious exchange of blows sent Ross into a corner of the desk. A lamp tipped onto the carpet, and flames raced along the spilled oil until Ross peeled off his coat and tossed it over the blaze. As soon as it smothered, he returned to the fray with grim determination.
Peregrine avoided any blows or holds that could do serious damage, but Ross was less particular. Though he was not trying to kill, he wanted to harm the other man. He wanted Peregrine to feel some shadow of the pain that he had casually inflicted on Sara, and in his fury, Ross had never been more dangerous.
When both men were battered, bruised, and near the end of their endurance, Peregrine managed to pin Ross to the floor and apply a choke hold across his windpipe.
"Enough!" The Kafir's breath came in harsh, rattling gasps. "You're never going to win, I have had twenty years' head start in fighting for my life. But if this goes on much longer, one of us will be badly hurt. I'd rather it wasn't me, and if it's you, Sara will be even angrier with me than she is now. Pax?"
Enough of Ross's fury had been burned off to make him amenable to reason. Now it was time to talk. "Pax," he agreed, his voice a hoarse rasp.
After Peregrine released him, Ross lay still for a minute, his lungs laboring for breath. He ached from head to foot, and one eye was blinded by blood trickling from a laceration along his eyebrow, but nothing seemed to be broken. Painfully he rolled to his knees, stopping when a wave of dizziness almost flattened him.
His erstwhile opponent grabbed him under the arms and hauled him to his feet, then propelled him over to the leather sofa. Ross sank gratefully back into the cushions, thinking that the damned Kafir was made of steel and weathered oak. Anyone else would be lying on the floor in a gentlemanly stupor after absorbing so much punishment.
Clinking sounds indicated that Peregrine had found the liquor cabinet. After a couple of minutes he sat on the arm of the sofa and started gently sponging the blood from Ross's face.
When the blood was cleaned off, Peregrine poured some whiskey on his folded handkerchief, then pressed it against the laceration. The stinging helped clear Ross's head, and he took the pad from the other man's hand and held it in place himself.
The Kafir had already poured two glasses of whiskey. He placed one in Ross's free hand, then settled down at the other end of the sofa. "Feel better now?"
"A little." Ross was pleased to see that Peregrine was going to have some lively bruises of his own, and even more pleased to see that his friend had dropped his maddening frivolity. Maybe now some sense could be gotten out of him. "I think it is time you were more specific about Charles Weldon's nameless vices. They will have to be impressive to justify what you did to Sara."
Peregrine slouched down, his head tilted back against the sofa, and his long legs stretched out before him. "Weldon owns a number of brothels and gaming hells, and patronizes them all," he said wearily. "His own favorite vice seems to be ravishing young virgins. He probably murdered his first wife, and he is part owner of several ships engaged in slave trading." He cocked an ironic eye at Ross. "There's more, but that should give you the general idea."
Ross was stunned into temporary silence. While he had never much liked Weldon, he had never imagined the man capable of such evil. "You can prove what you say?"
"Some of it. Not all. You can see my files if you like, though I warn you, they don't make pleasant reading."
Ross swallowed a mouthful of whiskey, welcoming its burn. Later he would want to see those files, but his friend's flat certainty was powerfully persuasive. "Are you sure about the slave trading? That has been illegal for over twenty years."
"Which is why it is very lucrative for those who still engage in-it," Peregrine said dryly. "The slave ships go mainly to the West Indies and South America, where disease creates a chronic shortage of labor."
After Ross came to terms with the information, his scholar's curiosity was aroused. "How did you learn so much about Weldon?"
"I made it my business to know," Peregrine said tersely.
"That's not much of an answer. What did he do to you that makes you so determined to bring him to justice?"
"That is bloody well none of your business." Peregrine's green eyes were bright and hard as emeralds. "Now will you agree that Weldon was an unsuitable husband for your cousin?"
"You've convinced me." Ross rubbed his aching side and decided that he hadn't broken any ribs when he had crashed into the desk. "How much of this did you tell Sara?"
The Kafir tossed back the last of his drink, then rose to pour more, bringing the bottle over and setting it on the end table. "Just about his first wife's death."
"Why didn't you tell her the rest?" Ross asked. "If she knew what Weldon is like, you wouldn't have had to resort to seduction to break the betrothal. That was a despicable thing to do."
"Sara is a strong and intelligent woman, but she has led a protected life. Would she have believed that a man of her social order, a friend of her father's, was capable of such wickedness?" Peregrine hesitated, at a rare loss for words. "And it's all so… so sordid. I didn't want to be the one to try to explain to her just how evil men can be."
"You underestimate my cousin. Sara considers it her duty to be well-informed and is not easily shocked." Ross cautiously removed the pad from his forehead and found that the bleeding had stopped. "Why do you want to marry her? Guilt?"
"I do not believe in guilt—it is an unproductive emotion." Peregrine hesitated again. "But I do regret that Sara was hurt by what happened, even though it was necessary.''
Ross sighed and handed his glass over to be refilled with whiskey. "At least in theory, marriage in this country is based on mutual affection, and for practical purposes it is until death do you part. Marrying Sara to save her from a scandal could be a disaster for both of you, especially her."
"Is this a polite English way of saying that you oppose a marriage?''
"I have grave doubts about the idea," Ross said bluntly. "Quite apart from cultural and religious differences, there is an unbreachable ethical abyss between you. About the most charitable thing I can say about your principles is that you believe that the end justifies the means."
"But of course." Peregrine raised his brows sardonically. "What other principles are there?"
"Sara believes in a higher standard," Ross said dryly. "It's called right and wrong."
"That is all very abstract. On the practical level where daily living takes place, Sara and I get along very well."
"Right and wrong aren't abstract to Sara." Ross saw from Peregrine's expression that the other man did not understand the point he was trying to make. Thank God for Sara's common sense; she would not let herself be pressured into a bad decision.
"I do have one principle," Peregrine said unexpectedly. "I try not to injure people unnecessarily."
"Not a bad principle as such things go," Ross allowed. "What bothers me is how you define what is 'necessary.' "
"Why haven't you married Sara yourself?" Peregrine asked in an abrupt change of subject. "First-cousin marriage is permitted in England, isn't it? You share the same ideas and values, and are obviously very close."
Ross ran his fingers through his disordered hair. There were several answers to his friend's question, some of which he had no intention of discussing. Choosing the most basic reason, he said, "We're too much alike. I told you that our mothers were twins, but did I mention that they were identical? As children, Sara and I both made mistakes about which mama duchess was our own. Very confusing. We grew up like brother and sister, and that is the kind of love we have for each other. In fact, I feel far closer to her than to my real brother.''
 
"I have yet to meet your brother. Are you estranged?"
"Not exactly. Lord Kilburn is actually my half brother. He's almost twenty years older than I, and the heir to the dukedom. He and his mother's family objected to my father remarrying because more children would reduce Kilburn's inheritance." Ross shrugged. "He's already rich as Croesus, but there's no reasoning with greed. My brother keeps his distance, and I keep mine. It's better that way."
"Families seem like the very devil," his friend observed. "I count myself lucky not to have one."
Ross gave him a quizzical glance. "What about your family in Kafiristan?"
For a moment Peregrine seemed off balance. Then he said blandly, "Relatives who are five thousand miles away do not count because they can cause no trouble." He stood and stretched, wincing a little as bruised muscles complained. "I imagine that Weldon is already halfway to London, and that your guests are busy speculating about what happened under their very noses. It will be the better part of tact if I spend the night at Sulgrave. After all, it's only half an hour away."
Ross groaned, thinking of the social chaos that lay ahead. "Coward."
"True." His friend gave him a seraphic smile. "But it is also true that my absence will simplify the situation. When I call on Sara in the morning, I'll be discreet about it."
"I'll turn everything over to Mother. She'll have all of the houseguests gone by noon tomorrow, and thinking themselves privileged to be the objects of her solicitude."
Peregrine brushed his coat, restoring superficial neatness. "Am I forgiven my transgressions—not the ones against Sara, but against you?"
Ross's mouth quirked. "Does my good opinion matter to you?"
Peregrine considered. "It seems to."
Ross smiled reluctantly and got to his feet. "Then I suppose you're forgiven. But next time, why not just speak up rather than crashing around like a Greek Fury?"
"What a novel thought. It sounds quite boring." Peregrine flashed a brief smile, then left the library.
Ross sank back into the sofa, not yet ready to face the world outside. Thank God his mother was here to smooth things over. And though it had seemed unfortunate at the time, he was glad that a flare-up of gout had prevented his father from making the trip. No sense in upsetting the old boy unnecessarily.
Briefly he considered going to Sara's room to see how she was, but he discarded the idea. She had been quite emphatic about being left alone, and they had always respected each other's privacy.
He tried to imagine Sara married to his friend. On the face of it, the idea was ridiculous, but perhaps it might work. If anyone could break a wild hawk like Peregrine to the hand, it would be Sara. In her gentle way, she was every bit as stubborn as he was.
And now that Ross thought back, he realized that Sara had subtly changed since meeting Peregrine. As a girl, she had been full of bright laughter, until the accident that had nearly taken her life. It had taken discipline and indomitable will to survive and learn to walk again, and somewhere along the way, Sara had lost her capacity for joy. Perhaps, with Peregrine, she might find it again.
 

Chapter 12

 
Sara managed to reach her bedroom without being observed by other guests, then dismissed her maid with the comment that she was suffering from a touch of the headache and wanted to retire early. Finally alone, she sank into the deep wing chair, drawing her legs up and pulling her dressing gown tight in a vain attempt to warm her chilled soul. She had the weak, shaky feeling common after a near-accident, and when her eyes closed, she saw horrified faces staring at her. She heard Charles's furious condemnation, and flinched away from her father's anger and disappointment.
But mostly she saw Peregrine, handsome as the devil and just as untrustworthy. He had not been surprised when they were discovered; Sara had sensed some other emotion, perhaps excitement or satisfaction, but definitely not surprise. Instantly she had known, with a certainty beyond logic, that Peregrine had arranged the interruption. Ross had looked guilty and furious as well as shocked, but it had not been Sara he was angry with. Probably Peregrine had made him an involuntary accomplice, for Sara knew that Ross would never knowingly have done anything to humiliate her.
But why in the name of heaven would Peregrine do such a thing? She couldn't believe that he would stoop to ruining her from casual malice. And while it would be flattering to think that he was madly in love with her and had arranged the scene as a desperate bid to win her, Sara didn't believe it. Peregrine had been far more surprised by his impulsive proposal than he had been by being caught kissing her.
Having made the offer, he was prepared to stand by it. But why? And God help her, what was Sara to do? While she had been attracted to him from the first, she had believed that marriage was out of the question. That had been a sorrowful thought, but it was one that she had understood and accepted.
Yet now the prince was hers for the taking, and the choice she faced was the most difficult of her life. Deciding to accept Charles had been easy by comparison, for she had had a fair idea of what marrying him would mean. But what on earth would marriage to her wild Kafir be like? Impossible to imagine.
She rubbed her temples despairingly, her fingers raking through her thick hair as she wondered what had become of the sensible person Sara St. James used to be. When she was with Peregrine, she became a different woman, one that she had trouble recognizing and didn't much approve of. She had never felt so alive in her life as in his presence, yet to marry him would surely be disastrous.
Hoping to break the circle of unprofitable thoughts before she gave herself a genuine headache, Sara wrote a short note to Eliza Weldon. After several attempts to explain, Sara settled on the simple statement that she would not be marrying Eliza's father because they had decided that they would not suit.
When Sara stopped and read her words, she realized that she would miss Eliza more than she would Charles. She would have liked to continue to see the girl, take her out for tea and shopping and confidences, but there wasn't a chance that Charles would let a "filthy, disgusting slut" near his daughter.
Sara picked up the pen again and wrote,I
shall miss you. Best wishes and love always, Sara St. James. It seemed so inadequate; she bit her lip as she imagined the girl's shock and confusion at being abandoned by a woman she had already accepted as her stepmother.
Poor Eliza, an innocent victim of adult conflicts. But there was nothing Sara could do to comfort her except send this note. With luck, it would reach Eliza before her father would think to forbid the girl from receiving a letter from Sara.
It was getting cold, so Sara slid under the blankets, though she left a lamp lit. This was one night she didn't dare face the fevered uncertainties of the dark.
The next morning Sara's face and aspect were severe when she entered the small drawing room where Peregrine waited. Her reserve was a challenge, and he felt the excitement and heightened awareness that challenge always produced in him. She looked most charming in that shade of periwinkle blue, and the way her hair was parted in the center, then drawn softly back to a chignon, made him want to nibble on her ears. Perhaps there would be an opportunity for that later; he certainly hoped so.
Yes, he decided, marrying Lady Sara was one of his better impulses, and he would do whatever was necessary to persuade her of the wisdom of accepting him. But the atmosphere would have to warm considerably; she did not offer her hand or suggest that he sit down. Even the sight of his bruised face evoked no more than a lift of her eyebrows. "What happened to you?"
"Your cousin reproved me for my want of conduct, '' he explained blandly.
"He seems to have been very physical about it," she said with disapproval. "I trust Ross was not seriously injured?"
"He was not. We both benefited—very physical discussions are sometimes necessary to clear the air."
Chattering voices sounded right outside the door as several women walked by, and at the sound Sara tensed. "Is everyone talking about what happened last night?"
"Not yet," he said, thinking that under her surface composure, Sara was as brittle as porcelain. "I spoke to Ross a few minutes ago. Apparently Weldon left without talking to anyone. With the guests of honor and the host all disappearing from the ball, people deduced that something happened, but no one knows quite what. Perhaps Weldon has reconsidered and decided to maintain a gentlemanly silence."
Sara shook her head, rejecting his offered comfort. "Charles has a vindictive streak. The only thing that kept him from proclaiming my immorality last night was a desire to leave as quickly as possible. Half of London will know by tomorrow."
More voices were heard, and Peregrine saw Sara tense again. "Since the house is bustling with people breakfasting and preparing to leave, why don't we walk in the garden?" he suggested. "It will be private there."
After Sara agreed, they made their escape without being stopped by any of Ross's curious guests. As they went down the marble steps that led from the patio to the lawn, Peregrine took Sara's arm. She stiffened, though she did not quite pull away. "You're very nervous today."
"Of course I am," she said crossly. "I've never before had to discuss the possibility of marriage with a man who has ruined me, and I find the prospect taxing."
"Perhaps, like Ross, you should assault me," he suggested. "Doing so relieved his irritation considerably, and I should quite enjoy it if you did."
She glared at him for a moment, then started to laugh. "You really are quite impossible. What on earth am I to do with you?"
"Marry me," he said promptly. "Then you can work on mending my manners at your leisure."
"It is more than your manners that need mending," she said dryly, but the atmosphere was easier as they wandered through the magnificent gardens, which spanned some twenty acres and included a small, winding river. When they passed through the rose garden, Peregrine picked a white rose and presented it to his companion. "This flower reminds me of you— thorny but very beautiful, and with an irresistible scent."
Sara accepted the rose, remembering that he had given her flowers like it the day they went to Tattersall's. "You say the most outrageous things," she said, inhaling the rose's fragrance.
"It is not right to be romantic? I thought that was what women liked."
She lifted her head and gave him a level stare. "What happened last night was no accident, was it?"
Peregrine considered lying, then discarded the notion since he doubted she would believe a protestation of innocence. "No, it wasn't. As I told you, Weldon is a dangerous man. I am sorry you were distressed, but I could not permit you to marry him."
"Distressed? What a pallid word for shattering someone's life." She was not angry; her cool, ironic expression was beyond anger. "You had no right to interfere as you did.''
"If you saw a child rushing out in front of a carriage, would you have no right to stop it?" As soon as he uttered the words, he knew that he had picked a poor example.
Sara's lips thinned. "That's an inappropriate and insulting analogy. I had some doubts about marrying Charles because of his domineering personality, but based on the evidence, you would be much worse."
"Do you truly regret that you will not be marrying Weldon?" He knew the answer to that question, but perhaps Sara did not.
"Don't try to change the subject," she said sharply. "The issue is not what I feel for Charles, but your contemptible behavior. What you did was wrong, no matter how noble your motives. How can I ever trust a man who is so high-handed?" Not waiting for an answer, she turned on her heel and resumed walking toward a footbridge that arched over the little river.
His long strides easily kept him apace with Sara. "I am beginning to understand something Ross told me last night," he said thoughtfully. "Your cousin said that the best that could be said of my principles is that I believe that the end justifies the means, and that you would find that unacceptable because you believe in right and wrong."
"Ross was correct," she agreed, her voice cool. "The result you wanted did not justify the means you chose to attain it."
"I thought that it did." He hesitated, choosing his words carefully because he must win her mind as well as her body. "That is a difference between us, Sara, but not an irresolvable one. I am not usually highhanded, and I do not expect you always to agree with me. If you have a conflicting opinion, I will not beat you or lock you in your room with bread and water. There will be times when you disagree with my methods, and there will be times when I disagree with your judgments. But surely we can live with the fact that sometimes we will disagree?"
Sara could do worse than marry a man who acknowledged a woman's right to her own opinions— always assuming he was sincere, which was a rather large assumption. She stopped in the middle of the small bridge and leaned against the railing, gazing at the flowing water rather than her companion. "You make that sound simple, but principles are not," she said slowly. "Differences of opinion can tear people and nations apart. And in marriage, men have the ultimate power, physically, legally, and financially. If your methods include forcing me to do things I believe are wrong, what advantage is there in my having your permission to disagree?"
"Legally a husband may have the power, but practically speaking, the situation is much more complicated. You have great personal strength, as well as a powerful family that is concerned for your welfare, and that will protect you from me, if you ever feel you need protection. But I doubt that will be necessary— we are talking about marriage, not war.''
"Some say there is little difference between love and war." Sara turned to look at him, her voice challenging. "Why do you want to marry me? Charles was interested mostly in my fortune and social rank. Is that what you want, too?"
"Not particularly." He leaned on the railing, silhouetted against the glowing, light-drenched leaves of the trees that overhung the river. "Wealth is a fine thing, much better than the lack, but I have sufficient now. If you doubt my motives, a settlement can be drawn up reserving your fortune to your 'sole and separate use.' I believe that is the legal phrase. As to social standing…" He shrugged. "If I stay in England, it will be useful, but it is of no real importance tome."
"Do you intend to stay in England?" Sara plucked a leaf from the stem of the white rose and dropped it in the water, then watched it whirl away. Would he expect her to accompany him back to those mountains at the edge of the world, to live under primitive conditions with no knowledge of the language and customs? "I'm not averse to travel, but England is my home. I can't imagine myself in the wilds of Kafiristan."
"Nor can I. It is a hard life and wouldn't suit you."
Rather than being gratified, Sara was perversely irritated by the implication that she was a frail, helpless creature. "So you will abandon me and return to your home alone?"
He shook his head. "Perhaps I'll visit Kafiristan, but I will never live there again."
"You would exile yourself from your own country and people?" Sara said, incredulous.
"It is a hard thing to be born in a place that does not suit one's spirit," he said obliquely, not looking at her. "My birthplace was never my home. I don't even want it to be."
For Sara, whose spirit was as deeply rooted in English soil as any oak, it was a strange idea. Tentatively she said, "Did you know that the word Peregrine means wanderer or pilgrim?"
"I know," he said tersely.
Sara was silent for a time, thinking that his words gave her some insight into his complex nature. "Have you ever had a real home?"
"I have owned property in many places, but I don't think any of them were what you would call a home.''
He glanced at her, his eyes as green as the sun-saturated leaves above his head. "I envy your sense of place. You are utterly English. I can't imagine you thriving anywhere else."
"You are right," she admitted. "Is that good or bad?"
"I don't know." He gave a faint, rueful smile. "Do you?"
"I am glad that I know where I belong, but surely I must seem boring to a man who has seen and done as much as you."
"You could never be boring, Sara," he said slowly. "You see below the surface of things. While it may not be a comfortable trait, it is an interesting one."
She turned away from the railing and continued over the bridge, wondering just what it was that she wanted from him. No one could guarantee another person happiness. Even if Peregrine should try to convince her that they would live in endless bliss if they married, she knew better than to believe him. Perhaps what she wanted was to know that he cared for her a little, enough to try to make a marriage work.
On the far side of the river, enormous efforts had been expended to make the gardens look like natural countryside, only better. After a few minutes more of silent walking, the path curved and entered a long, high wall of clipped yew. "Have you ever been in a maze?" Sara asked. "This one is at least two centuries old, probably older."
"No, I've never been in a maze. There is something very fitting about finding one now." Peregrine glanced down at her, his eyes intense. "We have been wandering aimlessly long enough. Now it is time to face the ultimate question. Will you marry me, Sara?"
Unsettled, she turned away from him again. "Before I answer, we must delve into the heart of the maze."
"I sense that there is a metaphor loose between us," he said, amused. "Or do I mean an allegory?"
Sara smiled and entered the maze, quickly whisking out of her companion's sight around a corner and leaving him to find his own way through. She and Ross had played hide-and-seek here as children, and she still remembered the correct turns.
The center of the maze was an oval clearing of short," lush grass, as soft as a living carpet. It was one of the most private spots on the estate and a favorite retreat of Sara's. This time, however, there was no relaxation to be found. She prowled the clearing, too tense to sit on the stone bench while she waited for her companion to find her.
Peregrine joined her in an impressively short time. "Are we at the heart of the maze yet?"
"Nowhere near it." She clasped her hands in front of her, trying to look composed, but her fingers twined tightly. "How can I marry a man who is in most ways a stranger, and a rather alarming one at that? For all I know, you have a wife in Kafiristan. Or a dozen wives, or concubines in half the cities of the Orient."
He shook his head, his face becoming as serious as her own. "No, Sara. I have never taken a wife, nor even considered it. While I have had mistresses in the past, there is no woman but you who has a claim on me now."
"Is that how you think of me, as an obligation to be met because you ruined my reputation?"
"No," he said calmly. "That is the advantage of my un-noble principles. I would never marry because of any abstract sense of obligation—I simply like the idea of having you as a wife."
There was some comfort in that answer. Shifting to another subject, Sara asked, "What about religion? I don't know what, if anything, you believe in. I was raised in the Church of England and want to be married in it. Would you object, or would that offend your own beliefs?"
"I will not be offended by an Anglican wedding ceremony." He regarded her with a glimmer of humor. "As I said, the people of Kanristan are pagans. I can talk with some understanding on Buddhism, Taoism, Hinduism, and several less-known Eastern religions, and have some knowledge of Christian theology and Jewish law as well. Twice in my life, when the alternative was to be executed on the spot, I accepted forcible conversion to Islam, but I do not consider such conversions binding."
Startled and a little shocked by his recitation, Sara said, "But what do you believe? Don't you have any kind of faith?"
"I have faith in myself, sweet Sara." He took two steps closer, and the familiar current of attraction pulsed into potent, irresistible life. "And I have faith in you."
 He was so close she could touch him, and she wanted to, wanted to so much it hurt. But far more than passion, she needed understanding; she needed to feel that there existed a foundation on which a marriage could be built. Since Ross had once explained that the European concept of love was alien to Orientals, Sara doubted that Peregrine would ever speak of love, but she would settle for less. For much, much less. Softly she asked, "What kind of faith do you have in me?"
"I believe that you will be good." He cupped her chin in one hand, his vivid gaze holding hers. "I don't imagine that it will always be comfortable, but perhaps your honorable nature will improve me."
She didn't know whether to laugh or weep. "You make me sound like some kind of medicine, to be taken from necessity rather than choice."
"Both, Sara." There was a rueful note in his voice. "You are my choice, and perhaps also my necessity."
Then he lowered his head and kissed her. At first his mouth was light, almost playful, but as she yielded, sliding her arms around him, the kiss became demanding. She responded in kind, hungry for the nourishment only he could give her. His arms around her felt so good, so right…
Then she remembered why they were here, and broke away from his embrace. Nothing had been settled; it was answers she needed, not lovemaking. Her breathing unsteady, she tried to formulate questions that might elicit what she needed to know.
Before she could think of a single worthy question, he stretched his hand out to her. "Don't deny your desire, Sara." His deep voice was soft and rich, as tantalizing as the forbidden fruit of Eden. "And don't run from me. I will not harm you."
The pull he exerted was as inexorable as a river sweeping toward the sea. Involuntarily she took a step forward, then stopped. Something was wrong, for what she felt was more than desire, it was compulsion. "Stop doing that!" she burst out.
His dark brows arched. "Stop doing what?"
She stammered with embarrassment, knowing how foolish her words must sound. "Sometimes it seems as if you… you cast a spell over me, an enchantment that robs me of my willpower."
Rationally she knew it was impossible, but emotionally she felt that he was trying to coerce her. Perhaps he had some subtle Oriental power unknown to Europeans. "It happens whenever you want me to do something I have doubts about. I feel like… like a mongoose hypnotized by a cobra."
She saw that she had startled him, and briefly the magnetic pull diminished. "What a very original idea," he said, an enigmatic gleam in his eyes. "Hypnotizing people to do my bidding would be a useful skill, if it were possible. But alas, I do not think it is." As he spoke, the pull intensified, becoming stronger than ever.
Sara fought that potent attraction. To yield and go into his arms would be to give up her ability to choose, because once he embraced her, she would be lost. "Why do you want to marry me?" she asked again, shifting her eyes because his gaze weakened her resolve. "Me in particular, rather than anyone else? If not for money, social position, or guilt, is it because you want an English wife and I am convenient?"
"You are missing the most obvious reason of all." Lightly he placed his hands on her shoulders. "I want to marry you because you are you, unique and fascinating, unlike any other woman I have ever known. Isn't that reason enough?"
Then he drew her to him, and her resistance crumbled and vanished like dust in the wind. Before when they kissed, her sense of honor and obligation to her betrothal had protected her. But now that obligation was gone, and there was nothing to save her from her own dangerous longings.
Wherever he touched, her body sang in response and found echoes throughout her whole being. And while he was not offering love, did his words not mean that he cared, at least a little? Surely that would be enough?
"In the language of Genghis Khan, the word sira meant silk. Sira Sara—silken Sara," he breathed as his lips drifted from her temple to her hair. "Like the finest silk, you have a subtle, sensuous beauty that shimmers with hidden fire."
He caught her lobe teasingly between his teeth, not hard enough to hurt. The delicately judged pressure made her shiver in response, and she turned her face, seeking his mouth with hers and finding it. Her eyes closed, and her world narrowed to the hot, moist touch of tongues and teeth, of breath and taste, depths and sliding surfaces. Dimly she was aware that he was bringing her gently to the ground, lowering her onto the soft, sun-warmed turf, but reality was the dark fire of his kiss.
He warmed her even as he blocked the sunlight, lying beside her, his hard body half over hers. His hands roamed over her, deft and knowing, leisurely in their knowledge. Even through her heavy clothing, his touch aroused her. She arched her breast against his palm, wanting to feel him on her bare flesh as she had the night before. But this dress was not so easily defeated as her ball gown, and his questing hand roved lower, from breasts to waist to hips, an endless caress that roused and tantalized.
When he first touched where her thighs and abdomen joined, she flinched, momentarily grateful for the protection of her clothing. Then the warmth of his hand melted away her disquiet, as answering warmth slowly flowered inside her, and she rubbed against him like a cat being petted.
He raised her skirt and petticoats, and she felt almost naked with only the sheer muslin of her drawers between his questing hand and her yearning flesh. The delicate fabric added a rustling sensuality as he caressed her, massaging her calf, her knee, moving ever upward.
When he reached the exquisitely sensitive inside of her thighs, she gasped with fearful pleasure, breaking the kiss in her need for breath. His broad palm came to rest between her legs, motionless while she became accustomed to the intimacy. Then he began rotating his hand in a slow circle. Her breathing roughened as her inchoate longings began to focus into a swirl of sensation beneath his palm.
"You like that, don't you, sweet Sara?" he murmured. He shifted from general pressure to a delicate, more specific exploration, his fingers searing through the thin muslin.
She pulsed against him in wordless answer. When the stroking ended, she almost cried out at the deprivation before realizing that he was only pausing to untie the ribbon that fastened her drawers around her waist. She knew she should protest, but instead she shamelessly raised her hips to help, no longer knowing or caring what was proper, or what the consequences might be.
The air was cool on her heated skin when he tugged the flimsy garment off. Shyness was not yet gone, and she tensed when his fingers skimmed across the subtle, satin curve of her belly, then traced a path through the soft curls to the mysteries below. When at last he touched her bare flesh, she was startled and embarrassed at the moist heat of her response.
He held her close with one encircling arm. "Relax, sweet Sara, relax," he whispered. "Your body was made for love. Let me teach you."
At first she was unbearably sensitive, fearful of such intimate invasion. But he knew her body better than she did herself, knew exactly where and how to touch, easing her disquiet even as he inflamed her senses.
She was aware of his soothing voice, but not the words he uttered, was aware of the scratchy feel of his wool coat against her cheek, of the subtle, musky male scent of him in her nostrils. Her hips began moving involuntarily, and her breathing was ragged, desperate, as waves of need threatened to drown her.
"Yes, Sara, yes. Yield and be free." His voice was husky and uneven, and she felt a hot, hard bulge where her leg pressed against him. The last of her inhibitions were dissolved by the knowledge that he was also aroused by her. She lost control of her body entirely, crying out as shattering urgency overwhelmed her. She was falling, falling, frightened yet joyous.
In the aftermath, she felt as if she had been fragmented and was only slowly being reassembled. She lay on her side, and Peregrine held her against him, one hand cradling her head while he whispered gently in a language she did not understand. His other hand still rested on her, calming the heady throbbing of her most private parts.
She raised her head to look at him, struggling for a measure of composure. "That is what you wanted to teach me?"
"That was only the beginning, silken Sara, the first step on a road with no end." He smiled, unsteady brilliance in his eyes, and began caressing her again.
She had thought her body was sated, but he knew better. Under his expert touch, tendrils of pleasure began to coil deep inside her, first slowly, then with growing intensity. Her eyes drifted shut in blissful, wondering appreciation.
As he lowered her to the yielding turf, she heard the brushing sound of fingers manipulating fabric and buttons. Then he touched her again, his fingers sliding inside her, then spreading the delicate folds of flesh. She should have known what was happening, but she was too dazed, too disoriented by the newness and the pleasure to really understand.
Sara's discovery of her capacity for rapture resonated within Peregrine, touching chords of wonder he had long forgotten or had never truly known. When she gazed at him, warm with wanting, delicious in her openness and vulnerability, she touched his spirit as deeply as she kindled his body.
He reacted with primitive male possessiveness, overwhelmed by the irresistible need to make her his own. Intimacy was not something Sara would give or accept lightly, and if she would be his lover, she would also be his wife. He wanted her, by all the gods that men worshiped, he wanted her, and her response was irrefutable proof that she also wanted him.
He separated her legs and positioned himself between them. Though he yearned to plunge heedlessly into her sweet body, he restrained himself. His eyes closed as all his iron discipline focused on maintaining a fragile curb on unruly desire. While it was impossible to eliminate pain entirely, he pressed against her with slow care to minimize her discomfort.
The implacable pressure shattered Sara's desire, and she cried out, as much in shock as discomfort. Her eyes flew open. Above her, his dark face was sweat-sheened, and his breath came in rasping gulps. She shook her head, wanting to say no, not now, not yet, but her voice had vanished in her confusion. She caught at the hard arms braced around her, but she had no strength, and he was too deep in his own needs to notice her feeble resistance.
Abruptly the frail membrane sundered, and he slid into her moist, welcoming depths. For him, the sensation would have been paradise if he had not felt the spasm of pain that moved through Sara. "I'm sorry," he said raggedly, his lips near her ear. "There was no way that could be avoided."
His supporting arms shaking with strain, he ordered himself to be still until she adjusted to the feel of having him inside her. Though he had never done it before, he knew the technique for initiating an innocent; when she was more relaxed, he would begin to move, first slight, almost indiscernible strokes, then deeper and deeper as he led her into the dance of intimacy. But restraint proved impossible. He trembled with need, his control disintegrating until with a groan he involuntarily thrust deeper.
She made a raw, choking sound, her whole body going rigid as she whispered a tormented, "No!"
In a distant part of his mind, he heard and understood her protest, and knew that he should stop. But he could not, for passion had splintered his prized discipline, and his need was far greater than his ability to control it.
Ironically, when she twisted away in a futile gesture of rejection, her movement was the stimulus that sent him over the edge into pounding, shuddering oblivion. But even the chaotic pleasure was not strong enough to eradicate his sudden anguished knowledge that this was disaster for both of them.
As reason returned in erratic patches, he rolled to his side and laid his face against Sara's, feeling her silken cheek against his. She was shaking in his arms, and he guessed that she was crying. "Damnation," he swore softly, as he gathered her closer and began stroking her back and neck. "I'm sorry, Sara. That was badly done."
Grimly he realized that it was an open question which of them was more upset. Because he had been drugged with desire, he had made an appallingly wrong assumption about her willingess, and while he did not think the result was quite rape, there had been a good deal less than full, informed consent on Sara's part. He had wanted to please her. Instead he had given her an unpardonably clumsy introduction to the delights of the flesh. Even as an inexperienced youth, he had never performed so badly.
He was furious with himself for what he had done to Sara, but even more furious over his ruinous loss of control. Though he had not had a woman for months, his roving life had often required lengthy periods of celibacy, so there was no excuse for the heedless, selfish passion he had just exhibited. Passion should be a man's servant, not his master, and being overwhelmed by it was profoundly disturbing.
His whole life had been built on discipline, on absolute focus. That was what had brought him so far; without it, he would be nothing. Literally nothing, for he might have died a hundred times over if it had not been for his finely honed, invincible will.
Sara stirred, and he clamped down on his bitter self-reproach. There would be time enough for analysis later; now he must try to make amends for his weakness. He lifted his head, wanting to see her face. "Sara?"
He thought she would be upset, perhaps distraught,and was prepared to comfort her, to apologize, to soothe her distress.
But her dark eyes were dry, and when he saw her diamond-cold sibyl's gaze, he knew that the situation was far worse than he had thought. The slim woman in his arms, who had at first yielded with such sweetness, had been transformed into one of the greatest challenges of his life.
 

Chapter 13

 
Sara should have looked fragile and helpless lying on her back within the circle of Peregrine's arm, but she did not. Her quiet voice cutting with the force of a whiplash, she said, "Having compromised me, did you decide to finish the job of ruination so I would have no choice but to marry you?"
"Nothing so definite as a decision was involved." He sat up, thinking wryly that Sara might be innocent, but she was nobody's fool or victim. A lesser woman would have been weeping, ripe for soft words and reassurance, but Sara was ready to take his unworthy head off. "You might find this useful," he said, offering her his handkerchief. Then he turned away while she blotted the small amount of blood and put her drawers on again.
After Sara had adjusted her clothing, she said in a clipped voice, "Are you saying that what happened was an accident? I thought that you are not a man who permits accidents."
He knew beyond doubt that if he said one wrong word, she would refuse to marry him, and be damned to the consequences. And while it was true that he didn't need a wife—in fact, acquiring one would surely be disruptive—the idea of losing her was quite intolerable.
Uneasily he realized that she was far too intelligent and perceptive to let her judgment be blurred by easy apologies, so he would have to undertake the far more difficult task of honesty. He reached over and took Sara's hand. "What happened was not an accident, but a mistake. Because your body was ready for love, I thought, wrongly, that your emotions were, too."
Her fingers tensed under his. Part of her wanted to snatch her hand away while the rest of her wanted to slide into his arms, to beg for reassurance that everything would be all right.
It was not physical pain that had pushed her almost to the breaking point, for there had been little of that. But she had experienced a rapid and upsetting transition from wondrous joy to being overpowered by his fierce male strength. She had hated that feeling of helplessness—yet here she was, seeking comfort from the man responsible for her distress.
Quietly he continued, "I wanted to believe you were willing, but I was wrong, and for that I am profoundly sorry."
Reluctantly she met his gaze, fearing that she would find veiled triumph. Instead she saw remorse and self-recrimination, and the sight disarmed much of her anger.
Considering how wantonly Sara had behaved, she could not blame Mikahl for believing that she would withhold nothing, but she was furious with herself for allowing desire to destroy her will and sense. Even more infuriating was her suspicion that he had deliberately taken advantage of her confusion to seduce her so that she would have to marry him. It was one thing to be wooed, quite another to be coerced.
But perhaps her worst fears were wrong; if she was reading him correctly, he was offering her the fragile, painful gift of vulnerability, for he was not a man who would easily admit or accept error in himself. Wanting to meet him halfway, she said hesitantly, "I did not really know what I wanted, so it is not surprising if you did not know what I wanted either "
"But it was my responsibility to know. I wanted it to be right for you, and I failed." He sighed and turned his head so that she saw only his taut profile. "Passion makes fools of men, though it has never happened to me before. Quite simply, I lost control because I desired you too much." A muscle jerked in his cheek. "I think I hurt your spirit more than your body, and that kind of injury is the hardest to heal. I wish that my error could be undone, but it cannot. Have I alienated you beyond forgiveness, Sara?"
She sensed that he would have sooner confessed to murder than loss of control. From her own experience, she knew that people were often most inept where they cared the most. Perhaps, God willing, that was the case here. Her fingers tightened on his. "Not quite, though it was a near thing." She smiled faintly. "You didn't fail entirely. Up to a point, it was… very right."
"You have a generous nature." He faced her again, his thumb restlessly stroking her palm. "Will you marry me, Sara? In spite of my mistakes?''
Quite coolly, almost as if she were outside her body, Sara considered the situation. In his way, she believed he was sincere, but she also believed that whatever impulse was driving him to offer marriage was a fleeting one. If she accepted him, she would pay a high price for whatever joy she found, for the odds were overwhelming that someday he would tire of England and Sara, and leave them both.
Yet because he desired her enough to lose some of his cherished control, and because she hoped that that loss meant that somewhere in his heart was a frail spark of caring that could be nourished into a flame, she took a deep breath and said, "Yes, I will marry you."
In the silence that followed, she heard a thrush throwing its heart to the heavens in song. Then Mikahl gave her a smile that took her breath away.
"I am so very glad." He did not kiss her, but reached out with his free hand to brush back a strand of fallen hair, the back of his hand caressing her cheek.
"I cannot promise that I will make you happy, but I swear that I will try.''
"Trying is the most one can ever do." That was not a very romantic thought, Sara ruefully acknowledged to herself, but romance was singularly lacking in this odd courtship.
"How soon can we be married?'' After a moment's hesitation, he added, "For practical reasons, the sooner the better."
Sara supposed that the chance that she had conceived today was slight, but given nature's perversity, it was not a gamble she wanted to take. "It is possible to marry immediately with a special license, but that would seem scandalous," she said, thinking aloud. "Three weeks would be best—that is the length of time it takes to read the banns."
"Excellent." Lithely he got to his feet, then took her hands and lifted her easily to hers. "Shall we go to the house and break the news to your relatives? I realize that it is a little late to do the proper thing and ask your father's permission, but I'm willing to go through the motions if you think that would help appease him."
Sara bit her lip, considering. "I think it will be better if I speak to him alone."
His dark brows arched. "Are you sure?"
"I'm sure," she replied. "I don't know what mood my father will be in today." Having Mikahl at her side was a tempting thought, but if the duke was still angry, there might be an unpleasant scene. And Sara did not want to enter marriage with her husband and her father at daggers drawn.
From his expression, she suspected that her new betrothed had guessed her motives, but he said only, "As you wish."
"Come for dinner tonight," she suggested. "By then, all the guests will have left, and there will be just family here."
"In other words, all the fur will have flown and the feathers settled?" He gave her a teasing smile. "I promise that I will be on my very best behavior."
"Don't overdo it," she said, an answering smile tugging at her lips. "Otherwise no one will recognize you."
He pulled on her hands, bringing her close to his chest. "As long as you recognize who I am, sweet Sara."
Mikahl bent for a kiss, his green eyes laughing. As she lifted her face, Sara knew she could never forget him. Even if he vanished in a puff of smoke at this very instant, he was already etched on her heart and soul for all time.
Since anyone seeing her rumpled and grass-stained self would have no doubts about what she had been doing, Sara took great care to slip into her room unobserved. She seemed to have spent quite a lot of time sneaking around lately. And to think that she had always led such a blameless life.
Without ringing for her maid, she changed to a more presentable gown and repaired the damage to her coiffure, then went off to break the news to her family. She was relieved to find that the other houseguests had left; it was quite enough to be facing her relatives without also facing the world. Characteristically she decided to start with her father, since that would be the most difficult interview.
The Duke of Haddonfield was in the library writing a letter, and he greeted his daughter with the same remote civility he would have given a stranger.
Uneasy at his expression, Sara halted just inside the door. "Father, I've decided to accept Prince Peregrine's proposal."
"I should hope so," he said brusquely. "Marrying him is the only way to repair the damage you've done to your reputation."
His gaze strayed to the sofa, where he had seen her writhing shamelessly the night before, and Sara flushed as she guessed his thoughts. Evenly she said, "I'm not marrying him to save my reputation, but because I want to."
Her father shrugged. He seemed to have aged twenty years since the night before. "Why are you bothering to tell me? You are of age and don't need my permission, and you've shown precious little respect for my wishes."
Sara's hands clenched, the nails digging into her palms. She should have accepted Mikahl's offer to come with her, for this was worse, much worse, than she had expected. "I was hoping for your blessing."
"It was your marriage to Charles Weldon that had my blessing." His mouth twisted bitterly. "But I will give you away at the wedding. Not to do so would cause talk."
For a hurt, angry moment, she considered rejecting his grudging offer, but the scandal would be much greater if he didn't attend her wedding. "We are going to marry in three weeks, as soon as the banns are posted."
Her father made a vague motion with his hand. "Let my secretary know the details of place and time, and I'll be there."
For a moment Sara teetered on the brink of tears or flight. Instead she swallowed, then crossed the room and knelt beside him. "I have not lived up to the standards you taught me," she said softly. "But you are my only father as I am your only child. You are angry, and you have the right to be, but please don't let us be estranged over this. I need you too much."
For the first time, his bleak gaze met hers. "You don't need me, for you have your mother's strength. When she died…"He sighed and glanced away. "I am not so much angry at you as at the repercussions. Perhaps this will turn out for the best, at least for you. I just don't know."
Puzzled, she sat back on her heels. "What do you mean?"
"Pray God you'll never find out." After the cryptic comment, he touched her hair for a moment. "Be off now. I will draft a new betrothal notice for the newspapers."
Sara felt troubled as she left the library. She had expected anger, and instead found a desolation that seemed somehow inappropriate to what had happened. Perhaps her father was regretting the loss of Weldon's friendship, for after last night things would never again be the same between the two men. Still, the way he had spoken at the end gave her hope that the duke would accept Mikahl in time.
Next she went in search of Ross and Aunt Marguerite. As she expected, her cousin was in his office, which had originally been a sitting room attached to his bedroom. Now Ross used it for his writing, so books, papers, and souvenirs of his travels lined the bookshelves and occasionally spilled to the Persian carpet.
Ross pushed his chair back from the desk when Sara entered, his brown eyes, so much like hers, scanning her shrewdly. He knew her better than anyone, but if he guessed what mischief she had gotten into in his garden, he didn't comment. Instead he stood and crossed the room to give her a much-needed hug. "Been a difficult day, little cousin?"
Her head against his shoulder, she nodded wordlessly, almost trembling with relief now that she could let her guard down. Strange that she was always uneasily aware of Mikahl's strength, while with Ross, who was equally tall and strong, she felt only comfort and protection.
He ruffled her hair, then released her. "Have you decided what you are going to do?"
"I'm going to marry him."
He regarded her gravely. "Are you sure that is what you want to do? Scandals can be ridden out—don't do something you'll regret just because a few people will talk."
Sara began to drift around the room. "Perhaps it is a mistake to marry him." She picked up a small brass figurine of an Indian goddess, a miniature study in sensuality, then set it down after a brief study. "But— I 'm sure it would also be a mistake not to marry him.''
"I see." Ross perched on the edge of his desk, his arms crossed on his chest. "Are you in love with him?"
"I don't know." An antique Venetian mirror hung on the wall, and she gazed into it, thinking that the words "fallen woman" ought to be written in scarlet across her forehead. But she appeared much as she usually did. She shifted her gaze to Ross's reflection, which was easier to address than his actual face. She wanted him to understand, and after a moment she thought of the one example that would explain everything. Haltingly she said, "I think that now I understand about you and Juliet."
A spasm of pain crossed his face so swiftly that Sara almost missed it. Full of remorse, she spun around, wishing she could retract her words. "I'm so sorry, Ross— I should never have said that. It's been so long… I didn't know that you still felt so strongly…" She stopped, wretchedly sure that she was making matters worse.
The moment of self-revelation over, Ross's expression was impassive again, though she saw the tension in his lean body. "That's an understanding I wouldn't wish on anyone," he said dryly, "but if that is how you feel, I suppose there is nothing you can do but marry him. And unpredictable though Mikahl is, I think you are better off with him than with Weldon."
Sara frowned. "Ross, do you know why Mikahl is so set against Charles?"
"Didn't you ask him?" her cousin asked, surprised.
She colored and looked away. "I—never got around to it. There were so many other things to—discuss. He did admit that what happened last night was no accident. I assume that he misled you into helping him?"
Ross winced. "I'm afraid so. I'm sorry, Sara."
She absolved him with a wry smile. "If you hadn't cooperated, I imagine he would have thought of something else." With a pointed glance at the cut above her cousin's eye, she added, "What did he tell you after you two had your 'very physical' discussion last night?"
"He claims that Weldon owns a number of unsavory and illegal businesses," Ross said carefully. "If true, your former betrothed is a hypocrite of massive proportions, and you are better off without him."
Sara's brows drew together. "The only unsavory, illegal businesses I can think of are brothels. Surely Charles could not be involved in anything like that!"
"Apparently he is," Ross said. "In a way, I can see how it would be easy. You and I both had the same reaction—that it is unthinkable for a gentleman to soil his hands with such sordid matters. Which is why a gentleman who is so inclined might get away with almost anything."
Sara shook her head, sickened by the very idea. "Perhaps, but I just can't believe that of Charles, who is so proper. Look how horrified he was to find me kissing another man.''
"That could be hypocrisy as easily as propriety." Ross's voice softened. "Don't torture yourself wondering if it is true—you have quite enough things to worry about. When and if you decide you want to know more, ask Mikahl for the details. Devious though he sometimes is, I've found that he will usually answer direct questions."
It was very rare for Sara to refuse to face unpleasantness, but this time she seized her cousin's suggestion gratefully. Later she would be strong enough to evaluate what Ross had told her, and to wonder how Mikahl could have learned such things, if they were true. But not just yet. She smiled ruefully. "Who was it that said we should be careful what we wish for,because we might get it? And I was foolish enough to wish for a little more excitement in my life!"
Ross grinned. "You'll certainly get excitement with Mikahl."
"If worse comes to worst and he abandons me in favor of an Oriental harem, I'll accept your invitation to move in here and keep house for you.''
"With your cats and my Turkish poetry?"
"Exactly." They both laughed, but Sara took comfort from the knowledge that with her family behind her, she would never be wholly in her husband's power. Less comforting was the knowledge that she had agreed to marry a man she did not fully trust.
Aunt Marguerite also proved to be supportive. The Duchess of Windermere was in the kitchens, ruthlessly using her charm to bully the kitchen staff into reorganizing the pantries. She looked up when Sara entered and waved a breezy hand. "Ross's housekeeper does a decent enough job, but a kitchen is never properly run in a gentleman's household. You would not have believed the state I found the stillroom in."
"Show me," Sara suggested, unable to suppress a smile. Of the Magnificent Montgomery twins, Marguerite had been the outgoing one, Sara's mother, Maria, the quiet one. Ross had told her once that his staff looked forward to his mother's visits, because it made them feel important to be the objects of a duchess's attention. And under her imposing manner, Marguerite had the warm heart and practical nature of a Scottish housewife.
When they reached the stillroom, Marguerite closed the door, then regarded her niece with bright-eyed anticipation. "Well, are you going to tell me what's going on around here?" she exclaimed. "Ross only gave me the barest outlines—there's no getting anything out of that lad when he's being discreet. Are you going to marry that glorious barbarian?"
"Yes," Sara said, thinking the description was a good one. "Do you think I'm mad?"
"Probably, but no more than any young woman in love," her aunt said cheerfully. "And if you must make a fool of yourself over a man, better a rich one than a poor one. Besides, if the truth be known, I like him much better than I do Charles Weldon."
Preferring to ignore the comment about love, Sara said, "He's coming for a quiet family dinner tonight. I imagine he and Father will talk of settlements and such things."
"If he can survive that, he's made of strong stuff." The duchess bit her lip. "You and I must sit down and make a list of everything that needs to be done, such as returning all the wedding gifts that were sent for you and Charles."
Sara groaned. "I hadn't thought that far. Why does high drama always end in tedious details? Think of all the gifts that were monogrammed with a W!"
"Don't feel too guilty about that—there are two other important weddings coming up this season where the initial is W, so the gifts will find a new home soon enough."
Sara laughed. "You're outrageous."
"Of course," her aunt said placidly. "That's why Windermere married me. Everyone said it wouldn't work, that we were too far apart in age and social position, and that I was a fortune-hunting baggage, but here we are, thirty-five years later." She sighed a little. "The only regret either of us has is that we won't get another thirty-five years together."
Sara went back to her room feeling considerably cheered, because she had had ample opportunity to see that the improbable marriage of the Windermeres was a successful one. Perhaps Sara and her mad Kafir would do equally well.
Reality intruded in the shape of her maid, Hoskins. Sara was wearily letting her hair down, preparing to take a nap, when the maid burst into the room.
Hoskins was about the same age as Sara, but her acid disposition had carved premature lines around her mouth, and she looked much older. "Lady Sara," she said, her voice quivering with indignation. "They're saying belowstairs that you're going to marry that foreigner, but I can't believe it, not when you're betrothed to a real gentleman like Sir Charles."
Sara swiveled around to face the servant. "Rumor is correct in this case. Sir Charles and I ended our betrothal, and I am going to marry Prince Peregrine instead."
Hoskins gaped for a moment. Then she said viciously, "I would never have believed that a mistress of mine would disgrace herself and me by marrying a filthy heathen nigger."
"How dare you!" Sara gasped. For a moment her vision darkened with pure rage; she had not been so angry since she had learned how the governors of an orphanage were abusing the children in their care. Then she rose to her feet, her hand tightening around her hairbrush like a weapon. "You won't have to worry about the disgrace because I am discharging you, effective this instant. I won't have an evil-minded bigot like you in my household."
"I wouldn't work for a slut like you!" Hoskins snapped back. "Fine clothes and a fancy name don't make a lady. That randy foreigner is only interested in one thing, and only a lustful bitch would want to give it to him. The very idea is disgusting to a decent female. But I'm not leaving till I get what's owed me— I know my rights."
The curse of a fair mind was that even fury couldn't make Sara forget simple justice. Wrapping herself in the icy dignity of generations of noble St. Jameses, Sara said, "You can collect your belongings at Haddonfield House the day after tomorrow. The butler will have the money owed you, plus an extra month's pay and a letter of reference attesting to your skills, though not your disposition. Now get out of my sight!"
"With pleasure. Plenty of real ladies have tried to hire me away from you before." An expression of malevolence crossed the maid's face. "They must figure that if I can make a plain little cripple like you look good, I can do anything." Satisfied that she had had the last word, she whisked out the door.
Sara sank onto the stool, shaking all over. There was a remarkable similarity between what Hoskins had just said and Charles's words of the night before. In a protected life, she had seldom been exposed to such virulence, and it was not pleasant to know that soon others would be saying the same things. Though on the whole, Sara decided, better behind her back than to her face.
It was a salutary lesson on the dark currents that lay just beneath the surface of daily life. A man like Mikahl could be judged and condemned for the crime of being foreign, an English lady in the throes of passion could throw morality to the winds, and a respectable servant could have a mind that would shame a guttersnipe. Perhaps it was even possible that Charles Weldon was a whoremonger, though Sara did not really believe that.
As Sara's anger cooled, she realized with wry amusement that Hoskins's vituperation implied that the maid was female enough to notice Mikahl's potent masculinity, and prudish enough to be horrified by such interest.
Sara smiled a little as she resumed brushing her hair. By his mere existence, her betrothed sowed disruption in the minds of modest English womanhood. Certainly he had disrupted Sara's orderly life. But at least her sense of humor was still working; she would surely need it in the weeks to come.
The family dinner that evening went smoothly. Sara's father was somber, but Ross and Aunt Marguerite had enough aplomb to carry the conversation, and Mikahl, as promised, was on his best behavior. Sara found herself watching him with extra intensity, impressed at how well he blended in with her family, though there was a suggestion that he did not take aristocratic English customs quite seriously. Well, that was all right, neither did she, though such customs were undeniably part of her.
As expected, her betrothed and the duke disappeared after dinner for a time to discuss marriage settlements, and when they emerged, the duke's expression was a bit lighter than it had been. Sara hoped that meant that the men would deal comfortably with each other, even if they would never be friends.
After tea was served, Mikahl suggested to Sara that they take a turn on the patio. She agreed, feeling a need to talk to him privately. Outside, the pale moonlight reminded her of the night on the balcony when he had coaxed her into dancing. It seemed a long time ago, though it had only been a few weeks. She was a different woman, but he was the same lithe and fascinating man. That night she had thought of him as a dangerous distraction; now he was her future.
Putting her serious thoughts aside, she remarked, "Aunt Marguerite said earlier that if you could survive this evening, you were made of strong stuff. I gather that you and my father reached some kind of truce?"
He chuckled and tucked her hand under his elbow as they strolled the length of the flagstone patio. "He resents me deeply, but is too well-bred to be insulting. I believe that fathers always resent the men who take their daughters away.''
It was a tactful way of glossing over her father's lack of enthusiasm for the marriage. Deciding a change of subject was in order, Sara said, "I suppose that now I should call you Mikahl, like Ross does. Unless there is another name you prefer?"
"That's fine. I have acquired a number of names over the years, but Mikahl Khanauri has been with me the longest."
"Mi-kahl Khan-aur-i," she repeated, trying to duplicate the unfamiliar vowel sounds. "That's close to the Christian name 'Michael,' which I've always liked." She gave him a teasing smile. "Traditionally, Michael is the archangel who leads the legions of the Lord."
He laughed. "Obviously it isn't a very appropriate name, for no one would ever mistake me for any sort of angel."
As she studied his rugged face, she couldn't agree. "Don't be too sure. Michael is God's avenging arm, the patron saint of warriors. Surely warrior angels are a rowdier lot than the ones who do nothing but sing and pray and think good thoughts?"
He gave her an odd glance. "Perhaps it isn't such a bad name, if rowdiness and vengeance are allowed."
They had come to the far end of the patio, out of sight of the people in the house, and he stopped and turned to face her. "I like being betrothed, because now I can look at you as much as I like and be considered romantic rather than rude," he said, his gaze moving over her with leisurely enjoyment. "You look particularly delectable tonight, sweet Sara."
The warmth in his eyes made her feel shy, though undeniably flattered. "If so, it's a miracle. I discharged my maid this afternoon, and she left things in a rather chaotic state."
He raised his brows. "Dare I ask why you discharged her?"
She hesitated, realizing that the subject would have been better left unmentioned. "She was impertinent."
"Which means that she probably said something appalling about your choice of husbands. Doubtless it is better if I don't know just what it was."
"Doubtless." Sara's tone was repressive.
His brows drew together consideringly. "Do you have someone in mind for the position? If not, I know of a young woman who might be suitable. After a difficult start in life, she is now learning to be a lady's maid. While she has no formal experience, she is intelligent and willing."
"In what way was her life difficult?"
"It isn't a pretty story." Mikahl studied Sara's face as if wondering how she would react. "Her father sold her to a brothel when she was little more than a child, and she spent several years there."
"I see." Sara was silent for a moment, thinking that this had been the strangest day of her life. Yesterday at this time, she had still been respectably betrothed to Charles. In the twenty-four hours since, she had been disgraced, seduced, re-betrothed, and now she was being offered a prostitute for a lady's maid. Her stomach knotted unpleasantly as she wondered how Mikahl had made the girl's acquaintance; could he possibly be trying to install a mistress in his wife's household? No, not that, she decided, but she would really rather not know any more. "Send the girl to see me. If she is better-natured than my previous maid, the position is hers."
His brows arched in question. "As simple as that? You don't feel that you will be contaminated by her past?"
"My former maid thought she would be contaminated by me," Sara said dryly, "so I think it will all even out."
"You, my lady, are living proof that a genteel upbringing doesn't have to ruin a woman's sense or heart."
As she smiled at the compliment, his fingers skimmed lightly over her cheek and his voice dropped, becoming husky and intimate. "Three weeks seems a very long time to wait."
He traced along the underside of her jaw to her throat, his touch doing strange, melting things to her insides, but this time Sara stepped away before the process could go too far. Memory of what they had done earlier hung in the air like smoke. But while he might want to repeat the experience, she had done some serious thinking during the day, and knew that she was not yet ready to do so. "That is what I want to do, Mikahl," she said haltingly. "Wait."
"I really did upset you this morning, didn't I?" he said quietly after a silence that stretched too long. "Don't worry, Sara, I can wait as long as necessary. Perhaps it is best if we not see each other between now and the wedding, except on formal occasions. That should prevent any more… misadventures."
She swallowed hard, intensely grateful. "You are very good to be so understanding.''
His smile widened, becoming genuine. "One thing I am not is 'very good.' But I am not usually a fool, especially not twice in the same day." He tilted her face up and gave her a quick, expert kiss that sent pleasant tingles throughout her body. Then he whispered in her ear, "Now let us go inside before I am tempted to make a liar of myself.''
The intensity of her relief was almost dizzying. It amazed her that a man so forceful could also be so considerate. And at that moment she finally admitted the truth to herself. What she felt for Mikahl was more than passion, more than infatuation, more than need: it was love, soul-deep and irrevocable. The realization was a soaring joy, like racing across a meadow on horseback or whirling across a ballroom in the waltz, but a thousand times greater.
His arms were still loosely linked around her waist, as if he was reluctant to let her go, so it was easy to catch his head between her hands and draw it down. His dense black hair silken beneath her fingers, she kissed him, not with passion, but with aching gratitude. Sensing something of her mood, he returned the kiss with tenderness, his arms tightening around her waist.
Sara wanted to engrave the sweetness of the moment on her heart—his look and scent and feel, the warmth of his lips, the sheer, solid reality of him. Love was a greater terror than passion, for she knew that she was mad to fall in love with someone so improbable and unpredictable. Though he desired her, he did not love her; perhaps he was incapable of returning the kind of love she wanted.
But in spite of the risks and the certainty of future anguish, she also knew that never would she regret loving him.
As a gesture to decorum, Peregrine had had Kuram drive him to Chapelgate, but for the return to Sulgrave, he took the reins himself. The Pathan lounged back in the seat, quite content to be driven by his master. When they were clear of the grounds, Peregrine observed, "You look pleased with yourself. I gather that they took good care of you down in the kitchens?''
Kuram smiled, his teeth white in the night. "Most friendly, these English girls. And most curious about wicked foreigners."
Peregrine grinned. "I know. After all, I'm marrying one."
The Pathan snorted. "A mistake to let a woman in your life. They are nothing but trouble."
"Nonetheless, I am looking forward to marriage. Winter is coming, Kuram, and nights are cold in the north." Reaching a straight stretch of road, Peregrine urged the horses into an exuberant dash that matched his own mood. "And my woman is a treasure rarer than ancient amber or Cathay silk."
"She has the quality of a fine Arab mare," the Pathan admitted, "but good women are the worst kind, and a man need not take a wife to have his bed warmed."
"You are a cynic, Kuram," Peregrine said, refusing to be affected by the other man's opinion.
Yet as he drove through the quiet country night, he found himself reflecting on the strangeness of what he was doing. For twenty-five years, personal pleasure had always been subordinated to his mission, but now that the end was in sight, he found himself impatient for the future that lay beyond vengeance. He wanted to put down roots, create a place where he belonged— and to have someone who belonged to him.
Undoubtedly it would have been wiser to wait until Weldon was destroyed, for a home and wife would be distractions. But delay might have lost him Sara and Sulgrave. Both moved him deeply, and he had learned early that one must seize the gifts of the gods when they were offered, for one seldom received a second chance. Sulgrave was like a dream home of the imagination that had been made physical in stone and earth, and Sara…
Ah, Sara, how could one describe Sara? She was a living symbol of his first victory over Weldon, but so much more: wit, warmth, honesty, and the quiet courage of a tempered blade. Though he regretted how he had treated her, he did not regret discovering the steely strength she had revealed in adversity.
Caring for Sara would be a pleasure, for simply being in her presence was a delight. When they were finally married, he would atone for his clumsiness, would teach her the mysteries of passion with the same care a connoisseur would use with fine porcelain. He was amazed by her willingness to accept him despite his mistakes, and he made a mental pledge that she would not regret her generosity.
As he turned into Sulgrave's long drive, he realized that all the things he had ever wanted—revenge, roots, a passionate companion—were now within his grasp. And with the confidence that carried a warrior invincible through battle, he knew that nothing and no one would deprive him of his prizes.




Chapter 14

 
During the drive to his brother's house, Charles Weldon reviewed his day with vicious satisfaction. In the morning he had visited his clubs, in the afternoon he had called on society women with notoriously loose tongues, and everywhere he had spread the news of his broken betrothal.
A pity, he mused, that he could not describe her misconduct in detail without seeming ungentlemanly, but he was a master of the innuendo, the raised brow, the suggestive glance. The story of Lady Sara St. James and her savage had been received with avid delight, for many society beauties had resented the prince for spurning their lures. Now they took feline pleasure in the knowledge that Lady Sara, who had always been above reproach, was no better than the rest of them, and perhaps a little worse.
Yes, it had been a good day. If Lady Sara's reputation was not quite ruined, it was certainly tarnished, a good first step in making her pay for betraying him. Once more his mind's eye saw the vivid image of Sara panting in that bastard's embrace. At the thought, Weldon balled his right hand into a fist and slammed it into his left palm. And to think he had believed her so pure, so well-bred! It sickened him to think of the disgrace she would have brought on his name if he had married her.
He was beginning to believe that there was no female who was worthy of trust. When he had first married Jane Clifton, she had adored him, and had been as obedient as any man could want. She had also behaved like a lady in bed, combining a becoming distaste for the marital act with the submission a wife owed her husband. Then one day, without warning, she had announced that she was taking his daughter and going back to her family, as if she had a perfect right to leave him.
He ground his fist into his palm as he thought of how she screamed when she fell down the stairs. It had all been Jane's fault, for she should have known better than to make him angry. A woman should not defy her husband; if she did, she deserved whatever consequences befell her.
He had taken his time choosing a second wife, wanting one who was well-bred and attractive as well as rich, for he was destined for great things and needed a woman worthy of him. Sara St. James had seemed such a woman, until she had proved that she did not deserve the title Lady.
The knowledge of her lechery was perversely, itch-ily arousing, and his loins had been burning ever since he had discovered her in her shame. First thing this morning he had sent his man Kane to Mrs. Kent with an order to procure a virgin with Sara's slim figure and dark gold hair. The girl would be waiting tonight, and when he ravished her, he would close his eyes and think of the woman he had almost married.
Someday, he swore, he would ravish Sara herself, even though it was too late to take her maidenhead. He reveled in the prospect of battering into her until she pleaded for mercy.
A pity that he must let some time pass before having her kidnapped, but it would not do to have anyone connect him with her disappearance. In such things he was cautious, for meticulous care and matchless cunning were what made it possible to live a shadow life under the very noses of society and law.
As always, thought of his cleverness restored his equanimity. Most men were fools, blind to the dark grandeur of living beyond society's narrow limits. His licit and illicit worlds complemented each other, point and counterpoint, each richer for contrast with the other.
He considered keeping Sara a prisoner for his own use, but decided that a brothel would be greater punishment. He would send her where no one would ever find her, to Brussels, perhaps. If she survived the first year, he would visit and ask if she still lusted for her heathen lover after thousands of men had vented their lust on her. All her aloof dignity would be gone, and she would beg for him to release her, but he would not, for she had degraded herself by her own unforgivable conduct.
Weldon felt a kind of sorrow when he contemplated the Kafir's treachery; he had done so much for the man, treating him almost as if he were an Englishman. The only mitigating factor was that one could expect no better from a savage. For that reason, perhaps Peregrine would be allowed to die quickly when the time came.
Unfortunately, this revenge would also have to be delayed because death would throw the Kafir's finances into disarray and endanger the L & S Railway. It was almost a pity that the company was doing so well, for it was maddening to know that Peregrine would profit from Weldon's own efforts. But his money had been essential for recapitalizing the company, so there was no way to get rid of him yet.
Thank God he'd had the foresight to arrange matters so that Peregrine had no real say in running the railway, even though he was the largest shareholder. Later, when the new stock offering was completely sold out, Weldon would find a way to force the Kafir out of the company. Meanwhile, he would look for other, subtler ways to make the savage pay for his disloyalty.
Weldon's pleasant thoughts were interrupted by his arrival at Lord Batsford's town house. He had intended to talk to his sister-in-law first, then Eliza, but his daughter must have seen the carriage, for she came racing down the stairs as the butler admitted him, her long blond hair flying.
"Papa!" she said excitedly. "I didn't expect you. Did you come to take tea with me?"
"Show more decorum, Eliza, don't run like a beggar child." As his daughter slowed down, abashed, he feasted his eyes on her. She was enchanting in a full-skirted pink dress with lacy pantalets beneath, and she had the pure sweetness of an angel. Here was true innocence; perhaps the only female a man might trust was his daughter. Batsford and his wife were dull, utterly without grace and unworthy of the title they bore, but he had to admit that Eliza was flourishing under their care.
He touched her shining hair. "I must talk to you, my dear, so let us go to the drawing room and order tea."
Several letters lay on a silver tray on the hall table, and before leading her father up to the drawing room, Eliza cast a hopeful eye over them. With an exclamation of delight, she picked up one of the envelopes. "Look, Papa, it is a note for me from Lady Sara! I recognize her writing."
"Give that to me!" Weldon snatched the letter from his daughter's hand as fury swept through him. How dare the slut write Eliza, sweet Eliza, the only truly pure female in his life! As his daughter stared in bewilderment, he crumpled the envelope and shoved it in his pocket. He would read it later to see just what kind of poison the slut was trying to put in Eliza's mind, and he would give orders to all the servants that nothing should be accepted from Haddonfield House.
"Is something wrong?" Eliza faltered.
Not wanting a servant to hear, he did not answer until they had climbed the stairs to the drawing room. As soon as the door was closed, he said harshly, "Don't ever mention that woman's name again. You must forget her, forget everything she ever told you, forget that you ever knew her."
Eliza's eyes widened with shock. "But… but aren't you going to marry Lady Sara?"
"Never! She has disgraced herself, and is not fit to be my wife or your mother."
"But what happened? What did Lady Sara do?" Eliza's brow creased with confusion. "She has always been so kind to me."
"That woman never cared about you, she was just trying to please me," he snapped, losing patience with the girl. "Now do not speak of her again, Eliza, I absolutely forbid it."
As his daughter's eyes filled with tears, he felt remorse. She was just an innocent child, the most precious being in his life. More calmly, he said, "Sit down and I'll ring for tea."
Eliza perched on the sofa, frightened that she might anger her father again. "Does this mean I can't live with you?"
Weldon started to agree, then stopped. Perhaps it was time to remove his daughter from this house, for her female cousins were getting old enough to be marriageable. They were empty-headed chits, and soon they would be babbling about men, filling Eliza with improper ideas. More than that, the whole household would soon be buzzing with talk about Lady Sara. In fact, appalling thought, Sara might be able to persuade Lady Batsford to let her see Eliza; the slut had always been able to charm his brother and wife around her little finger.
No, Eliza belonged with her father, who knew what was best for her. Unlike her mother or the slut, his daughter was devoted to him, and to reward her for her devotion, he must guide her properly, ensure that no wickedness came her way. He would take her out of school and get her a governess, one who knew what was proper. "No," he said decisively, "I want you to move in with me again as soon as possible. I've missed you."
As Eliza's face brightened, he went over and gave her a rare hug. "It will be just you and me, my dear," he said softly. Soon he must find another rich wife to give him a son, but next time he would choose more wisely. "We don't need anyone else."
"Oh, Papa, that's wonderful." Eliza returned his hug with delight. She had always dreamed that someday her father would show that he loved her, and now he had.
When the tea tray arrived, Eliza carefully poured her father's tea, just like a proper lady, for soon she would be his hostess. As she sipped tea and nibbled on tiny iced cakes, Papa explained his plans for her. Of course he would still be busy, but finally she would have him all to herself for some of the time. She would not even have to share him with Lady Sara, though it would have been worth sharing to have Sara for a mama.
But later, when her father had gone, Eliza made a resolution. Even though Papa was the wisest, handsomest man in the world, he was wrong about Lady Sara. They must have had some misunderstanding, like the characters in the romances she and her cousins read, but that didn't mean Lady Sara was a bad person.
In spite of what Papa had said, Eliza knew that Lady Sara had been genuine in her affection. Sooner or later, Eliza promised herself, she would find an opportunity to speak to Lady Sara. Perhaps the misunderstanding could be cleared up so Sara and Papa would resume their marriage plans?
Eliza sighed, knowing that life did not always work out as neatly as books. But even if reconciliation was out of the question, at least Eliza could talk to Sara and tell her that she missed her, and find out what was in the letter Papa had taken away.
* * *
When Jenny Miller was ushered into the morning room of Haddonfield House, her expression was not precisely fearful, for the girl had an air of resilience that implied that she was not easily frightened. But her blue eyes did show anxiety as she curtsied in front of Sara.
Subconsciously Sara had expected that years in a brothel must leave some sort of mark, and Jenny's delicate loveliness was a distinct surprise. In her simple, high-necked navy gown, she looked like a schoolmaster's daughter, not a reformed prostitute.
"Have a seat," Sara said. "I don't bite."
Jenny obeyed with a quick smile. "Thank you, my lady."
"I understand that you have not worked as a lady's maid before," Sara said. "Are you sure that you will like the work?"
"Oh, yes, my lady. I'm ever so good with hair, and 1 love fine clothing. I know what is quality, you see, and what is flattering." Then she colored and ducked her head shyly. "I'm sorry, my lady, I can see that you aren't one who needs advice from a maid, but I promise I will take good care of your gowns, and slippers, and jewels, and linens, and everything else, and I'll always do exactly what you want."
Sara smiled at the rush of words. "Relax, Jenny, I'm looking to hire you, not buy you." Only when a strained expression touched the girl's face did Sara realize what she had said. She bit her lip. "I'm sorry, that was thoughtless of me. In practical terms, you were a slave, weren't you?"
Jenny regarded her warily. "The prince told you about me?"
"Not in detail. He just said that you'd been kept in a brothel against your will."
Jenny flushed scarlet. "You don't mind?"
"I mind for your sake," Sara said softly, her heart aching at the thought of what the girl must have endured—and what thousands of other girls in London were enduring still. "I can't tell you to forget the past, for the past is as much a part of us as our bones. But if you want to work for me, the subject will never be mentioned again unless you raise it yourself. None of the other servants need know."
''Now I know what a real lady is." Jenny swallowed hard, fighting tears. "If you'll have me, Lady Sara, I swear I'll be the best maid you ever had."
Making a quick, instinctive decision, Sara said, "I'd love to have you. My former maid had the temper of a pickled onion, but I think you and I will deal together very well." She rose to her feet. "Let me show you where you will be living and working."
"Wonderful!" Jenny bounded up, a beaming smile across her face. Then she hesitated. "Lady Sara, might you be wondering about how Prince Peregrine and I met?"
It was Sara's turn to blush. "I don't suppose that it's any of my business what he does before we're married."
"It wasn't what you think, my lady," Jenny said earnestly. "He came to the brothel as someone's guest, and I knew as soon as I saw him that he didn't want to be there. He didn't touch me, just asked me questions. When he found out that I didn't want to be mere either, he helped me escape. He's a real gentleman, just like you're a real lady."
"Thank you for telling me that, Jenny." Sara felt a surge of happiness, not just because the girl wasn't Mikahl's mistress, but because her enigmatic betrothed had been the one to rescue Jenny from servitude. He was a better man than he was willing to admit to. "It might not be my business, but I must admit that I'm glad to know that. Now, are you ready for the tour?"
Jenny nodded eagerly and followed her new mistress upstairs to the wonderful world that was going to be hers.
* * *
Alert for the sound of Mr. Slade's key, Jenny bounced out of the drawing room to meet him as soon as he entered his house. Ever since returning from Lady Sara's, she had been waiting impatiently to give him the good news.
The lawyer greeted her with a smile. "I don't need to ask how the interview went—I can see by your face that Lady Sara gave you the position."
Jenny nodded an enthusiastic confirmation. "She's lovely, and so kind. And she's not much larger than I am, and has fair coloring, and she said that most of her clothing would look good on me, if I didn't mind wearing hand-me-downs. As if I'd mind!"
Slade laughed. "This calls for a celebration. I have no champagne, but we can toast your success in Madeira."
He escorted her into the library and solemnly poured small amounts of Madeira into two glasses. Raising his glass in salute, he said, "To Jenny—may all your dreams come true.''
In spite of his genuine pleasure in her success, Slade drained the glass with a sense of melancholy. Peregrine had said that Jenny had wanted to become a lady's maid, to work for a pleasant lady whose discarded clothing would fit her, and eventually to marry a handsome footman. Now that the girl's first dreams had been realized, it was just a matter of time until the last one was. If and when a lovely girl like Jenny decided to marry, she would have her choice of husbands, in spite of her past. And they would be young, handsome men, not boring lawyers almost twenty years her senior.
Jenny had held her own glass while he toasted her. Now she raised it. "To you, Mr. Slade, for making it possible."
He was pleased but too punctilious to accept an undeserved tribute. "It is Prince Peregrine you should be toasting, for it was he who set you free."
"I surely don't mind drinking to him or his lady, but you're the one who spent time with me, showed me how proper females behave, found me a teacher, trusted me with your money, and kept saying that I could better myself." She poured more Madeira for both of them. "While the prince gave me the chance, it's you who made it mean something."
"Thank you, Jenny," he said gravely. "It has been my privilege to be of assistance."
After the toast to Peregrine and his lady, Slade asked, "When will you begin with Lady Sara?"
"Tomorrow. She is sending her carriage for me."
So soon? Slade sipped his Madeira, thinking that he had not noticed how dull the house was until she came to brighten it up. With her departure, his home would be bleak indeed, for darkness is always deeper after one has known light. "Since her ladyship is preparing her trousseau, you'll be very busy."
He hesitated, wondering if he should say more, then said simply, "I shall miss you, Jenny."
She set her glass down with a businesslike air. "I want to do something to thank you for all you've done for me."
"There's no need." He smiled a little. "Since you started practicing your skills on my wardrobe, my clothing has never looked better—everything brushed, mended, and pressed."
"That's not enough. I want to do something more-it isn't right to just take and never give." Stepping forward, she twined her arms around his neck and pressed her slim body against him. "I know that you've fancied me right from the beginning, so to show my appreciation for your kindness, I'll share your bed tonight."
For a moment, he was almost paralyzed by shock and surging desire. She was beautiful, woman-soft, fresh and sweet as an armful of flowers. And willing…
Willing because she was grateful. He removed her arms from his neck with more speed than courtesy, for if he did not move quickly, he would be unable to put her aside. "No, Jenny," he said hoarsely, "it is better not to do this."
"It's all right, Mr. Slade," she said, misunderstanding. "You never asked, but the doctor you sent me to said I'm clean, so you won't catch anything from me. I know all about preventing babies, too, and how to please a man."
"Jenny," he said with a touch of desperation, "this isn't necessary. You've already given me a great deal, more than you'll ever know."
She cocked her head. "You're being honorable, aren't you? But I'm no innocent, so it's not like you could take advantage. Spending the night with you wouldn't mean a thing to me."
If she had deliberately tried to hurt him, she could not have done a better job. It took a moment for Slade to regain his lawyer's coolness. "I know it wouldn't mean anything to you. That's why it wouldn't be right."
He kissed her lightly on the forehead, like an uncle. "Be happy, Jenny. You deserve it." He turned to leave the library, but stopped when she spoke.
"Can… can I come and visit you now and then on my half days?" she asked uncertainly. "I won't enjoy things as much if I can't tell you about them."
It would have been wiser to refuse, but he found himself saying, "I'd like that."
Then he left, thinking that it would be good to see Jenny sometimes, at least until she found her handsome footman. When she started talking about beaux, it would be time to let go. But for now, her visits would give him something to look forward to.
Long after the lawyer was gone, Jenny continued to stare at the dark wooden panels of the door as she tried to understand her sense of loss. Something had happened tonight, and she didn't quite understand what. She figured that she knew just about everything there was to know about male desire—certainly she knew that a man didn't need to care to want a woman.
But she had never known that a man could want a woman and not take her because he did care. There was something very fragile and precious in the idea, though she didn't really understand it. Maybe someday she would.
It was Slade's first visit to Sulgrave, and he looked around with admiration. "A very handsome place. You got more of a bargain than I realized."
Ushering his lawyer into the study, Peregrine smiled lazily. "I'm glad you approve, since you were the one who found the estate and negotiated the price. How do you manage to arrange so many things from behind the scenes?"
"It's all a matter of knowing who to ask," Slade said vaguely as he chose a seat. "Are you going to be doing any decorating or remodeling?''
"Not until after the wedding. I'm sure that Sara will want to make some changes. Only another week now." Peregrine drifted to the window and looked out. He never tired of the sight of the rolling English hills, and often rode or walked in the Downs. "Are Weldon's affairs prospering?"
Slade permitted himself a small smile as he put on his reading glasses. "Not at all. As expected, the ending of his betrothal made his bank very anxious, and I was able to buy up his debts at a substantial discount."
"Good. Notify him that if the loans aren't repaid in the next thirty days, we will foreclose on all the property mortgaged as security."
"Why not immediately?"
"Because thirty days will give Weldon more time to worry," Peregrine said in a dulcet tone.
The lawyer frowned. Even though he knew that Weldon deserved whatever he got, there was something profoundly disturbing about Peregrine's lethal pleasure in the process of destruction. Slade wondered sometimes what had set his employer on his course of vengeance, but suspected that it was better not to know. Looking back at his notes, he said, "Weldon's stock in the railway is very valuable just now. He may be able to borrow enough against that to pay off the loans."
"Only if the railway maintains its value." Peregrine turned to face the room, lounging against the window frame with arms crossed and fierce satisfaction in his eyes. "Has Weldon learned yet that Crawley sold the right-of-way to his property?"
"Not yet, but he will soon."
"When he does, it will be time to reinstate the lawsuit for greater compensation on Crawley's land, plus to file charges of criminal harassment against the company in general and Weldon in particular." Peregrine thought a moment longer. "Track laying has almost reached Crawley's property. In case Weldon decides to go ahead and build there anyhow, in spite of the lawsuits against the company, be ready to file for an injunction to stop construction."
Slade gave a nod of approval. "So even if he is finally ready to offer a fair price for Crawley's right-of-way, the company will be so tied up in lawsuits that investors will drop it like a hot coal."
"That's the general idea," Peregrine said genially. "With luck, that will push the L & S Railway into serious financial trouble." He began to prowl across the room. "One more matter—the barony that Weldon has been angling for. Have you made any progress toward thwarting that?''
"The matter has been taken care of. Several prominent members of Her Majesty's government have received packets of information detailing some of Weldon's more believable crimes." Slade smiled. "I doubt that anything will ever be said publicly, but it's a safe bet that Weldon's name will be quietly dropped from the next honors list, never to be considered again. If he tries to find out what happened, he will meet with polite vagueness. British politicians are very good at that."
Peregrine laughed out loud. "Benjamin, you're a wonder. Am I paying you enough?"
"You pay me too much," Slade said severely. "I've told you that before. You really do not have a proper respect for money."
His employer smiled. "You have enough respect for both of us. Too much, in fact—have you never learned that money is only a tool, not an end in itself?"
Immediately Slade thought of Jenny Miller. For years, money had bought her body, but there was not enough money on earth to buy what he wanted from her. Brusquely he said, "Money may not buy happiness, but it certainly makes misery a great deal more comfortable. Is there anything else you wish to discuss today?"
Peregrine studied him curiously, wondering what personal nerve had been touched by the casual words, then shrugged. Slade, who was a master of information gathering, was not at all forthcoming about his own private life. Probably he didn't have one. "No, nothing else. Thank you for coming out here today."
Slade nodded acknowledgment, then gathered his papers and left. Peregrine sat down at his desk, elation filling him. Thread by thread, the web was being completed. A pity that he could not be present when Weldon realized the full extent of the ruin facing him.
There was a secret drawer in the desk, and he opened it to take out his private file on Weldon. Soon after coming to England, Peregrine had made a list of what Weldon valued most, and it was time to evaluate the progress that had been made.
A column on the left side of the page listed fortune, business reputation, railway, personal reputation, social standing, Lady Sara St. James, barony, daughter, life.
Peregrine made a neat check by fortune and scribbled the note private fortune gone, railway bankruptcy will ruin him. By business reputation, he wrote faltering. Already rumors about Weldon were starting to circulate, and when the railroad crashed, his name would become anathema to the financial community.
Next to personal reputation, he wrote possible newspaper exposure? An ambitious journalist looking for instant fame might be a good channel for making public Weldon's vicious hypocrisy; when that happened, social standing and reputation would both vanish instantly.
Next to Sara's name Peregrine drew a star, for she represented his greatest success to date. Simply ending the betrothal would have been adequate; having the world know that Sara preferred a different man was better yet; but marrying her himself was pure triumph. He had entered English society, Weldon's own territory, and against all odds he had won his enemy's lady.
He wrote gone next to barony, for it sounded like Slade had taken care of that most efficiently. How long would it take before Weldon realized that the title he lusted after would never be his? Weeks at least, perhaps longer; appropriate that the misery of uncertainty would precede the pain of loss.
He frowned at the entry daughter; as with Sara, the trick was to remove the girl from Weldon without damaging her. The question had taken on added weight since Eliza had just gone back to her father's house. When Weldon was dead, Peregrine guessed she would return to the custody of her aunt and uncle, who were decent people. The girl also had an inheritance from her mother that Weldon couldn't touch, so her future should be secure.
But how could she be used to injure her father now? The girl had a special place in Weldon's heart; possibly she was the only person for whom he had any unselfish affection. Peregrine frowned at the list for a long time. Then an idea came to him, and a wolfish smile spread across his face.
Over the year, Weldon had been responsible for destroying the lives of countless young girls; how would he react to the news that his own cherished daughter had been kidnapped and installed in a brothel? He would tear the London underworld apart trying to find her, increasingly desperate, for he would know exactly what his protected child would be suffering at the hands of bastards like himself.
Peregrine would not actually send the girl to a brothel; for the purpose of vengeance, it was only necessary that Weldon believe his daughter was in a whorehouse.
It would be easy. Since Eliza and Sara were friends, all that needed to be done was coax the girl away for a holiday with Sara while Weldon was told that his daughter had been kidnapped. Sara and Eliza would both be happy, and Weldon would be in hell. Absolutely perfect. It would have to be done carefully, since Sara would not approve if she knew what Peregrine was doing, but she would not have to know. Next to daughter, he jotted "kidnap/brothel."
That left only life. He gnawed on the end of his pen. Since the injury Weldon had done had been vicious and personal, revenge must be equally vicious and personal. Peregrine craved the sight of his enemy's fear; he must administer the death stroke himself, feel the hot splash of Weldon's blood, for nothing less would balance the scales of the past. But marrying Sara meant staying in England, so if Peregrine were to personally execute his enemy, he would have to do it in a way where he would not be detected.
He was still pondering the best method of administering death, when a knock on the door was immediately followed by the entrance of Lord Ross. Smoothly Peregrine returned the file to the secret drawer, closed it, then stood to greet his friend. "Good afternoon. This is an unexpected pleasure."
There had been a flicker of curiosity in Ross's eyes when Peregrine had hidden the file, but he was too polite to ask about it. Instead he dropped a heavy folder on the desk. "I've been going over the material you lent me on Weldon. For God's sake, Mikahl, why not take it to the authorities and stop the bastard now? All the evidence may not be firm, but there is more than enough to hang him."
"I have reasons for waiting." Peregrine sat down again, gesturing for Ross to do the same. "But I promise that it will not be much longer before Weldon's sins catch up with him."
"The sooner the better." Ross's lips were a tight line as he took a chair. "I've just heard that he's been slandering you and Sara all over London."
"Trying to," Peregrine corrected. "We have gone to several social affairs in the last fortnight, and while there was some whispering and curiosity at first, by the end Sara had won everyone over." He smiled with pride. "She is splendid. No one can talk to her and believe that she has an immoral bone in her body or an unprincipled thought in her head. As a result, Weldon's slander is rebounding onto himself. Soon he will find that he has less friends than he thought."
Ross's expression relaxed. "I can believe that Sara is outfacing all gossip, but how are people treating you?"
"The usual—curiosity, some titillated disapproval. But since they think it likely that marriage to Lady Sara means that I will be among them for some time, most people seem to be willing to give me the benefit of the doubt for her sake." Peregrine gave a faint smile. "I find it vastly amusing to be achieving such respectability."
Ross laughed. It was hard to see the wild Kafir in the urbane, well-dressed man in front of him—except when Weldon was mentioned. Then Peregrine's eyes held the mercilessness of the falcon he had named himself for. Ross had a strong intuition that the sooner Weldon was dealt with, the better for everyone.
* * *
"Something unexpected has happened, Sir Charles." Walter Baines shuffled through his papers uneasily, knowing that his employer was not going to take this news well. "The bank has sold your notes at a discount, and the new creditor is demanding payment in thirty days."
Weldon stared at his accountant, slack-jawed with surprise. "Why the devil would they do that? I've done business with that bank for years."
"Mmm, yes, but you've only been paying interest on the loans—the principal has been outstanding for quite some time. The bank has always trusted that you were good for the money, both because of your business success and certain other—mmm—intangible considerations. However, your personal debts have mounted to a rather substantial figure in the last eighteen months. Plus…" Baines coughed into his hand. "A clerk at the bank told me in confidence that the directors had become anxious because your betrothal had ended. It is well-known that Lady Sara is a considerable heiress, but now…"He spread his hands apologetically. "It's nonsense, of course, but you know how conservative bankers are."
After swearing a string of vicious oaths, Weldon asked, "How much money do I have in reserve?"
"Apart from a small account for daily household expenses, nothing. You liquidated everything for the recapitalization of the L & S Railway."
Weldon frowned. "Much as I hate to do it, I may have to borrow against my shares in the railway. Find a lender who will give me what I need at a decent interest rate." He thought a moment. "Incidentally, who bought the notes?"
Baines shuffled his papers again. "That isn't clear. The demand came through a solicitor who is acting on another solicitor's behalf. I couldn't learn the name of the principal."
"Find out," Weldon ordered. "Also, ask if the new creditor will accept less than the face value of the notes—enough to make a profit on his speculation, but less than the full amount."
"Very good, Sir Charles." Baines gathered his papers and left with alacrity.
Weldon sat frowning for long after the accountant's departure. What a damnable stroke of luck. In the last couple of years, he had put huge sums of money into politics, both to advance his business interests and to secure a title for himself. As a result, he had been skating on very thin ice for the last six months; if he had not had the illicit income to subsidize his legitimate enterprises, he would have been ruined.
His financial situation had been a significant factor in his decision to remarry, for Lady Sara's dowry would have put him back on his feet. But when he had discovered Sara in her wantonness, he had been too furious to think through the implications of breaking the betrothal. Christ, he should have married the slut! Not only would he have had her money, he would not have had to wait to punish her for her treachery. And if she had threatened to tarnish his name—well, he had lost one wife in a tragic accident. Such a thing could have happened again.
Briefly he wondered if the betrothal was broken past mending, and reluctantly decided that it was. Neither Sara nor her lover would be likely to forgive the things that had been said that night. It was ironic that the one wealthy man who might have been willing to help Weldon through this bad patch was Peregrine. The bastard seemed to be made of money, and he had been very free with it. But it would be impossible to ask for a loan after what had happened.
A pity that relations had grown so strained with his wife's family after her death; his father-in-law could easily have afforded a loan, but he wouldn't help. Weldon knew that because he had hinted about a loan the year before, and his father-in-law had reacted very badly. Before she died, that bitch Jane must have told her father that she was unhappy in her marriage.
Might the brothels be sold? After consideration, he decided not. They generated a good income, but their only assets were the frail ones of human flesh and secret reputation. Besides, they were not the sorts of businesses that could be easily sold.
The Duke of Haddonfield was certainly wealthy enough, but Weldon suspected that he had already pushed the duke as far as possible. Haddonfield might tell Weldon to speak and be damned if more pressure was brought to bear. Still, if worse came to worse, the duke was a possibility.
Finally Weldon shrugged and left his office for the day. The situation was difficult but not disastrous; he'd come about soon. He had better start thinking about a new wife. In the meantime, thank God for the thriving L & S Railway.
 

Chapter 15

 
Sara returned to Haddonfield a week before the ceremony, profoundly grateful to be back in the country. She and her betrothed had gone into society several times in the previous fortnight and the occasions had been stressful. While no one had been overtly rude, she had been aware of the whispers and curiosity, of people studying both her and her betrothed with fascinated, avid eyes. But the effort had been successful; the talk had not blossomed into a scandal, and the St. James's name was still unsullied.
Because of the circumstances surrounding Sara's broken betrothal, she had decided to marry from her family home rather than in London. After a week of frenzied preparations, her wedding day dawned, having arrived both too quickly and too slowly. Afterward, Sara remembered her wedding as a collection of kaleidoscopic fragments. She knew she must have acted normally, for no one said otherwise, but most of the day was a blank, punctuated by occasional moments of sharp clarity.
She had been awakened by Aunt Marguerite, who came in with a tray of tea and toast. As Sara stirred milk into her cup, the duchess had said briskly, "Since Maria is no longer with us, I suppose I should do all the things mothers are supposed to do. You are not a child and are both levelheaded and well-informed, but still, there is a shocking amount of ignorance about what takes place in the marriage bed."
She cocked her head to one side. "Need I explain what happens? Though I warn you, the description is quite ludicrous and far less appealing than the reality. Or if you feel that you have an adequate grasp of the basics, are there any special questions you would like to ask? You needn't be shy with me."
Sara had choked on her tea and gone into a coughing fit. After recovering, she said, "That isn't necessary, Aunt."
The duchess studied her niece's burning face, then said with distinct approval, "I see. Very good, my dear."
Knowing that her aunt undoubtedly did see, Sara had hastily risen and rung for her bath.
The next memory was of Jenny Miller. Sara had canceled the order for the elaborate dress she would have worn to marry Charles, choosing instead a simpler gown of ivory-colored silk. Privately, she made the ironic reflection that she was not entitled to pure white.
Jenny had dressed her mistress with loving skill, making sure that every glossy fold of fabric, every fall of delicate lace, was perfect. At the end, after pinning the chaplet of silk flowers in place and adjusting the veil that fell almost to Sara's heels, the girl had unashamedly wept. "You're the most beautiful bride there ever was, my lady," she whispered. "And you'll be happy. I know it."
Sara had wished she shared her maid's optimism.
During the carriage ride to the church, her father had been resigned, neither glad nor disapproving. As he assisted her out at the end, he had said softly, "Ultimately we must all work out our own fate. I wish you happy, child, and I wish your mother could have been here to see you."
If Sara had married Charles in the fashionable London church he had wanted, she would have been attended by a dozen bridesmaids chosen from both her family and his. But this wedding was to Sara's own taste rather than to please a socially conscious bride-groom, so it was held in the flower-scented parish church she loved, and her only attendant was Marguerite.
The church was filled with Haddonfield tenants and the closest St. James's relatives and friends. Peregrine had invited only two guests, a quiet London businessman and a turbaned, fierce-looking Asiatic who sat in the back row and watched the proceedings with the detached curiosity that a European might have shown to the ceremonies of African pygmies.
The processional march began, and Marguerite made her majestic way down the aisle, lending her duchess's dignity to the ceremony. Then it was time for Sara. She had been grateful for her father's arm, for being the center of attention always made her acutely conscious of her lameness. Every sight and sound was unnaturally exaggerated, even the whisper of her train as it glided over the medieval brasses embedded in the stone floor.
As she made her slow progress in step to the organ music, she noted individual faces in the crowd. Here was the steward's wife, just Sara's age and the mother of five children; there stood the head groom from the ducal stables, who had been the one who found Sara after her accident and who had wept as he carried her broken body back to the house. Jenny Miller was in the middle of a row, standing next to Peregrine's London friend. And there were scores of others, all of them beaming with goodwill. Some must have heard of the London gossip, but the duke's daughter belonged to them, and they believed in her.
It was almost noon, and the church was flooded with light. Though the sun warmed the ancient stones and scattered jewels of colored light through the stained glass windows, Sara was ice-cold, the fingers clasping her bouquet almost numb.
Her gaze went to the men who waited at the altar. Both were dressed in formal black, tall, broad-shouldered and powerful, and she thought that there could not be two more handsome men anywhere. Ross was groomsman. He must have guessed at her nerves, for he gave her an outrageous wink.
But most of her attention was on her future husband: Mikahl, dark and exotic and mysterious, the stranger whom she was marrying. She had not seen him since her return to Haddonfield.
Her father delivered her to her future husband's side and stepped back. For a moment Sara swayed. What would the vows of eternal love and fidelity mean to a man who was not a Christian? Not enough, perhaps. She wanted to marry Mikahl more than she had ever wanted anything in her life, yet if she had been steadier on her feet, she would have turned and fled the church.
Then her gaze lifted to his green eyes: gem green, cat green, growth green, the vasty green depths of a sea deep enough to drown in. When he had taken her onto his horse at Tattersall's, he had whispered "Trust me"; now his fathomless eyes held the same message.
Trust me. She put her hand out, and he took it in his, his powerful fingers closing over hers with a warmth that radiated all the way to her chilled bones. Oblivious to local custom, he raised her hand and kissed it with melting tenderness.
She smiled at him with sudden joy, and when he smiled back, her fears began to dissolve. They turned to face the vicar, and the ceremony began.
Scattered phrases struck her: Dearly beloved… Do you, Mikahl, take this woman . . . answered with a firm baritone I do. Do you, Sara Margaret Mary, take this man … To her surprise, her own voice sounded firm and confident.
With this ring I thee wed. … He had had the ring specially made for her, and the gold band was a study in subtle curving surfaces, a Western symbol rendered in Oriental style.
The greatest reality was his hand clasping hers, and his kiss at the end of the ceremony when he whispered, "Sweet Sara, sweet wife."
She had clung to him for a moment, grateful for his solid strength, and for the sense of caring emanating from him.
Then it was over, and she was Sara Khanauri, married past redemption. More fragmented images: walking down the aisle, receiving the good wishes of what seemed to be every person she had ever met, Aunt Marguerite crying happily, Ross enveloping her in a long hug that was both best wishes and a wordless promise of support if ever she needed it.
There had been a private wedding breakfast for family and visiting friends and an outdoor feast for everyone in the village. During the festivities, Mikahl was no more than an arm's length away until she went to change to her traveling dress. Then, at last, Sara was alone in a carriage with her new husband by her side, mildly bawdy jokes and shouts of laughter fading behind them.
Reality returned with a snap. Now the business of making a marriage must begin, and she felt suddenly shy. "I'm glad we were married at Haddonfield. It seems more real than a London society wedding. But I'm also glad that it's all over."
"An exhausting business, marriage," he observed, his eyes twinkling. "Can you imagine how much worse it must be for a Muslim, who may have up to four wives? Think about going through that three more times!"
"The guest lists and seating plans would be incredibly complicated," she said with a hint of smile. "Perhaps that is why the Christian church allows only one spouse at a time?"
Peregrine studied her face, seeing the tight-strung nerves beneath her composure. Sara continually amazed him. She had been heartbreakingly beautiful when she came down the aisle toward him, a cream and gold sibyl with her soul in her eyes.
Yet she had also been terrified. Not exactly of him, he sensed, or of marriage in the conventional sense, but because he was such an unknown quantity. He couldn't blame her for being alarmed by him; he was not at all an admirable person. Yet here she was, her presence an act of faith.
What made Sara willing to tempt fate by marrying him? The question fascinated him, for even though she desired him, he knew that the answer was nothing as simple as lust.
His wife's eyes shied away from his intent gaze as she absently stripped off her gloves. "Where are we going?"
"I was wondering if you would ever ask," he said with amusement. "To Sulgrave, unless you have another preference."
"Were you thinking of any particular inn to stay in tonight?" she asked. "The Black Horse in Oxford is a pleasant place, and about the right distance.''
He shook his head. "Not necessary. We'll be in Sulgrave tonight."
"But surely it is too far away?" she said, surprised.
"No, it isn't." He grinned. "Shall I explain, or would you rather be surprised?"
"Surprise me."
Sara's voice was calm, but the way she toyed with her new wedding ring hinted at her tightly strung nerves. Deciding that it was time to end the formality between them, Peregrine scooped her into his arms and arranged her across his lap, the blue folds of her gown spilling around them. "Isn't this a more comfortable way to travel?"
After a surprised inhalation of breath, she said peaceably, "It's a good thing that Jenny and Kuram are in the carriage behind. They might not approve of such a cavalier attitude to our finery, after all their efforts to make us presentable."
Her voice was light, but he felt her tension. Abandoning levity, he said quietly, "Sara, when I said that I would give you all the time you needed, I did not mean just until we were wed."
Puzzled, she studied his face. "What do you mean?"
"The ancient Hindus had a worthy custom," he answered obliquely. "Girls were married very young to men who were much older. Since rough treatment from a virtual stranger might give a maiden a distaste for marital relations, it was recommended that the couple live together chastely at first. Perhaps ten days would elapse before the first kiss, and matters would progress slowly from there. The marriage would not be consummated until the man was sure that his bride was ready."
Suddenly hilarity lit Sara's brown eyes. "There is an English saying about barn doors and stolen horses. Isn't it a bit late to apply such a custom?"
He smiled, glad that her sense of humor was returning. "The principle is valid. I pushed you too far, too fast, Sara. From now on, I will not do anything unless you are ready."
Her brow furrowed. "But won't that be…" she searched for a euphemism, "difficult for you?"
How typical of Sara to be concerned more for his welfare than for her own. "I hope that your preference will be for days rather than months," he admitted wryly, "but the future is long. It is worth giving your mind and body time to come into harmony. Do not worry about me—I will find much pleasure in anticipation."
Sara gave him a slow smile. "You are really quite a remarkable man," she said softly. "Thank you, Mikahl."
Then she put her head on his shoulder and settled trustfully into his embrace. One of her hands slid under his coat and came to rest on his chest, and her other arm circled his waist. As the afternoon sun found rich highlights in the dark gold of her hair, he could actually feel the tension flowing from her body.
The tension found an immediate home in him, for Sara had been right to wonder if it would be hard for him to curb desire indefinitely. As her delectable curves nestled against him, he realized ruefully that restraint would be even harder than he had thought. But for perhaps the first time since they had met, Sara was wholly relaxed with him; that was worth any amount of temporary discomfort.
He stroked the back of her neck, and she made a soft sound that was almost a purr. His wife. An amazing thought; just a few weeks ago, it had never occurred to him that he might marry. At what point had the idea of marriage gone from unthinkable to inevitable? It must have been the night he had compromised Sara, but for the life of him, he could not describe why or how his attitude had changed. No matter, he was glad of the result.
The road they traveled had a smooth surface, and in the gentle swaying of the carriage his wife slept in his arms, serenity emanating from her. As he inhaled the delicate scent of orange blossoms from her hair, Peregrine realized that he was experiencing a gentle peace different from anything he had ever known. As he slipped into a half doze, he wondered what other things he would learn from his wife.
"Wasn't the locomotive smashing, Lady Sara?" Jenny said as she unlaced her mistress's corset. "Who but the prince would have thought to hire a private carriage for just the four of us!"
"It was a wonderful idea," Sara agreed, giving a sigh of relief as the corset came off. "I can see why railroads are becoming popular—they are so swift, and for a long journey, much less tiring than a horse-drawn vehicle."
Besides hiring a luxurious private car, her clever new husband had also arranged for an elegant cold supper to be served on the trip, and two carriages had been waiting in London to take the newlyweds and their servants the final leg of the journey. And at Sulgrave, when Sara climbed from the carriage, Mikahl swept her into his arms and carried her, laughing, up the steps of her new home.
Sara sat down and peeled off her silk stockings, then wiggled her toes. "Is your own room suitable, Jenny? I didn't see the servants' quarters the one time I visited here."
"I only just had time to drop my bag before coming down to unpack your things, my lady, but it looked very nice. I like this house." Jenny began to pull out Sara's hairpins.
"So do I. Sulgrave was designed for comfort, not show." Sara gestured at their surroundings. "For instance, here in the master's suite—it must have been a woman who thought of building a private bath between the dressing rooms."
"That reminds me, I had best check the water for your bath," Jenny exclaimed. "And I'll take Furface away. I don't expect you want him underfoot tonight."
Sara chuckled at the grieved expression on the face of the tabby cat as Jenny scooped it up. It was the friendly stable feline Sara had met on her first visit to Sulgrave. According to her new husband, the beast had moved into the house the same day Mikahl had. Now officially christened Furface, the cat was clearly a permanent member of the household.
Finally alone, Sara absently began brushing her hair. It was both kind and wise of Mikahl to give her time to adjust to marital intimacy. If he had not, she would be wound as tight as a clock spring now. Instead she was relaxed, looking forward to being alone with him, but not fearing what he would expect of her.
After dismissing Jenny for the night, Sara took a quick bath, then donned an embroidered white nightgown and matching robe. The dainty muslin was almost as sheer as silk, and it whispered across her sensitive, anticipating skin. Even the weight of hair falling over back and shoulders stimulated her heightened senses. Her husband had tactfully disappeared to give her privacy, but now she longed for him.
Too restless to sit or lie down, she drifted around the bedroom, an airy chamber that by day commanded a spectacular view of the Downs. Now three lamps illuminated the room with a soft, romantic glow. Though Mikahl had only lived here a few weeks, he had already marked the room with his taste. On one wall hung an exquisite Oriental painting of mountains, and underfoot was the most gorgeous Chinese carpet she had ever seen, richly colored and so thick that it had the springy resilience of turf.
The bed, however, was English, a carved walnut four-poster that was both sturdy and spacious. It was a handsome piece of furniture, and Sara ran her hand appreciatively down one polished post, then glanced at the woven blue counterpane, which a maid had turned down to reveal fine linen sheets.
Abruptly Sara's well-being evaporated, and her fingers tightened on the bedpost. All too clearly, she remembered the moment in the garden when trust and pleasure had turned to pain and anger. She had felt betrayed, overwhelmed by his strength…
She took a deep breath and turned away. It had been an unfortunate accident stemming from her confusion and his arousal, as much her fault as his. But it was an unpleasant memory, one that she did not want to dwell on tonight. 
A table between the windows held a small jade sculpture of a horse and a Chinese porcelain vase containing crimson roses. Sara had expected Sulgrave to seem a bit drab, since no redecorating had been done yet, but Mikahl had had the house filled with brilliantly colored late summer flowers to welcome her. The roses must have been cut and arranged just before they arrived, for traces of evening dew were still on them. She touched a velvety petal. Red for passion.
With uncanny timing, her husband entered the bedchamber from his own dressing room. His dark, exotic good looks were enhanced by a black velvet robe trimmed with intricate scarlet and gold embroidery. He was magnificent, like a visitor from some grander, more dramatic world. As Marguerite had said, a glorious barbarian, and the sight of him made Sara's knees weaken.
How did one proceed on one's wedding night, particularly an unconventional one? Uncertain about the etiquette, Sara restricted herself to the mild comment, "What a marvelous garment. I assume that it's from somewhere in the Middle East?"
He nodded. "It's one style of Turkish caftan. Sometimes I weary of Western clothing." He crossed the room to where she stood by the windows. "Was Jenny able to find what you needed? Though the butler you sent me is very capable, the household is not yet running smoothly."
"Everything was fine," she assured him. Then an amused smile came into her eyes. "Though I was surprised to see that the room next door is now a sitting room. Didn't it used to be the mistress's bedroom?"
He leaned casually against the wall, his arms crossed over his chest. The black robe made him seem even taller and broader than usual. "Do you really want to sleep alone? I will never force you to do something against your will, Sara, but I have never understood the aristocratic English passion for separate rooms. After all, sharing a bed is one of the main reasons to marry." He gave her a slow, provocative smile. "How can a bride become accustomed to her husband if she doesn't sleep with him?''
Blushing, Sara pulled one of the scarlet roses from the vase. "I don't know if I prefer sleeping alone, because I've never done otherwise, but I am willing to… test the advantages of sharing." Her eyes cast down, she inhaled the rose's sultry sweetness. "You have done so much today to make me feel cherished and cared for. Thank you, Mikahl."
"I'm glad," he said simply. "I want to please you in all things."
She glanced at him from the corner of her eye, inexplicably moved by the pleasure he took in pleasing her. If Sara had not already been in love with him, she would have tumbled into love on the spot. A pity that she did not dare admit to love. Instead, she returned the rose to the vase, then stepped up to him and slipped her arms around his neck. "You please me more than any man I've ever known."
Taking her embrace as permission to touch, he straightened up and pulled her close. Sliding his hands down her back from shoulders to hips, he said, "Ah, Sara, sweet Sara, it is delightful to hold you without all that female armor in the way."
"I'm equally glad not to be wearing it," she said fervently, enjoying the feel of his solid, muscular body.
For a few minutes they simply held each other, savoring closeness after the busy day. As she relaxed, Sara began to realize the humor in the situation. Her voice teasing, she said, "I suppose that most wedding nights have an established program of events, but since we intend to move with Hindu deliberation, where do we go from here?"
After a moment's thought, he said with a perfectly straight face, "Perhaps I should draw on my experiences as a world traveler to give you a combination lecture and demonstration on differing sexual attitudes. If I demonstrate anything you are not comfortable with, just say so and I will stop."
"A lecture and demonstration. That sounds very worthy and intellectual." Sara rubbed her cheek against the lush nap of his caftan, not feeling in the least intellectual.
"I shall attempt to maintain a high moral tone," he said solemnly while he stroked the underside of her chin with his knuckle. "I will begin with the fact that women bear children. That simple law of nature is the reason why it is dangerous for a woman to bestow her favors lightly, because she must find a man with the strength and desire to care for her and their children. Since the wrong man can ruin her life, girls learn early, and justly, to be wary of male intentions."
"But women still succumb to male lures," Sara observed. "I did whenever you came near me."
"For which blessing I am duly grateful." He lifted his hand, his fingertips whisper-light across the curve of her cheek. "Western women carry two burdens: besides the fact that nature decrees that they should defend themselves against men, they must also contend with the attitudes of the Christian Church. For almost two thousand years the church has taught that the flesh is evil, though such teaching was not always successful, for desire is a fundamental part of human nature."
"Thank heaven for Mother Nature," Sara said, interested at how clearly her husband saw underlying influences that she had never considered. She was equally interested by the fact that when he ran his finger around the edge of her ear, warm tingles spread to distant parts of her anatomy.
"When a girl has been raised to hate and fear a man's touch, it is hardly surprising if she does not become instantly responsive when she marries," he continued. "Some women are never able to overcome their fears, and both husband and wife are the losers for that."
Sara's languid contentment abruptly vanished when Mikahl untied the ribbons fastening her robe, then peeled the filmy garment away and let it float silently to the floor.
"Too often women are uncomfortable with their bodies and do not understand their own capacity for passion." Putting his hands on her shoulders, he began massaging the hollows above her collarbones with his thumbs. "I want you to learn to love your body, Sara. Then, in time, I hope you will learn to love mine."
Feeling overexposed in her gauzy nightgown, she said with brittle flippancy, "Some bodies are easier to love than others."
Immediately she wished that she had not spoken, for his hands stilled. Then he cupped her face and raised it so that she was looking directly into his green eyes. From his expression, she knew that she had revealed something that she would rather have kept deeply buried.
"You believe that your body is unlovable? Wrong, sweet Sara. The first time I saw you at your garden party, I was struck by your beauty."
"You don't have to lie to me—I would rather you didn't." She twisted away from his too-penetrating eyes. "My looks are average at best."
"Foolish, foolish Sara," he murmured. Leading her to the pier glass on the opposite side of the room, he stood behind her so that she saw them both full-length. Her head did not even reach his chin.
"Look in the mirror, Sara." He lifted a handful of her hair, then let it spill slowly through his ringers, the strands shining in the lamplight as they drifted down over her breast and shoulder. "Your hair is enchanting, like antique gold that has been spun into thread fit for the gods." He grinned. "Ross's hair is much the same, but for some reason on him it doesn't affect me the same way.
"And your face. You do not have the bland prettiness that will be out of fashion next year, but true beauty." He drew his hands down both sides of her face, his fingers tracing the delicate bones from temple to cheek to chin. "Whenever I look at you, I think of an ancient sibyl, wise and pure." Then, before she realized what he was about, he bent over and took hold of the hem of her loose nightgown and swept it straight up over her head.
Sara gasped in dismay, her appalled protest lost in the folds of fabric. When he had disentangled her and tossed the gown aside, she leaned over and snatched it from the floor. Blushing to the roots of her hair, she held the gown in front of her. It would have been embarrassing enough to be be naked in front of a man for the first time in her life; far worse was being forced to confront the image of her own flawed body. More than a little angry, she said, "What is the point of this?"
"The point is for you to see yourself through my eyes. If you do, you cannot help but love your body." He put his left arm around her waist and firmly locked her against him so that once more she faced the mirror.
The lush velvet of his robe was web soft against her bare back and buttocks. Against his black grandeur, Sara saw herself as a plain, colorless figure who looked foolish in her less-than-successful attempts to cover herself.
With his right hand Mikahl pressed on her arm, lowering the concealing nightgown until she was bare above the waist. "You have a lovely body, delicate and feminine. Exquisite breasts."
He cupped one, and she caught her breath as sensation flared through her.
"And such a tiny waist." His right hand lightly skimmed over her body to illustrate his words. "I think I could span your waist with two hands, but I won't try now because if I let go of you, you'll undoubtedly dive under the blankets and refuse to come out until breakfast."
Sara bit her lip, disarmed into near-laughter at his gentle teasing. Humor began to dispel her embarrassment, and her grip loosened on the protective gown. Taking advantage of her relaxation, he pushed the gown lower yet, until it covered only her legs and the area usually associated with a fig leaf.
Caressing the curve of her hip, he said, "It is really quite wonderful, the way a woman is made. Try to see that."
And for a miraculous moment, she did see herself as he did: as a creature of subtle curves, soft shadows,and smooth surfaces, mysteriously female to his intense masculinity.
Mikahl bent and kissed her shoulder, and she inhaled sharply, both moved and aroused. Then he pulled the gown from her unresisting fingers, leaving her completely uncovered.
Like a china plate smashing onto a stone floor, Sara's moment of soaring delight shattered at the sight of her right thigh. She tried to avoid looking directly at her disfigurement, even in the bath, but now she could not escape the sight. As a permanent reminder of her near-fatal accident, two livid scars twisted across her right thigh between groin and knee. One scar was from her original injury, where she had struck a jagged branch that tore her flesh and smashed the bone. The other was from the excruciating surgery that came later.
Though it was a less obvious flaw, she was acutely aware that years of favoring her right leg had left it thinner and weaker than the left. During the seduction in the garden, she had felt protected by her masses of petticoats. Given the circumstances, she had decided later that Mikahl had not noticed the scars. But now she was exposed to his eyes, and her own. With the bitterness of a decade's suppressed anger she snapped, "Do two exquisite breasts outweigh one ugly, crippled leg?"
Her question hung in the air, acrid as a witch's curse.
Mikahl said softly, "Sweet Sara, beauty is not a result of mere symmetry."
Then, to Sara's disbelieving shock, he knelt at her feet and kissed the longest scar, his lips warm and tender.
"Perfection would be boring, for the greatest beauty is often flawed, always unique," he murmured, his breath warm on her sensitive flesh as his tongue traced the gnarled ridge of tissue that curved around her inner thigh to her knee. "A scar of the body cannot wholly destroy beauty. Only a scar of the spirit can do that."
His kiss was deeply erotic, sending tongues of flame licking into her intimate depths. But he was doing far more than stir her desire; his words were a gift of acceptance, of forgiveness for her flaws.
Looking down at his dark head, Sara began to shake, near collapse as a decade's worth of physical and emotional defenses crumbled. "Mikahl," she whispered. Partly as a caress, partly to support her unsteady body, she buried her fingers in the soft waves of his black hair. She wanted to say something, but had no words for what he was doing to her, so she could only repeat helplessly, "Mikahl…"
He looked up at her, and his grave eyes would have made her weep if she had not sworn off crying ten years before.
At the sight of her wordless anguish, her husband stood and lifted her with one arm under her knees and the other around her ribs. Then he carried her to the bed and set her on the cool white sheets, before lying down beside her and pulling her close against him.
An old, festering wound had been lanced, and Sara trembled as years of anger and self-hatred gushed forth. For a long time she hid her face against his shoulder, breathing in ragged gulps. Even to herself, she had never admitted how much she had resented her injury, or how she despised herself for the instant of carelessness that had killed her horse and crippled her.
As her shaking stopped and her breathing steadied, she became aware of mundane details like the sandal-wood scent of the soap he used and the faint rasp of embroidery against her forehead. Gradually her world returned to normal, though she knew that she had changed forever, and for the better.
It was hard to believe that a few short weeks before, Sara had found Ross's closeness comforting, while Peregrine's was disquieting; the mysterious, unsettling foreign prince had been transformed to Mikahl, who was her husband, and in his arms she found solace.
 

Chapter 16

 
When Sara was in command of herself again, she lay back against the pillow and asked ruefully, "Are you licensed to practice surgery of the soul?"
"No formal training, but I've had some practical experience. Do you feel better or worse for having seen through my eyes?"
"Better. For a moment I did see myself as you do, and I was beautiful. That didn't last long—but I will never feel as ugly or crippled again." She made a face. "It must seem foolish to be so upset about scars that aren't even visible to the world."
"Ah, but surely the scars are just the surface of a very deep river. They stand for the years of pain when you forced yourself to learn to walk, when it would have been so much easier to stay an invalid, and for the occasional pain you will feel for the rest of your life."
Deliberately he laid his hand on her right thigh. "The scars also stand for loss—the loss of a young man you wished to marry, the loss of riding, dancing, and all the physical freedom that the healthy young never question." Gently he squeezed her leg. "And perhaps also they are a symbol of the fact that you can't always live up to your own high standards? You made a mistake." He removed his hand and drew the blanket up to her waist. "We all do. Learn to live with it."
Sara stared up at him, temporarily stunned by his insight. At length she said, "How do you know such things—sorcery?''
"Hardly." He shrugged. "I watch people. I try to understand them. It's a useful skill."
"An uncanny skill." Sara regarded him with curiosity mixed with some awe. "Do you understand yourself equally well?"
Mikahl looked surprised, then thoughtful. "Probably not. There is less practical value in self-knowledge."
Sara had to laugh. "You are quite incredible," she said affectionately.
"Not really," he said with a trace of dryness. "I am merely what my past has made me. It is just that no one else has such a past.'' His fingers drifted down her bare arm in a gentle, unthreatening caress. "Have you had enough lecturing and demonstrating for one night?"
"Actually, I find your ideas very interesting. I suppose someone from a different society can see this one more clearly. You are right that we English are often uncomfortable with our bodies." Though Sara found that she was not shy about her bare breasts, perhaps because of the admiring warmth in Mikahl's eyes.
He was still robed, probably because he did not want to alarm her with the sight of a powerful, naked male body. But she found the idea much less alarming than she had earlier. Her eyes fastened on the curling tuft of black hair visible at the throat of his caftan. "I've never even seen a square inch of bare male flesh below a man's collar.''
Seeing the direction of her gaze, he grinned. "That can be remedied whenever you like."
Sara blushed a little, preferring to keep the discussion abstract, at least for the moment. "Are sexual attitudes very different in other lands?"
He propped his head up on his left hand and regarded her with lazy-lidded eyes. "Everywhere it is recognized how much power and danger there is between men and women. Often desire is condemned, but not always. Sexual customs differ enormously."
His fingertips feathered down her throat, then across the top of her breasts. Though Sara was interested in his words, she found herself distracted by the pleasure that began humming through her.
Blandly he continued, "There is an interesting paradox between East and West. In your country women have more freedom, so they must be taught to defend their own virtue. In contrast, in many Eastern lands women are virtual prisoners, separated from all men except their husbands. Curiously, this gives such women more freedom to be sensual.
"For example…" With his middle finger, he drew slow circles around her left breast, never quite touching the nipple. "While the early Christian fathers preached that sexual abstinence was the path to heaven, the ancient Taoist masters of China taught that nature is energy in constant, shifting motion.
"Two complementary principles are at work: the active energy, yang, and the receptive energy, yin. Yang and yin apply to all polarities: summer and winter, sun and moon, male and female. When the energies are in balance, life is healthy and harmonious. Hence, for a Taoist, sexual intercourse is a path to spiritual harmony. Man does not take, and woman give—they share their energies in a search for mutual balance."
Sara's nipple stiffened, longing to be touched directly. Thinking that it was impossible to decide which was more erotic, his rich, deep voice or his skilled fingers, she asked, "I assume that men are yang and women yin?"
"Excellent! You have the mind of a philosopher." He transferred his tantalizing attentions to her other breast. "Though actually it is not quite that simple. Even the most aggressive man has some yin nature, and even the most passive woman has some yang."
It was becoming difficult to concentrate on ideas, but Sara did her best. "You must be very yang," she said, rather breathlessly. "Certainly you are very male."
"And you, silken Sara, are very yin—utterly and desirably female." He covered her breast with his hand, the gentle pressure both satisfying and rousing. Then, his intense gaze holding hers, he leaned over and kissed her.
His mouth was yang, aggressive and demanding, while hers was yin, receptive and yearning. Sara felt the melting desire to yield that his kisses always induced, and gladly she surrendered to the sensation.
Then, as the kiss lengthened, her energy began to change. She became more yang, wanting more of him, wanting to explore the depths of his mouth as he had explored hers. As she became more assertive, he also changed, became welcoming and receptive. And in the process, Sara discovered that to give and receive at the same time opened new vistas of delight.
Becoming dizzy from both desire and lack of air, finally she pulled her head away. Her lips an inch from his, Sara murmured, "What… what else do the Taoist masters say?"
"A great deal," he replied distractedly, his breathing as rough as Sara's. Deciding to abandon the lecture and concentrate on demonstration, Peregrine lowered his mouth to her breast. The instant hardening of her nipple made him lose all interest in philosophy. For a time he gave himself up to the satisfactions of tasting her delicious breasts. Now that she was wed and no longer fearing him, Sara responded without reservation, and her innocent fire was the most potent aphrodisiac he had ever known.
He almost passed the point of no return without realizing it. His whole body throbbed with urgency, and he was fumbling with the sash of his caftan before he recognized just how near disaster was. Barely in time, he mustered the last shreds of his control and pulled away.
Damnation, he had known that restraint would be difficult, but this was far worse than he had expected. She would not be responding so wholly if she did not trust him to be master of himself, yet here he was, on the verge of doing the same thing that he had done to her before. What was it about Sara that had such an extraordinary effect on him? Swearing under his breath in Kafiri, he closed his eyes and ordered his racing heart to slow to a more manageable level.
Deciding that it was time to return to a more intellectual plane, he opened his eyes and gave Sara a crooked smile. "Human intercourse is a reflection of cosmic balance, like the mating of earth and sky. When men and women join, it is a solemn spiritual duty. Taoist masters wrote books on the subject of achieving balance."
Her eyes wide and dazed, she said gamely, "Their books must have been very popular.''
"Very." Unable to resist the lure of Sara's silken skin, he reached for her again, moving the blanket aside as he stroked across the subtle curve of her abdomen. Surely it was safe to touch her as long as he remembered that he must stop… "The Chinese are very fond of poetic imagery, though many of the terms are amusing when translated."
He laid his hand over the triangle of soft, ash blond hair at the junction of her thighs, and felt the beating of her blood against his palm. "The female organs, for example, were called names such as the Open Peony Blossom and the Golden Lotus." His fingers probed through the fine curly strands to the moist, acutely sensitive folds of flesh below. "The Cinnabar Cleft."
"A-h-h-h…" Sara's eyes drifted shut. Weakly she said, "I… I've always been very fond of poetry."
"Then you will be interested to know that this"— he located the most sensitive nub of all, and gently began stroking it—"is called the Jeweled Terrace. It is vitally important, for the Taoist masters believed that a woman's yin energy is strongest when she also finds satisfaction in mating."
Sara moaned and arched into his touch. "What… what is the male organ called?"
"Various things. The Vigorous Peak. The Swelling Mushroom. The Coral Stem." He racked his brain, knowing that there were many terms, but finding it difficult to remember or translate them under these conditions. "The Jade Stalk."
That briefly penetrated Sara's sensual haze. Her brow furrowed. "Since jade is green, that sounds odd. I like the other names better.''
He chuckled. "Jade comes in many colors, including white, tan, and brown. That must be the sort of jade meant."
Sara was feeling more yang by the minute, but even so she was surprised to find herself reaching for the sash of his caftan. "Lecture is less effective without demonstration.''
Shy but determined, she untied the sash, then separated the velvet panels and spread her hands across his chest. The dark hair tickled her palms with delicious roughness. Drawing her hands the length of his torso, she reveled in the feel of hard muscle and bone.
The coarse dark hair thickened as she moved lower until she reached the Coral Stem and clasped it between her palms. His flesh was jade smooth and very warm, hard yet subtly yielding.
When she gently squeezed, Mikahl groaned and moved against her hand. Sara was delighted to learn that she could affect him as powerfully as he affected her. As her fingers tightened experimentally, a shudder ran through him.
Abruptly he rolled onto his back so that they were no longer touching. His chest heaving, her husband said with glass-edged precision,"It is time to end the lecture, sweet Sara, for we have reached the limits of my restraint.''
He was keeping his word, but was that what Sara wanted? Realizing that her earlier trepidation had burned away like morning mist, she said, "Don't." She touched her tongue to her upper lip. "Don't restrain yourself."
He studied her expression for a long moment. "Then let us return to the Jeweled Terrace." He turned onto his side and resumed his intimate caresses, saying unsteadily, "A woman is a never-ending source of yin, and this increases her potency."
His expert touch produced waves of pleasure so intense that Sara wondered if she would dissolve. But this was not what she wanted, for he was holding himself away from her, giving without letting her give in return. She reached for him, saying, "Wouldn't it be more harmonious to join yin with yang?"
He stopped her before she could touch him, a film of sweat covering his face and throat. Deadly serious, he said, "Sara, don't think that you must do this for my sake."
Softly she said, "I don't." She grasped his shoulders and fell back on the pillows, drawing him down on top of her. "I just find Taoist theology more interesting than Hindu restraint."
"Ah, Sara, Sara…"he whispered. Words ceased as he kissed her, his mouth wide open on hers. Separating her legs, he moved between them, then slowly entered.
Not quite able to forget the first time, Sara tensed at the first moment of invasion. But this time there was no pain; instead, there was completion.
Enchanted, Sara rolled her hips against him, savoring the splendid new sensations of slick friction and sliding depths.
"You are a natural Taoist philosopher," he said with a choke of laughter, "but this will last longer if you slow down and move in tandem with me."
Obediently she did as he suggested, and found that the natural rhythm of thrust and response began taking on a life of its own. In the garden she had been frightened and overwhelmed by his strength, but this was different, for now they shared their energies. His strength was hers and hers was his, and in the blending was joy.
The black velvet caftan fell around them, a shadow-soft cocoon. Sara slid her arms beneath the robe and wrapped them tightly around his waist, tasting the saltiness of his shoulder against her mouth, feeling the hard flexing muscles of his hips and buttocks, sleek sweat contrasted with unexpected roughness.
Then all thought disintegrated in a vortex of demand and reward. When she cried out, he drove into her one last time, his own body convulsing around hers. And in the final, shattering moment, for an instant Sara found the harmony of the masters.
Sara drifted to sleep in her husband's arms, face-to-face, her body intertwined with his. The velvet caftan enfolded her, providing the only other warmth needed on a mild night.
She was not sure how long she slept—two or three hours perhaps. When she slowly floated up into consciousness, the lamps still burned, filling the room with soft light. Outside the window, the night sky was still cavern black.
Sleepily Sara thought what a delicious intimacy it was to sleep within the shelter of Mikahl's robe. Perhaps an Arab prince and princess might sleep side by side like this, beneath the star-strewn skies of the desert? Probably not, but it was a pleasant fantasy.
She shifted position a little, and his eyes opened just a few inches away. Greatly daring, she slid her hand down his torso, curious about what she might find.
With a lazy smile, Mikahl said, "Though woman's yin essence is inexhaustible, the same is not true of male yang essence."
She chuckled, intrigued by the way his body changed at her touch. "Perhaps not inexhaustible, but I think not yet exhausted?"
He laughed. "Many Eastern religions believe in reincarnation—one soul living many lives. If so, you must have spent a life or two as a courtesan."
She stopped and asked uncertainly, "Should I not do this?"
"That was a compliment, sweet Sara," he said swiftly. "By all means, continue." .
She gave him a mischievous smile. "You wanted me to learn to love your body, and I find that is very easy to do." An enticing idea occurred to her, so she propped herself up on one elbow. "Since you viewed my body earlier, I now claim the same privilege."
An undefinable change came over him, a subtle withdrawal without moving a single muscle. Wondering if she was imagining the reaction, Sara glanced in his eyes questioningly.
"Fair is fair," he said in a voice of absolute neutrality.
She considered retreat, but having been granted permission, she could not resist the opportunity to see all of him. Mikahl was lying on his side, so she pulled his caftan down his arm, then pushed it backward so that he was naked before her.
To her surprise, Sara saw that his complexion was almost as fair as hers. Because his face and hands were a weathered tan, she had thought him dark, but his skin looked white against the black hair that arrowed down his chest and flat stomach.
She stroked the silky hair appreciatively, then touched a round, angry-looking mark on his shoulder. "This is an odd bruise."
"You did that, my little vixen," he said with amusement.
"I did?" Then Sara remembered how mindlessly she had behaved, how frantically her mouth and hands had worked, and she blushed. To cover her embarrassment, she ran one hand down his powerfully muscled arm, thinking that he had the fitness and perfect proportions that Greek sculptors had immortalized in marble. But he was far more beautiful, for he had the supple warmth of life.
Her admiring hand paused on the side of his hip, where she found a faint, jagged mark shaped like a sprawling W or M.
It was a cross between a scar and a tattoo, and curiously she traced the shape.
His muscles went rigid under her fingers. She glanced at his face again, wondering what was wrong. She could not believe that he suffered from either shyness or excessive modesty.
Mikahl said nothing, just watched her with the wariness of a trapped animal.
Beginning to feel uneasy, Sara skimmed her hand over his shoulder and along the back of his ribs. Her fingers encountered an unexpected texture; where the skin should have been smooth over taut muscle and bone, there was roughness. She frowned, remembering that she had vaguely noticed the same thing when they were making love. Sitting up, she tugged her husband more onto his stomach. He cooperated passively.
Sara leaned over to investigate more thoroughly, then caught her breath, frozen in shock. Mikahl's back was a tapestry of crisscrossing scars, some so faint as to be almost invisible, others long, wicked ridges of gnarled tissue.
"Dear God," she whispered, knowing that such scars could only have been caused by ferocious, near-lethal whipping. She looked down into his face and saw that he watched her with hooded eyes that gave nothing away. Intuitively she knew that these scars were, in a different way, as traumatic for him as hers were for her. "What—what happened to you?"
"I was a slave.'' His voice was quite without inflection.
Sara swallowed hard, her gaze returning to the scars. "I don't suppose that you were very good at taking orders."
"No." The flat syllable was like a granite wall.
Faced with the reality of how unimaginably different and difficult her husband's life had been, Sara wanted to weep for the second time that night. There was only one possible response, and she made it with all the growing love of her heart.
Leaning forward, she kissed the deepest scar. The ruined flesh was rough beneath her lips.
"Perhaps, for a while, someone had dominion over your body,'' she whispered, her hands and mouth tenderly moving across the obscene lines that marred his beautiful body. "But I cannot believe that your spirit was ever anything but free."
A spasm ran through him. Then he rolled onto his back and pulled her down into an anguished kiss. There was nothing playful or erotic about his embrace; it was a desperate bid for oblivion, a desire to drown an unspeakable past.
Before tonight, Sara would have been terrified by his raw masculine power, but she had learned much in the last few hours. When she had faced the pain of her scars and her anger, Mikahl had solaced her with tenderness. Now, if it was what he wanted, she would solace him with passion.
It proved easy to give him what he desired, for even though he flailed at inner darkness, he did not use her with blind selfishness. Earlier he had taught her with gentle caresses; now his hands and mouth wooed her with the compelling force of molten lava.
Sara responded with all her love and all her fire, and she was ready, more than ready, when he rolled her over and buried himself inside her. It was primal, savage sex in the shadow of the volcano. She met him thrust for thrust in a wild, wordless joining, wrapping her legs around his, wanting to give back some of what he had given her.
Such a rage of passion could not last long, and he culminated quickly, his ragged, heart-deep groan drawing her with him into a shuddering reality of fusing flame. In the aftermath Sara lay limp, her limbs trembling and numb, her chest heaving as she struggled for breath.
Still without speaking, Mikahl rolled to his side and drew her into his arms, burying his face in her hair. This time when they slept, it was in the depths of exhaustion.
Peregrine woke slowly and found that he was lying with his head pillowed on his wife's soft breast, his arms encircling her. It was dawn, and the lamps had burned out. Sara still slept, her heart thumping slow and steady beneath his ear. He lay motionless, not wanting to disturb her because he needed to think through the events of the night before she woke.
What the devil had he gotten himself into? He had desired Sara and felt some sense of obligation, so he had married her without a single serious thought about the consequences.
Vaguely he had assumed that marriage would be rather like one of his brief, intense affairs. He had always subordinated sex to business; when convenient, he would indulge himself with high-level courtesans who enjoyed their work and knew better than to ask questions. Over the years, there had been a few special women whom he would see regularly, whenever he visited their cities. He had looked forward to their company both in and out of bed, and had thought marriage would be much the same: amusing, physically satisfying, and uncomplicated.
Instead, marriage seemed to involve a mutual peeling away of masks and a shocking amount of vulnerability. When he had discovered Sara's buried pain over her old injury, it had seemed natural to comfort her. Yet in some mysterious fashion, comforting her had weakened his own defenses.
In a way, his scarred back was a perverse badge of honor, an indelible reminder of what he had suffered and the vengeance he would exact. The only way to conceal the disfigurement from a bedmate would have been to limit intercourse to furtive, mostly clothed grapplings, which he had no intention of doing.
But since it had been inevitable that his wife discover the scars, why had he been so profoundly disturbed when she did?
Because he usually knew what he wanted, he seldom wasted time analyzing his own motives, but now he probed the depths of his mind, trying to learn why he had reacted with such violence.
Eventually, he decided that it was Sara's tenderness that had touched a long-buried chord. The boy who had been whipped so many years ago would have appreciated some kindness, but had known none; somehow, Sara's aching sweetness had released that child's anguish. As a result, Peregrine the man had lashed out with terrifying force.
Like an earthquake, it had been an interesting experience, but it was not one that he was anxious to repeat.
Propping himself on one elbow, he looked down into Sara's face. She looked absurdly young and innocent, her golden hair spilling across the pillow like tangled sunbeams. Yet within her slender frame was a lion-hearted woman with the resilience and compassion to respond to his furious demands, even though she was the next thing to a virgin.
Perhaps he should be ashamed of how he had used her, but he had not been too distraught to notice that she had responded with eagerness. And not just with passion; she had brought her own special quality of tenderness to the encounter, and her caring had touched and softened something deep inside him.
And that was dangerous, for he could not afford softening. In the future, he must keep his guard up, keep Sara at enough of a distance that she could not slide under his skin again. But that should not be difficult; certainly the risks were not so great that he dare not allow himself to enjoy her sweet warmth.
Issues resolved, he leaned forward and gave Sara a light kiss. Her eyelashes fluttered open sleepily, and she gave him a slow, shining smile. "Good morning, husband."
He stroked her hair back from her temple. "Good morning, wife." He wondered what he should say if she asked about his period of slavery. While he would rather not lie to Sara, he surely wouldn't tell her a truth that might shatter the growing intimacy between them. Some things were best left hidden in the darkness where they belonged.
Uncannily, the deep sibyl eyes seemed to see and weigh his internal questions, and he had the absurd feeling that Sara had judged and decided that silence was better than lies.
"Let's keep the other chamber as a sitting room," she murmured, her eyes teasing. "I've decided that sharing a bed is much nicer than sleeping alone."
"Agreed." He lay back on the pillows, and pulled her on top of him for a more serious kiss. As the embrace began to develop into another energy-balancing session, he knew that he was a fortunate man to have a wife with the sense to know what things were none of her business.
Charles Weldon had several offices, but these days he spent most of his time at the L & S Railway. As managing director, he had to make decisions about everything from finance to the design of the railway carriages being built in Yorkshire.
The company secretary had learned to have a pot of tea and a newspaper waiting for him in the morning, and as he drank his tea, Weldon skimmed the headlines to see what was happening in the world. He usually skipped the society notices, but this morning his eye was caught by the word "Haddonfield," so he stopped and read the brief announcement. Lady Sara St. James, daughter of the Duke of Haddonfield, had three days previously married Prince Peregrine of Kafiristan.
Weldon's lip curled when he read it. They certainly hadn't wasted any time; he wondered if the silly bitch was pregnant. Well, the two had better be enjoying their honeymoon, because their time together was going to be limited.
Laying the paper aside, he began reading through the morning post. It was midday when the bad news was delivered by his personal secretary, Kane.
A man of few words, Kane had dropped uninvited into a chair and said tersely, "Trouble."
Weldon leaned back in his oak swivel chair. "What kind of trouble?"
"Remember you sent me to Hampshire with the right-of-way papers for that farmer, Crawley, to sign?"
"Of course—we're going to be starting construction there in a few days. What's the matter, is he still trying to get more money? The oaf should realize that he's lucky to get anything."
"Don't know what he thinks—Crawley and his family have vanished, bag, baggage, and livestock. I talked to some of the neighbors. Seems the Crawleys just up and left a few weeks ago. Didn't say where they were going or when they'd get back."
Weldon's face twisted into a scowl as he considered the implications. "Did Crawley sell the farm to someone else?"
"Doesn't seem to have."
Weldon bit his lower lip, thinking that there was something unnatural about the business, for Crawley certainly didn't have the money to go off and start again elsewhere. Perhaps the farmer had panicked and run?
After a minute's thought, he shrugged; Crawley's disappearance wouldn't make any difference to the railway. "We'll go ahead and start laying rail across the farm anyhow. Crawley isn't around to object, and no one else will know that we haven't gotten the correct authorizations. If he comes back, we make him sign, only maybe then he won't get any money at all for the privilege of being part of the L & S route."
Dismissing Kane, he returned to work. Crawley's cowardly flight was a minor nuisance, no more.
 

Chapter 17

 
Mikahl had left early to go into London on business, so Sara slept late, then rose for a leisurely bath. Since he would be gone all day, she was going to ride to Chapelgate and lunch with her cousin. After a fortnight of honeymoon solitude, she supposed that it was time to remember that the rest of the world existed. Then, after Mikahl had been gone for a whole ten hours, she would have the pleasure of welcoming him home.
Sara knew that she had an absurd, dreamy smile on her face, but didn't care. She was hopelessly, passionately in love, and marriage was wonderful. Admittedly there were many things she didn't know about her husband, and he had never said that he loved her. But deeds were more important than words, and his actions could not have been more tender or loving. Mikahl liked to touch, and did so with a freedom seldom seen in an Englishman. In spite of her occasional blushes, Sara loved his demonstrative nature and responded like a flower opening to the sun.
Though she knew that her present joy could not continue forever, she refused to worry about that. No matter how much pain her marriage might bring in the future, this fortnight of loving was worth any price she might have to pay. And there should still be weeks or months of happiness to come; if she was very lucky, years.
After her bath, Sara summoned Jenny to help her dress. As the maid braided her hair, Sara asked, "Now that you've had a chance to settle in, do you still like Sulgrave?"
"It's unholy quiet after London," the girl observed, "but the country is pretty, and the other servants couldn't be nicer."
Sara smiled. "We'll be going to London again in a few days. That should save you from falling into a bored melancholy."
"Very good, my lady," Jenny said demurely, her deft fingers coiling one of the braids over her mistress's left ear.
As Sara watched Jenny's elfin face, she could not help but think of the girl's sordid past. Years in a brothel, Mikahl had said. Sara had been shocked at the idea; now that she understood the profound intimacy of the marriage bed, she was even more shocked. The thought of strangers violating one's body, forcing what should be sacred, was appalling. If anything ever happened to Mikahl, Sara knew that she would never be able to share such intimacy with another man.
Impulsively speaking her thoughts, Sara asked, "Jenny, how did you survive those years in a brothel with your humor and sanity intact?"
Jenny's hand jerked, and the hairpins she had been holding dropped from her hand and skittered over Sara's shoulder to the floor. Dismayed, Sara turned swiftly and said, "Jenny, forgive me, I had no right to ask such a thing. I said when I hired you that you need never speak of the past again—please forget that I ever mentioned the topic."
The maid knelt on the floor to pick up the hairpins. When she straightened, she said in a voice that was almost normal, "It's not so bad that I can't talk about it, Lady Sara. I was mostly surprised that you asked."
Her movements precise, Jenny wound the other plait over Sara's right ear and pinned it in place. "I suppose I survived because in the East End, life is always hard, and if you expect the worst, you're never disappointed," she said reflectively. "Having my pa sell me to a brothel was bad, but worse things happened to some of the other girls I grew up with.
"The brothel was hardest for girls who'd been raised decent. Some went kind of crazy when they found out what was going to be done to them." Jenny's face darkened. "The walls were thick, but not thick enough. Of course, a lot of those girls were there just one night because it was a virgin house. For those of us who were there longer—well, you can get used to almost anything."
"What is a virgin house?" Sara asked, having a horrible feeling that she could guess.
The girl frowned. "This isn't a subject for a lady's ears. The prince won't like that I'm talking to you about such things."
"Dear God, Jenny, how can something that you had to live be too harsh for my delicate ears to hear!" Sara felt the same cold fury as when she had discovered that the orphanage children were being abused by those who should protect them. "Anyone born with fortune or influence has an obligation to use it to try to help others. I was active with charitable work in Haddonfield, and I intend to do the same here. While I don't know if I can do anything about the evils you suffered, if I am ignorant, I will not even be able to try."
Sara gestured for the maid to sit down. "If you can bear to talk about it, I want to know. Then perhaps someday I might be able to do some good."
After a moment of hesitation, Jenny sat down and summarized the operation of Mrs. Kent's house. The account turned Sara's stomach, but she listened with grim determination. At the end, she exclaimed passionately, "What kind of men can behave so to innocent girls?"
Jenny gave a cynical smile. "All kinds. I'll bet every penny I have, some of those fancy society gents who kiss your hand at balls are customers of Mrs. Kent's. Girls, boys, any ages and combinations that a man is willing to pay for."
"Boys?" Sara asked, not understanding what the maid meant.
Jenny looked uncomfortable. "You really don't want to know that, my lady. It's downright unnatural."
Sara's lips thinned. Turning away from unpleasant facts seemed a betrayal of innocent victims. "Tell me."
Jenny complied, her blunt words describing in detail what a grown man might do to a little boy.
Sara's hands clenched so tightly that her nails left deep crescents in her palms. When the maid was finished, Sara said in a strained voice, "How can such wickedness exist so flagrantly in the heart of the greatest city in the world?"
Though Sara's words had been more for herself than her maid, Jenny replied bitterly, "Laws are made by those with power, my lady. How many of those with power really care what happens to the poor? They're the wolves, and folks like me are the sheep."
Sara sighed. "You've learned hard wisdom, Jenny. But there are a few people with power who care about those less fortunate. I'm going to make it my business to find out who does care, and to contribute what I can."
The maid looked uneasy. "You won't be telling the prince what I said? He'd be powerful irritated with me."
"No, I won't tell him." Sara gave a twisted smile. "He's a man of the world—I doubt that there is anything either you or I could say about wickedness that would surprise him." And like most men, he probably accepted that evil would always be present, and that there was no point in wasting time fighting it. And who was she, who had been pampered all her life, to criticize Mikahl for not being outraged when he had had so much to endure? It was hardly surprising if his sensibilities had been blunted.
As Jenny completed Sara's toilette, Sara thought about what she had learned this morning. While she would have liked to ask Mikahl if anything could be done to close Mrs. Kent's house, she did not want to bring his wrath on Jenny. Better to wait and learn more about the subject before she talked to her husband.
Sara knew she could not save the world. There had always been prostitutes, and perhaps there always would be. But raping helpless children was not simple prostitution: it was an unspeakable crime, and Sara would do what she could to stop it.
As Sara made her way downstairs after dressing, the Sulgrave butler heard her footsteps and came out into the hall. Gates was a long-time Haddonfield employee who had asked permission to accompany Sara to her new home. Since Mikahl was willing, Sara had been grateful to accept Gates's offer.
"Good morning, my lady," the butler said with a deep bow. "Cook wishes to know what time to serve dinner tonight."
"Probably about eight o'clock, but tell her to prepare something that won't be injured by reheating in case my husband returns later than he planned." Sara drew her riding gloves on as she stood on the bottom step. "You've done a wonderful job since your arrival, Gates. My husband said just yesterday that the household is running like a fine clock."
The butler gave a small, satisfied smile. "A pleasure to be of service. It's a small return for what the St. James family and Prince Peregrine have done for me."
Mildly curious, Sara said, "You have done as much for the St. Jameses as we have done for you, but what has my husband done? You've only just met him."
"I expect you know what it is like in the servants' hall, my lady—considerable information is exchanged. There was much discussion about the prince below stairs when it was announced that you were marrying him." Gates's smile became downright smug. "Someone had learned that he is a major shareholder in the new L & S Railway. I decided that if the company was good enough for Lady Sara's husband, it was good enough for me. So I invested my savings in the stock.''
Sara frowned. "My husband invests in many businesses and does not expect them all to be successful. I hate to think that your savings might be jeopardized if the L & S doesn't do well.''
"But it's doing splendidly," he assured her. "The value of the stock I bought has already gone up by almost half."
"I don't know anything about finance," Sara said dryly, "but surely a stock that goes up that quickly can go down just as fast. Perhaps you should sell now and take your profit."
"It will only go higher, my lady. Railroads are the way of the future." He looked vastly pleased with himself. "When I retire from service, the L & S will buy me a nice little hostelry in a south-coast town where the wind is easier on old bones."
One of the parlor maids entered the hall, and Gates immediately returned to his impassive manner. An upper servant might talk to his mistress with some freedom, but never in the presence of his inferiors.
Sara walked to the stables, thinking that the day had certainly begun rather strangely. But her good mood was restored by the ride along the Downs to Chapel-gate. She was mounted on a superb, sweet-tempered sorrel mare that her husband had given her as a wedding gift, and the day was glorious, with the tang of coming autumn. Though the world was an imperfect place, her particular corner of it could not be better.
Ross strolled down the front steps to greet her when she rode up to Chapelgate. "Bless you, Sara. You have arrived just in time to save me from deciding whether I must throw out all of the last chapter."
She rolled her eyes in mock horror. "What, and deprive the world of some of your golden prose?"
"I suspect there is more dross than gold in this case." Her cousin raised his arms, and Sara slid down into them, then handed the mare's reins to the groom who had accompanied her.
The cousins climbed the steps together, Ross's arm around Sara's shoulder. "I don't have to ask what you think of marriage—I can see canary feathers all around you."
Sara laughed. "Marriage is wonderful," she agreed, unable to prevent a blushing smile from spreading over her face.
He glanced down, his brown eyes serious. "No regrets?"
"No regrets," she replied. "Mikahl may be complicated and mysterious, but he could not treat me any better than he does."
Her cousin sighed. "Honeymoons don't last forever."
"Of course not," she agreed. "But how many people ever know two weeks of perfect happiness? No matter what happens in the future, I will always have that." She gave him a shrewd glance. "Because you introduced him to me, you feel responsible for whether or not I'm happy. But you must stop worrying—for better or worse, the future is for me and Mikahl to work out. If I end up miserable, it won't be your fault."
"Wise words, but impossible to follow," Ross said with amusement as he opened the door. "You'll just have to stay happy to spare me from guilt."
Sara stepped into the hall and removed her veiled riding hat. "We're going up to London in a few days. The Little Season is starting, and I want to show my glorious husband off."
Ross grinned. "Does that mean that Mother has prevailed on you to go to Cousin Leticia's ball?"
"That's part of the reason," Sara admitted as she handed her hat and riding crop to the butler. "I haven't seen Letty in donkey's years, but since she is launching her daughter, I suppose I should be present. Exactly the sort of affair I hate: very large,very noisy, very boring." She smiled again. "Mikahl says that I have more cousins than anyone he's ever met, but he is very amiable about escorting me to such functions. Besides, he has business in town, I want to buy some things for the house, Father wants Mikahl to be presented at court, and there are other parties. We'll probably stay for a fortnight or so. Are you going to Letty's ball also?"
When Ross gave an exaggerated shudder, Sara said, "Foolish question. As if anyone could withstand Aunt Marguerite."
"Mother keeps muttering that I am turning into a hermit, and that it is her duty to drag me into society regularly. I'm beginning to mink it's time to take another trip. Constantinople first, then perhaps down through the Levant."
Sara repressed a twinge; exploration of the world's wilder places was a dangerous business. But she understood her cousin's need to roam, and she would not try to stop him, any more than his parents did. Those who loved Ross knew that an empty society life in England would soon drive him mad.
First Jenny, then Gates, and now Ross. As Sara led the way into the drawing room, she realized that her honeymoon was over. She and Mikahl might enjoy each other just as much tonight as on the previous nights, but they were part of the world again.
Peregrine dropped his hat negligently on a table when he entered Slade's office, but his offhand manner was pure fiction. Inside, he vibrated with excitement. "Good morning, Benjamin. I was delighted to hear that the die has been cast. How is the City reacting to news of the volley of lawsuits that hit the L & S Railway yesterday?"
"The stock lost half its value this morning, and is still dropping like a stone." Slade pushed his chair back and laced his fingers across his midriff. "Investors would have been able to take the compensation suit calmly, and perhaps even the injunction barring construction over Crawley's land. But the charges of harassment of landowners and manslaughter in the death of Jimmy Crawley have terrified them. The only thing worse would have been if there had been enough evidence to have Weldon arrested outright."
"Splendid." Peregrine sat down and crossed his legs casually. "Absolutely splendid."
"That is a downright unnatural attitude for a man who has just lost forty thousand pounds and stands to lose considerably more," Slade complained.
"The satisfaction it brings me is cheap at the price. Are there any other developments?"
"I understand that Hammersley's bank was about to lend Weldon enough money to pay off the notes you hold, but with the decline in value of the railway stock, I'd be surprised if the bank doesn't withdraw." The lawyer pursed his lips thoughtfully. "If he wants to avoid default, he will have to go either to a friend or the moneylenders."
"Or perhaps Weldon may blackmail someone who has been particularly indiscreet in one of his whorehouses," Peregrine said cynically.
"Does the idea of that bother you?" Slade asked. "To think that some poor devil might be crucified because of the financial pressure you're putting on Weldon?"
"A man should be willing to live by his deeds," Peregrine said, unimpressed. "Only a scoundrel or a hypocrite can be blackmailed. Perhaps Weldon's death struggles will flush another few scoundrels from the shrubbery."
The lawyer toyed with his pen. "You've got Weldon where you want him. You've broken up his betrothal and married the woman who would have been his wife, destroyed his hopes of a title, and pushed him over the financial brink. But have you thought about the consequences if he learns that you are behind his troubles? He could be a very dangerous man."
"I expect him to learn that," Peregrine said cordially. "Indeed, I want him to know. Vengeance would be less satisfying if it were blind."
The lawyer looked up sharply. "That's a cavalier attitude. What if he strikes back at you through Lady Sara?"
"Do you think I cannot protect my wife?" Peregrine said, his voice going ice-cold.
"Do you mean to keep her prisoner? In London particularly, anyone can be at risk from a marksman with a good rifle," Slade pointed out, his voice equally cold. "Can you protect her without her discovering some of the truth, or don't you care if she learns of your feud?" He scowled. "For that matter, she has already been an unwitting pawn in this lethal little game of yours—do you really care if she becomes an innocent victim?"
Pure rage swept through Peregrine. "You go too far, Slade," he said furiously, slamming his palm down on the lawyer's desk. "What's the matter, do you fear for your own precious hide?"
"Some," the lawyer said, refusing to be intimidated. "I have covered my tracks as well as possible, working through a chain of intermediaries, but a determined investigator could find me, and through me, you."
Slade pushed back his chair and tossed his pen on the desk, where it landed with a flat rattle. "You saved me from disaster in India, Mikahl, and in return I've served you to the best of my abilities. But I'm a lawyer, not a soldier, and frankly I have no great desire to be a martyr to your obsession. And what about members of your household, like Jenny Miller? Or friends of yours, like Lord Ross Carlisle? Or your wife's father? Can you protect them all?"
Furious though he was, Peregrine could not deny the wisdom of Slade's words. For too many years he had walked alone, needing to be concerned for only his own survival. But since arriving in England, he had fallen prey to a sticky web of relationships: friends, dependents, relatives by marriage.
And Sara. If Weldon wanted to hurt Peregrine, Sara was the logical target, for Weldon already hated her for her betrayal. Gentle Sara, who had only the vaguest knowledge of the evil men could do.
The thought of what Weldon might do made Peregrine's blood chill. It was time for another change of plan. "Find half a dozen men who are trained in arms to act as guards. Former soldiers by preference, men who are not easily bribed. I'll make loyalty worth their while."
But that was only a partial answer; Slade was right, it was impossible to completely protect Sara short of keeping her locked in a tower, which she would not like. And if Weldon could not get at Sara directly, he might strike at those Sara loved, for hurting Sara would hurt Peregrine. There were too many people involved, particularly since it would be best to keep this business a secret. With a sigh, he reached an inevitable conclusion. "I suppose I must end my cat-and-mouse game more quickly than I had planned."
"The sooner the better," Slade agreed.
A few minutes more were spent discussing other business. Then Peregrine left.
After his departure, Slade spent a long time staring out the window, his face dark with foreboding. He could not help but feel that his employer's carefully orchestrated vengeance might spin awry in the final phases. Peregrine might be playing cat and mouse, but Weldon was more a rat than a mouse. And a cornered rat with nothing to lose was a vicious creature indeed.
 

Chapter 18

 
Cousin Leticia's husband, Lord Sanford, was very rich and very influential in Whig politics, so his oldest daughter's coming-out ball was one of the grandest events of the autumn social season. As they waited in their carriage to be dropped in front of the Grosvenor Square mansion, Sara said hesitantly to her husband, "Charles Weldon will probably be here tonight—he is related to Letty's husband."
"I'll be amazed if he isn't." Mikahl glanced out at the line of carriages before and behind them. "From what I can see, the whole of fashionable England is either inside or waiting to get in." He turned to Sara, his expression becoming serious. "Will it bother you to see him again?"
"We must meet sooner or later—London society is not large enough to avoid someone." Sara began toying with her Chinese fan, rippling the tortoiseshell sticks open and shut across her shimmering green skirt. She had wronged Charles. It was not a fact she was proud of, even though she could not regret the ending of her first betrothal. "The first time will be the worst. Later it will become easier."
"Will it help if I stay with you all evening?" he asked, his voice gentle.
She shook her head. "That's not necessary. Charles has too much pride to make a scene. Besides, I know that my father wants to introduce you to some of his old cronies."
"Publicly put his seal on his son-in-law?" Mikahl's mouth quirked up. "I thought that sponsoring me for presentation to the queen had taken care of that."
"Father wouldn't want anyone to think that he doesn't approve of his son-in-law. The pride of the St. Jameses, you know." Sara gave her husband a fond look. "Was the presentation dreadful? All you said after was that you hadn't disgraced my father or yourself."
"It was an interesting experience, though not one I would care to repeat. There must have been at least two hundred men presented at the Levee—I felt like a camel in a caravan." He grinned. "Would it be treasonous to say that if I had met her anywhere else, I would have said that your Victoria is a wench with a roving eye?"
"It might be true, but for heaven's sake, don't say so to anyone else." Sara chuckled. "Drina is only twenty years old and has always enjoyed the sight of a handsome man. Whichever of her royal German cousins she decides to marry, it is a safe bet that he will be good-looking."
"Drina?"
"That was her childhood nickname, for Alexandrina," Sara explained. "It was a surprise when she decided to use one of her middle names when she became queen. Still, Queen Victoria has a ring that Queen Alexandrina does not."
"You did not mention that you know the queen well," Mikahl remarked with interest.
"When she was a child, I used to visit her sometimes at Kensington Palace. I was wellborn enough to be considered a suitable companion for a royal princess." Sara sighed. "Even though I'm seven years older, Drina and I became quite fond of each other. She was a sweet child. I used to feel very sorry for her because her mother, the Duchess of Kent, kept her almost a prisoner. When the duchess saw that Drina was becoming attached to me, my visits were no longer allowed."
"It doesn't sound like good training for a future queen."
"No,'' Sara admitted, "but in spite of everything her mother did, Drina has turned out very well. She has a mind of her own and is very conscientious. Few people know it, but when she became queen, she began to pay off her father's twenty-year-old debts out of the Privy Purse."
Her husband raised his brows. "A Hanoverian who pays her debts? Her royal uncles must be spinning in their graves. Perhaps she's a changeling."
Sara chuckled. "That is something else you had better not say in public. Drina is a good person, and she will be a good queen. She asked me to become one of her ladies, and I almost accepted, but court life is very tedious and requires much standing around, so I declined on the grounds that my leg was not strong enough. Lameness is not without its advantages." .
The carriage lurched forward another few feet, then halted again. Mikahl said, "I don't know about the court, but the aristocratic social life is definitely tedious. I'll be glad to go back to Sulgrave."
"You're so patient with all this nonsense. Do you ever long for the simple primitive life?"
"Primitive does not mean simple—most tribes have social systems and rules that make London look uncomplicated." Mikahl lifted her hand and peeled back the edge of her glove so he could kiss the inside of her wrist. "Besides, if I become bored, I shall refresh myself with thoughts of those delectable black silk pantalets that I gave you earlier this evening. You did wear them tonight?"
Tingling from the touch of his lips, Sara blushed and nodded. "You have the most improper mind."
He raised his brows. "Of course. Isn't that one of the things you like about me?"
Sara blushed even more and nodded again.
"And you, sweet Sara, have the most enchanting blushes," he said with approval. "Do we have to stay very late? I would like to investigate those blushes further."
"We needn't stay more than an hour," Sara reassured him, being not uninterested in the subject of the blushes herself.
Their turn had finally arrived, so they climbed from their carriage and went into Sanford House to wait again, this time in a receiving line. Lady Sanford was pleased to see Sara and positively ecstatic at meeting Sara's husband. Mikahl exerted some of his charm, kissed the hands of both Letty and her debutante daughter, and left both females glowing. Sara was used to women reacting that way to her husband; as long as he didn't glow back at them, she didn't mind.
The huge ballroom was beginning to fill. Under the sparkling chandeliers, the black-clad formality of the men provided stark contrast to the drifting flower-bright gowns of the women. Sara had a dance with Mikahl, wanting one good waltz before the room became too crowded for easy movement. Orchestra music competed with a babble of voices, and the air was filled with the mixed scents of perfumes and active bodies.
After their waltz, Mikahl dutifully went off with the Duke of Haddonfield, and Sara began visiting with other guests. But she kept a watchful eye on the crowd; if she and Charles were to meet tonight, she wanted to be prepared for the encounter.
A group of men were clustered in one corner of the ballroom, and from that vantage point Charles Weldon saw Lady Sara and her husband enter. His mouth hardened. Much as he disliked the idea, he intended to talk to Peregrine before the night was over in the hope that a fulsome apology would persuade the Kafir to forgive the unpleasantness of their last meeting. If the breach were healed, perhaps Peregrine might lend the money needed to stave off financial disaster.
A few minutes later, Weldon's expression eased when he saw that Lord Melbourne, the Whig prime minister, had arrived. Though the two men were not personal friends, Weldon's support for the Whig party always assured him of a cordial welcome from the prime minister.
Thinking that it was a good time to ask about his barony, Weldon made his way across the overheated ballroom. On seeing him, the prime minister said, "Good to see you, Sir Charles. Bit of bad luck about the lawsuits filed against your railroad."
Irritated at how quickly bad news traveled, Weldon waved his hand dismissively. "Spurious charges by a man deranged from the tragic death of his son. Everything will be resolved within a week. Meanwhile, since the price is temporarily depressed, it's an excellent time to buy L & S stock."
"I'll bear that in mind," Melbourne said vaguely. His eyes began scanning the ballroom. "Now if you'll excuse me…"
"A moment, please." Choosing his words carefully, Weldon said, "About that matter we discussed last year when you visited my estate. I've been expecting to hear about the outcome. Have you any definite news?"
The prime minister shook his head. "Drop a note to my secretary. He might have some information."
"I did." Weldon's voice was edged. "He referred me to you."
Melbourne's eyes became opaque and unreadable as he weighed his response. Finally he said, "I'll look into the matter, but I can't promise anything. The political situation is difficult just now, very difficult. The Tories are baying at our heels, and my ministry may fall within a matter of weeks. This isn't a good time to do something that could give the appearance of impropriety." He gave a quick, meaningless politician's smile. "Best to let it rest for the time being, Sir Charles. Now I really must go. There's a gentleman I must speak to."
As the prime minister vanished, Weldon stood still, numb with shock, not noticing the buffeting of the guests around him. Bloody, bloody hell! He knew enough of politicians to recognize that his expectation of a barony had just received a deathblow.
In theory, the government granted honors for outstanding service to the nation; military heroes were routinely ennobled. If honors also went to men whose greatest service was their financial support of the political party in power, well, that was the way of the world.
Weldon's baronetcy had cost him twenty thousand pounds, plus other favors over a number of years. In addition, he had contributed another hundred thousand pounds to the Whigs with the unspoken understanding that he would receive a peerage in return.
A hundred thousand pounds was an enormous fortune, more than large enough to save him in his current difficulties. Now the money was gone, and there wasn't a damn thing he could do about it because—in theory—he had contributed from his love for the Whig party, with no expectation of reward.
The excuse Melbourne had given was nonsense. The Whig ministry had been weak for some time; if it was on the verge of falling, the Whigs would use the final hours to pass out honors with a liberal hand. That also was the way of the world.
Only after Weldon had worked through to that point did he ask himself what had gone wrong. It wasn't like a politician to alienate an important contributor; though nothing had ever been stated bluntly, Weldon had been guaranteed his barony. What the hell had gone wrong?
The question rapidly broadened to embrace his whole life. At the beginning of the summer, he had been on top of the world: his businesses were prospering, the title he had always craved had been within his grasp, and he had been betrothed to a highborn woman whose status and fortune would enhance his.
Now, like Job, he was seeing everything turn to ashes. His betrothed had betrayed him, he was on the verge of personal bankruptcy, and his most important business would collapse if the legal problems were not solved very soon. It was as if some malign fate had chosen to destroy his personal and public lives.
The realization that other guests were giving him concerned glances reminded Weldon where he was, so he rearranged his expression to conceal his inner turmoil. When business was bad, one must always look confident; fear would bring the jackals to gnaw on his bones.
He began to make his way along the edge of the ballroom, trying to look purposeful, when suddenly the swirling currents of the party brought him face-to-face with Prince Peregrine. There was a suspended moment while the two men looked at each other. The prince's expression was guarded, but not unfriendly.
Remembering his earlier plan to make peace with the barbarian, Weldon forced himself to smile politely. The barony might be gone, but his financial situation could still be salvaged. "Good evening, Your Highness."
"Good evening.'' The Kafir nodded toward the center of the ballroom. "This reminds me of a riot in Calcutta."
Thinking that the other man's civility was encouraging, Weldon said, "It certainly is a crush. The Sanfords don't do anything by halves." He put a dash of manly regret in his voice. "I owe you a considerable apology. The last time we met—well, I said some unforgivable things. Quite unforgivable."
Peregrine gave a deprecating flick of his fingers. "You were distraught. Who could blame you for speaking in-temperately under such difficult circumstances? To find your woman in another man's arms—every man's greatest nightmare."
"Exactly." Weldon seized on the other man's offered excuse, even as it infuriated him. "Especially when the man is a good friend. Besides being upset for my own sake, I was concerned for Lady Sara. In her innocence, I feared that she might have fallen victim to a casual seducer. But it wasn't simple seduction, was it? The fact that you married her leads me to suppose that it was love rather than mere lust. Since that is the case, I must wish you both happiness."
Peregrine's expression was satirical, but he said only, "I also owe you an apology, for betraying our friendship."
"Friendship often ends where a woman begins." Weldon shrugged. "My loss is your gain. I hope that you and I can put that behind us and be friends again."
"But of course," the Kafir said, a disturbing gleam of humor in his lazy green eyes. "Incidentally, I'm curious about the lawsuits just filed against the railroad."
Weldon's growing sense of well-being suffered a check. Trying to sound confident, he said, "All the charges are spurious and will be resolved very soon."
"Oh?'' Peregrine's brows raised skeptically.' "The City doesn't think so. The fall of the stock price is nothing short of disastrous. Compensation suits against a company are common, but criminal charges are rare. If they are proved, you might be sent to prison yourself."
Weldon's voice dropped. "Confidentially, I believe that a rival railroad group is behind this. Because they know how profitable the L & S will be, they want to cause trouble so later they can step in and claim our route. Crawley, the farmer who is accusing us of criminal harassment, has disappeared, along with his whole family. I fear foul play."
"Indeed?" Peregrine's brows lifted.
"You must have heard about some of the vicious things that have been done when several companies are competing for the same routes—some railroads have been forced to buy off rivals in order to stay in business," Weldon said, elaborating on his story. "I would rather avoid that because it's a poor use of stockholders' funds, but in this case, buying the plaintiffs off may be the best solution."
"One must be practical," the Kafir agreed.
Weldon finally reached his key point. "Because of these legal problems and the drop in the value of the stock, the company is facing a temporary cash shortage. Might you be interested in increasing your investment? That will protect your existing stake in the L & S and repay you well later."
Peregrine drew his dark brows together thoughtfully.
Weldon held his breath, trying not to show his anxiety. He feared that he might have moved too quickly, but the Kafir's expression was encouraging.
Then Peregrine looked right into Weldon's eyes and said pleasantly, "I'll see you in hell first."
Not believing his own ears, Weldon stammered, "Wh-what?"
Obligingly the other man repeated, "I'll see you in hell before I will save you from the disaster you so richly deserve."
It was a moment when every impression was razor vivid. Weldon was acutely aware of the waltz music pulsing around them, the scents of sweaty bodies and heavy perfumes. A woman's wide skirt brushed his leg as she whirled by. But most of all, he was mesmerized by the Kafir's green, green eyes, which watched him with mocking malice. Weldon had never seen eyes so green.
No, he had seen eyes like that once before. There had been a nagging sense of recognition the first time he'd met Peregrine. When and where had he seen such eyes? A long moment of intense thought produced a shattering answer.
"Tripoli," Weldon gasped. He scanned the face of the man in front of him, looking for traces of an almost forgotten boy. "No, it's impossible. You can't be…"
Still mockingly polite, the Kafir said, "What is impossible—that justice has finally caught up with you? You said it was impossible then, too. One would think that the evidence of your eyes would convince you otherwise."
The words were an echo from a distant time and place, and they instantly resolved Weldon's doubts. Suddenly everything made horrible sense, for all of Weldon's problems had begun when Peregrine had come into his life.
Suffused with fury, Weldon hissed, "It hasn't been bad luck, has it? You miserable bastard, you've been stalking me for months, persecuting me in every way possible. Lady Sara, the railroad, maybe even the barony."
"Precisely." Peregrine kept his voice level, but inside he vibrated with exultation. This was the moment he had been anticipating for twenty-five years, the moment when Weldon realized that his doom had found him. "I decided to give you a hint because I was growing weary of waiting for you to identify me on your own." And also, as he had told Slade, it was time to draw the game to a close.
Weldon's face was a study in emotions: shock, rage, and best of all, fear. Then his features hardened, the mask of a gentleman crumbling to reveal the viciousness within. "You certainly have changed." His insulting gaze scanned Peregrine from head to foot. "I would never have believed that a filthy brat like you would ever be able to ape the manners of a gentleman. For that is all you are doing: aping."
"I learned to ape gentility from an expert," Peregrine said with barbed civility.
The swelling of violins announced a new waltz, the lush music curling sensuously around the two men. Weldon's face twisted into a sneer. "How did you make your fortune? I suppose you began by selling that nice, tight little…"
Before the sentence could be completed, Peregrine exploded, his vision going blood crimson. His left hand shot out to seize his enemy's throat as his right balled into a fist. Through his murderous rage, he felt the pulse of the other man's veins beneath his fingers.
Then he saw the triumphant expression in Weldon's eyes, and had enough sanity left to know that he had been goaded into just such an action. Startled eyes were being turned in his direction, and in a moment the two men would be in the center of a scene—a scene where Peregrine would be the villain.
Instantly he released his grip and brushed at Weldon's upper shoulder, making the gesture casual, as if he was flicking something from the other man's coat. The curious bystanders turned away, thinking that they must have misinterpreted what had been briefly visible from the corners of their eyes.
With an easy, lying smile, Peregrine said, "You'll not catch me like that again, Weldon. You were damned lucky—I might as easily have slit your throat as tried to throttle you. That would have gotten me into trouble with the law, but you would have been quite dead." His smile widened. "A delightful prospect, except that it would be far, far too swift."
His own expression equally insincere, Weldon said, "What do you want of me, you bastard?"
"Oh, surely you must know that, Weldon." Peregrine's smile faded, and his voice rang like tempered steel. "In the name of all your victims, I am here to destroy you. I have already taken away much of what you value, but I will not be satisfied until you drink from the chalice of death."
"You're mad," Weldon said contemptuously. "That is the melodramatic babble of the East. This is England. In spite of the problems you have caused, I still have power and influence that a gutter rat like you can never match. Now that I know what you're doing, I can defend myself against your wild schemes. More than that, I will destroy you for your insolence."
"My wild schemes have been quite effective so far, have they not?'' Peregrine murmured, thinking that it was bizarre but somehow appropriate that they were having this confrontation in the midst of a crowd of revelers.
Weldon's eyes narrowed as a new thought struck him. "The personal loans—are you the one who bought them and is demanding payment?"
Peregrine gave a slight, derisive bow. "I have that humble privilege."
"In that case, it will give me great pleasure to default," Weldon snarled.
"Sorry to deprive you of your amusement," Peregrine said with spurious sympathy, "but the day you default, I'll have the bailiffs on you. I'll attach every bit of property you own: the town house, the Hertfordshire estate, the buildings in the City." He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. "I wonder if I can also put a lien on the whorehouses. They are illicit businesses, of course, but they are part of your assets, and I can prove you own them."
Weldon blanched. "How much do you know about me?"
"Everything," Peregrine said softly. His reply hung in the air between them. A laughing couple danced by, leaving a scent of lilies and sweat in their wake.
Weldon's eyes became feral. "Then it is war. Since you mean to ruin me, I have no choice but to ruin you first."
"You can try, but you will not succeed. Even if you manage to kill me, I will reach from the grave to bring you down."
"Bah, spare me the cheap dramatics. You have as much to lose as I do, and lose it you will," Weldon said viciously. "By tipping your hand, you have doomed yourself, for I will stop at nothing to destroy you."
"There is one line you will not cross," Peregrine said with cold menace. "If you hurt Sara, I swear that you will regret the day you were born.''
Weldon gave a genuine smile. "What a fool you are. You have just put the perfect weapon in my hands. Hard to believe that a cold little cripple like her can interest any man, but since you seem to want her, the slut will pay for your crimes."
Weldon started to turn away, but Peregrine caught his wrist. "Listen very carefully. You will not hurt Sara. If you do, it is Eliza who will suffer for your wickedness."
Weldon's face went white. "You wouldn't kill a little girl—even you are not such a monster as that."
"Very true, I would not kill her." Peregrine's voice was soft with menace. "But you and she will wish that I had. No matter how hard you try, you will never be able to hide Eliza from me—and when I find her, I will put her in a brothel."
When Weldon recoiled in horror, Peregrine twisted his wrist with punishing force. His voice pitched below the clamor around them, he whispered, "I would send her to a virgin house first—just think, Weldon, your darling little girl being ravished by a brute like you. I think I would specify that she be given to a man looking for a virgin to cure his syphilis.
"Then I would transfer her to a specialized house— flagellation, perhaps, or one where mechanical devices are used. Not a house in England—I will send her somewhere you will never find her." He twisted Weldon's wrist again, to a point just short of wrenching the joint apart. "How long will your delicately reared daughter last, hmmm? And I will be sure that she knows she is in hell because her father sent her there."
"You filthy bastard," Weldon swore, his voice savage. "You are evil, truly evil."
Peregrine released the other man's wrist. "Like false gentility, I learned evil from a master of the art. Is it agreed—you will leave Sara alone, and I will spare Eliza?''
"Agreed. But that is the only agreement." Weldon rubbed his sore wrist, his blue eyes shimmering with mad violence. "You are going to be sorry that you ever tried your petty vengeance on me. You are no better than a common criminal, no match for me."
"On the contrary. I am no common criminal, but justice incarnate." Peregrine savored the moment, thinking that when this speech was done, he must find Sara and share his exultation with her. His voice dropped to a chilling whisper. "You have sowed the wind, Weldon. Now you will reap the whirlwind."




Chapter 19

 
Sara was beginning to wonder what had become of her husband when he appeared before her, his eyes brilliant with excitement. After greeting the great-aunt with whom Sara had been speaking, he said under his breath, "Come, sweet Sara. I have found a spot where we can dance without feeling like herring in a barrel.''
She laughed and took her leave of her aunt. As her husband steered her across the ballroom, she asked, "Have you found another balcony where I can give you lessons on the language of the fan?"
"Better than that."
There was an odd note in his voice, and Sara looked at him askance, wondering if he had been drinking. She had never seen Mikahl intoxicated, but he was in a strange, volatile mood. He led her from the ballroom, then turned right into a dark corridor. In the middle of the passage, he opened a door on the right and ushered Sara into a sparsely furnished reception room lit by a single lamp.
She looked around doubtfully. "Should we be here?"
"Probably not." There was a key in the door lock, and he turned it before facing Sara. "I think this must be where unwelcome visitors wait—not much furniture and all of it uncomfortable. On the positive side, there is some open space, and the ballroom is on the other side of that wall so the orchestra can be heard quite clearly." He made a deep bow. "Will my lady dance with me?"
"Of course." Smiling, Sara held her arms up in waltz position. "But I must tell you that this is most improper.''
"To dance with my own wife?" He raised his brows comically as he swirled her across the floor.
"To steal away to a private room, lock the door, and hold a partner this close are all definitely improper." She relaxed in his arms, feeling that her feet scarcely touched the ground. Trust Mikahl to find a place where they could be private even though several hundred people were just a wall away. "Remember, the rule is at least twelve inches of space between partners."
"And I thought I had gotten the knack of correct behavior," he mourned, pulling her tight against his hard chest. "Truly this is a strange country."
Sara tilted her head back and laughed. "Of course this is a strange country. Two or three years ago, Lady Gough published an etiquette book saying that for true propriety, books by male and female authors must be placed on separate shelves."
"You are making that up!"
"God's own truth," Sara said solemnly, feeling deliciously pliant and yielding as they moved together almost as one body. "Unless the male and female authors are married to each other, in which case the books may rest side by side on the same shelf.''
"I shall never understand the English," he said, brimming with hilarity. "But doesn't the fact that I have been presented to the queen make me wholly respectable?"
"Nothing will ever make you wholly respectable," Sara said with conviction. He laughed and she felt the vibrations of his amusement from her breasts to her pelvis.
Mikahl slowed their waltz until they were drifting in a leisurely circle. Then he bent his head and kissed her. Sara welcomed his mouth, for dancing aroused every fiber of her being to tingling awareness. Soon they were turning around a single point, then they stopped dancing entirely, except for the passionate rhythms of lips and tongues and quickening breath.
When the music next door ended, Sara tilted her head back and whispered, "My yin energy is very strong now."
He grinned and walked her backward until she was against the wall that adjoined the ballroom. "Splendid, for I am feeling very yang."
He pulled off his gloves and slid them into his coat pocket, then began kissing her again. This time his hands roamed over her body, teasing and caressing his way down her torso.
"My old governess was right when she warned me that the waltz is a dangerous dance," Sara said weakly as she leaned back against the wall for support.
"A wise woman, your governess." He breathed soft warm air into her ear, with devastating effect. "What else did she warn you about?" Cupping his hands around her buttocks, he pulled Sara hard against him.
Feeling fire in her loins, she replied breathlessly, "To beware of wolves in sheep's clothing."
"Is that what I am, silken Sara?"
"More like a wolf in wolf's clothing." The orchestra struck up another tune. Sara felt the music pulsate inside her body, vibrating through her slippers into the sensitive soles of her feet. "My governess would not approve of you."
"Good, for I am sure I would not approve of her." Mikahl spread his palm over her mons veneris and moved it in a slow circle. The mount of Venus, the Cinnabar Gate.
"You are quite—quite shameless." Sara felt as if she was about to burst into flame. "Please," she begged, "let us leave now—I shall go mad if we don't go home at once."
"I admit to being shameless, but it is not time to leave. At least, not yet." He bent to lift the hem of
her gown, then straightened and slid his hand between her silk-clad thighs.
"A-a-h-hh," Sara breathed, her eyes drifting shut as waves of sensation pulsed through her. A good thing that this room did not have a decent sofa, or they would be on it disgracing themselves. The fabric of the black pantalets was so sheer that his warm hand might have almost been on her naked flesh.
Her eyes shot open as she realized that his deft fingers were indeed touching bare flesh, probing into her moist, intimate depths. "How… ?" After a moment she guessed that the pantalets must have an open seam. He had given them to her just before they came to the ball, and she had donned them quickly, not noticing.
"You devil!" Startled, her fingers involuntarily curled into his upper arms. "So that is why you wanted me to wear them. Were you planning this?"
He laughed, a rich, deep male sound of satisfaction. "Not exactly. I didn't know if this house had a place where we could be private. But if it did, I wanted to be prepared.''
A small, well-bred part of Sara's mind was shocked at the sheer carnality of what he was doing. It was one thing to lie with one's husband in a bed, or even in a private spot in the garden; but to do so in the middle of a ball, where half the people Sara knew, including her father, were within fifty yards of her?
However, the rest of Sara's mind and all of her body were beyond shock, except for the shock of loss when he lifted his hand. "Shall I stop, sweet Sara?" he murmured. "Behave with propriety?"
"Don't you dare!" she gasped. "The only thing worse than being depraved is being a depraved tease."
"Very well, my little vixen. One thing I have learned is to obey my lady's commands."
There was a sound of slipping buttons and loosening fabric. He gave a sigh of relief, then put his hands beneath Sara's buttocks and lifted her, bracing her be-tween the wall and his own solid torso. Acting more from instinct than conscious thought, Sara grasped and guided him as he slowly lowered her. She inhaled sharply at the fierce rightness of his entry.
"How does this feel?" he whispered when they were locked together, Sara's silk-stockinged legs wrapped tight around him.
"Splendid. Decadent. Quite, quite mad," she replied raggedly as she rotated her hips, feeling him deep inside her.
To her satisfaction, her movement annihilated his control, and he surged into her. "Ah, God, Sara, you are air and fire and heart's blood," he groaned, his breath roughening to match his strokes.
Sara's rustling petticoats foamed around them, and her cheek pressed into his shoulder as they melded into the ultimate dance. They were close, so close, both physically and mentally. Perhaps she should have been alarmed by her precarious position, but she was not, for she had absolute trust in her husband.
It was hot, sweet sex, made almost unbearably erotic by the knowledge that other people were so close. But they were private here and harming no one by their madness. It was an intimate universe of passion that filled Sara's heart, mind, and body, then shattered into a kaleidoscope of rapture. Her teeth sank into his shoulder, and she shuddered uncontrollably, her violent movements triggering a matching response from her husband.
Another dance ended in the ballroom, and the loudest sound was of their own panting breath and pulsing blood. The frantic tension drained from Sara like water from a spilled glass.
Gently Mikahl disengaged himself, then lowered her feet to the floor and embraced her. For long minutes they clung together, savoring closeness and regaining strength as the wall supported them both.
At length Mikahl said, "And you told me this ball would be a dull affair."
Sara gave an unsteady giggle. "I've never been to a ball quite like it." Stepping away from her husband, she accepted his handkerchief to dry herself, then began to check her appearance. "Do I look all right?"
Mikahl buttoned his trousers and straightened his coat, then brushed Sara's petticoats and skirts down smoothly. "Your gown is a bit rumpled, but no more than expected at a ball." He tucked a wayward lock of hair back into her chignon. "You look absolutely beautiful. As always."
It amazed Sara how cool and gentlemanly he could appear when just a few minutes before he had blazed with demanding passion. She knew that her own cheeks glowed with good health and bad deeds, and wondered if anyone would guess what she had been doing.
After drawing his gloves on, her husband offered his arm. "Shall I return my lady to the ball?"
The door rattled as someone tried to enter, then two gruff voices started discussing the situation.
Mikahl turned the key in the lock and opened the door to find two middle-aged men holding unlit cigars. Blandly he said, "My wife was a bit faint and needed to rest for a few minutes. But she's feeling better now, so we will leave you gentlemen to your smoking."
Then he led Sara away before the men could comment. She bowed her head and clung to his arm, barely managing to suppress her laughter until they were around the corner. "You have a rare talent for duplicity, husband mine."
"Nonsense," he replied as they reentered the ballroom. "Didn't you once tell me that social lies to spare other people from embarrassment were not only permitted but required?"
"Whoever wrote the book of proper conduct never imagined anyone like you," Sara retorted.
Mikahl paused. "I see Ross. I'd like to talk to him for a moment, then leave. Unless you prefer to stay longer?"
"To stay later would be very anticlimactic," she answered, then blushed beet red when she heard her own words.
"Sweet Sara, what a splendid double entendre," he said with delight. "If we weren't in public, I would kiss you again. But I am being very proper. I trust you will give me credit for how proper I can be." Scanning the ballroom again, he said, "Your Aunt Marguerite is by the door. Shall I meet you there after I've talked to Ross?"
Sara nodded. After giving her husband's fingers a quick squeeze, she started around the edge of the room. Proper, indeed. Mikahl could make a stone saint blush. And she loved him, dear God, how she loved him.
After the shattering confrontation with Peregrine, Weldon needed some whiskey to steady his nerves. Fortunately that could be found in one of the smaller rooms where men retreated for serious drinking. As he drank, he began to plan. Learning who his enemy was had restored Weldon's confidence, for it was easier to destroy another man than to overcome blind bad luck.
Piece by piece, a strategy emerged. The Duke of Haddonfield would probably lend enough money to repay the personal loans, for the duke would not like London society to learn what kind of man his son-in-law was. Then Peregrine must be discredited so that any accusations he made later would not be taken seriously. Weldon shook his head as he poured a second whiskey; the bastard had been a fool to tip his hand. If he had stayed in the shadows, he might have been successful, but now he was doomed.
After three drinks, Weldon decided that it was time to go home and consult Kane about what must be done. He was on his way across the ballroom when he saw Lady Sara and Peregrine emerge from a corridor on the far side of the room.
He stopped and stared, his expression darkening. From the way they looked at each other and unobtrusively touched, Weldon guessed that they had been kissing in a back room. Or even worse, for they positively reeked of sex. What a shameless slut she was.
The couple separated, Peregrine going one way, Sara the other. That was when the brilliant idea struck Weldon. He did not dare injure Sara physically, but he could tell her a few things about her precious husband: things that would humiliate the bitch and quite possibly destroy her marriage.
Best of all, he could do it with impunity, because prim little Sara would never be able to repeat what Weldon told her. It would be perfect justice in return for what Peregrine had done, with the added bonus of making Sara herself miserable.
Swiftly Weldon cut through the milling crowd, overtaking his prey just as the orchestra began again. "Sara, my dear," he said smoothly, taking her hand. "Will you dance with me?"
Sensing her reluctance, he said under his breath, "People are watching. If we have a nice, civilized waltz together, it will reduce any lingering scandal."
"Very well." Sara stepped into his arms, holding her body stiffly away from him and looking past his shoulder.
Weldon noted a slight reddening on her throat, as if a man's bewhiskered face had rubbed against the tender skin. And as he had guessed, the faint musky scent of sex hung around her. It added to his fury, but he kept his voice controlled. "Try to look as if you are enjoying yourself, my dear," he admonished. "And don't sulk. Remember, I am the injured party, not the villain of the piece."
She looked up at him, her brown eyes grave. "I know. That is why it is hard to face you. I owe you a great apology, Charles. I am thoroughly ashamed of my behavior. I have no excuse except that… I could not help myself."
Her words only inflamed him further. His fingers tightened on her left hand. "Wantons always say that," he said pleasantly. "It sounds better than admitting to promiscuity.''
Sara's face flamed, but she did not try to defend herself.
Deciding that it was time to get down to business, Weldon said, "You know, the first time I met Prince Peregrine, I thought that he looked familiar. It's those green eyes. Quite striking. Unique, in fact. Don't you agree?"
Reluctantly she nodded.
"But while the eyes were familiar, I had trouble placing him," Weldon continued. "It has been so many years and miles that I did not make the connection. Then earlier this evening we talked, and I remembered."
He had caught Sara's unwilling attention, and she watched him intently as he guided them out of the path of another couple. "He hates me. Did you know that, my dear?"
"I know that there is something between you two," she said slowly. "But I don't know what."
"No, he would not want to admit it," Weldon said. "We met in North Africa, in Tripoli. I was making my Grand Tour. He was not called Peregrine then. God knows where he picked up that name—he's probably had a hundred names."
"He said that Peregrine is merely a translation of what he is called in Kafiristan," Sara said defensively.
"Perhaps, though he is not Kafiri, and he is a liar if he claims otherwise." He smiled down at Sara and pulled her into another turn. "Your husband is such a superb liar that anyone can be forgiven for believing him."
Sara's eyes flashed. "You go too far," she said as she tried to tug away from him. "I will not stay here to listen to you insult my husband."
"But you will stay to learn more about him, won't you, my dear?" Weldon said with an undertone of viciousness, keeping a firm grip so that she could not escape.
Sara quieted, wary but watchful.
Reminiscently Weldon said, "He was such a pretty lad, and so amiable at first. We were on our way to being great friends. Our falling out was all my fault, I fear."
"Charles, will you get to the point?" Sara said sharply. "What are you trying to tell me?"
"I am explaining why your husband hates me, darling Sara." Enjoying himself, Weldon spun the moment out. "You see, he was a whore, and he has never forgiven me for kicking him out of my bed."

Chapter 20

 
Stunned by Charles's accusation, Sara felt the blood drain from her face. A fortnight before, she would not have understood what he meant, but Jenny's lecture had been very enlightening.
Her former betrothed gave her an ironic glance. "Do you know what that means, my dear, or do I have to explain?"
"I know what you mean," she said in a soft, furious undertone, "and I don't believe a word of it. My husband said that you are evil, and he was right. You do yourself no credit by spreading such lies."
For a moment Sara experienced an unnerving sense of deja vu, for the scene reminded her of when Mikahl had tried to convince her of Charles's wickedness. She thrust the thought aside, to be dealt with later. Doggedly she said, "You are speaking from drunkenness—I can smell the liquor on your breath."
"Of course you don't want to believe me, Sara," Charles purred, "but that does not mean I'm lying. Did you ever notice the scar on his left hip?"
Sara tensed. "He has a number of scars."
"This one is shaped like an irregular M. Quite distinctive. He cut it himself with a stiletto as a proof of how much he adored me, or so he said. Personally I thought he was a little deranged."
Though Sara tried to conceal her shock of recognition, Weldon saw her flinch. He continued, "M for Master. He claimed that he wanted to return to England with me as my slave of love." Weldon's eyes grew dreamy. "I was rather tempted, but of course I couldn't bring him back to England. For me, your husband was just a passing experiment, a local North African custom that I felt like trying. Still, he was a lovely youth, much better-looking than he is now, and so passionate. Surely you have noticed how passionate he is?"
"You are disgusting," Sara said furiously as she tried to jerk her hand free. But Charles held her hand and waist too tightly for her to escape without making a major scene. "The fact that you know of a scar is not proof."
"Proof is hard to come by after so many years," he conceded. "A pity that I didn't keep his love letters, for you would have found them quite convincing. Almost illiterate, of course, but rather touching in their intensity and very explicit about what he wanted me to do to him. Shall I tell you more?"
Without waiting for Sara to reply, he proceeded to recite several examples, using gutter language that she barely understood. Dizzy with agitation, she stumbled on her bad leg and almost fell.
Weldon's cruel grip held her upright. "Don't faint on me, Sara," he said sharply. "Use that fine logical brain of yours. The way he hates me—haven't you ever heard that hell has no fury like a lover scorned? He used to say that I was the love of his life. I thought that was just boyish enthusiasm and would soon be forgotten, but apparently he has spent years stalking me. And now, like a lover scorned, he wants to destroy me."
Thinking of what Mikahl had said about Weldon's first wife, Sara shook her head vehemently. "No, it's not just a personal feud. He has other reasons for hating you."
"Oh? Has he given you any proof of my wickedness?" He smiled as he read her expression. "I didn't think so. So it is my word against his. Have you ever heard anyone besides him impugn my reputation? Yet what is he but an adventurer that your cousin found somewhere in Asia? He used Lord Ross to gain entry to society, and now he is using you."
Not wanting to concede an inch, Sara said stubbornly, "If I must choose between you, I choose to believe my husband."
""Your husband," Charles sneered. "Why do you think he married you, Sara? Certainly not for your looks. Your fortune isn't reason enough for a man of his wealth."
"He married me because he loves me," Sara retorted. Though Mikahl had never said so, it was what she wanted to believe, and certainly he behaved like a man who cared greatly.
"Did he say that? Well, he's very good at telling people what they want to hear." Charles's mouth curled with contempt. "What an innocent you are. Listen closely, you foolish bitch. He married you because he couldn't have me, and you were the closest he could get. He hoped that stealing my future wife would hurt me. He was wrong, of course—losing you wounded only my pride. Still, I must give him credit for imagination."
"I knew that you were interested mostly in my birth and fortune," Sara said, trying to keep her voice and mind steady under Charles's stream of vitriol. "But Mikahl is not like you. He did not seduce me, nor did my father force him to marry me. In fact, he had trouble convincing me to accept him."
"So you had doubts even then? You should have listened to them and not tied yourself to a madman." Charles squeezed the fingers of her right hand until they hurt. "Did you know that he and I talked earlier this evening? He made a number of threats about what he would do if I would not become his lover again. When I denied him, he dragged you off into another room and worked his angry frustration off on you. How does it make you feel to know that you are the receptacle of his warped desires?"
Dear God, would the dance never end? Sara felt dizzy from the spinning, almost nauseated. Though she loved Mikahl, she did not feel that she knew him well, nor did she wholly trust him. Much as she wanted to dismiss Charles's charges as pure malice, she could not quite do so.
The fact that Charles knew of the M-shaped scar was hardly proof that they had been lovers, but it was unusual for a man to be so familiar with another man's body. And Mikahl's reaction to her discovery of the scar had been anguished and irrational. He had used Sara physically to drown the past on that occasion; he might have done so again tonight.
The very idea made her ill, but it was undeniably true that her husband had been in a strange, wild mood earlier in the evening. An encounter that had been passionate and loving was now unbearably tainted by Charles's accusations.
But what really undermined Sara's faith in her husband was Charles's evil, all-too-convincing explanation for why Mikahl had married her. Mikahl did not need her money, he cared little for her status, and had never said that he loved her. He did desire her, but lust was notJove.
Though she did not want to believe it, the way Mikahl had spoken of Charles could have been the obsessive hatred of a lover scorned. If there had once been love between the men, it was horridly possible that Mikahl had married her either for revenge or as a substitute for the person he really wanted. Perhaps both.
Charles had been watching her expression, and now gave a nod of satisfaction. "You are beginning to believe me, aren't you? Very good. Your intelligence is one of the things I always liked about you: when confronted with facts, you listen rather than have an attack of vapors. You may take comfort in the fact that your husband is undoubtedly a bigamist who will abandon you when he is ready to leave England. Then you will be free of him."
In the remote corner of her mind that was still capable of thought, Sara realized that Charles had an uncanny ability to trigger the hidden fears that her husband did not love her and would eventually leave her. But she would not admit that. "You have not given me facts, Charles," she said as evenly as she could. "Merely showed me what a vulgar mind you have."
He shook his head pityingly. "You will learn the truth, but it is already too late. By marrying him, you have ruined your life and reputation."
The music ended, and with a final flourish, he released her. After bending over her gloved hand for a mocking kiss, he said, "I would advise you not to rush home to discuss this with your dear husband—he is a dangerous man and might react very badly to your knowledge of his past. You would be wise to find excuses to spend as much time as possible away from him."
Then Charles turned and left her.
Sara stood very still and concentrated on her breathing. After a minute, her nausea began to subside. When she decided that she would be able to walk without falling, she began to make her way to the door where she was to meet Mikahl.
She would have given anything she owned not to have to face her husband until she had had time to think through what she had just been told. When Mikahl had tried to persuade her that Weldon was evil, she had not believed him. She had put the whole subject out of her mind once she and Mikahl became intimate, and had not thought about it since.
Tonight Charles's malice had been unmistakable, and it was easy to believe that he might have pushed his first wife down the stairs in a fit of rage. Nonetheless, though he had clearly been doing his best to hurt her and injure her marriage, Sara could not escape the horrible belief that somewhere in his tissue of lies was a grain of excruciating truth.
Ross was part of a group of men discussing colonial policy, and Peregrine had to wait a few minutes before he could separate his friend for a private talk. When they were alone, Peregrine said only, "The cat is among the pigeons."
Ross raised his eyebrows as he considered the statement. "You mean that you have shown your hand to Weldon."
"Exactly. I decided that it is time to bring the game to a conclusion. Weldon could be dangerous. I don't think he will threaten you, but be careful—the man is like a loose cannon on a ship's deck."
"What about Sara's safety?"
Peregrine smiled humorlessly. "Weldon agreed to one condition: he will not hurt Sara. In return, I will not hurt his daughter Eliza."
Ross frowned. "This is getting very ugly."
"It has always been ugly," Peregrine retorted. "But soon it will be over. Sometime in the next few days, I'd like to talk to you again. I'm hiring some guards, former soldiers, and it might be good if you took one. You've got frontier experience of your own, but no one can look all ways at once."
"Do you really expect matters to get that bad?"
"Expect the worst. That way you are never disappointed." Then Peregrine said good night and turned to look for his wife. With his height, he was able to see over the crowd, and his mouth tightened when he saw her dancing with Charles Weldon.
The music stopped and Weldon bowed deeply, then left his partner. Sara stood still for a moment, then turned and slowly made her way toward the door where her aunt had been earlier. Wondering what Weldon had said, Peregrine worked his way through the thick crowd. To his intense irritation, several people stopped him to talk, and it was several minutes before he was able to reach Sara's side.
His wife flinched when he touched her arm, then looked up at him with a blind, unseeing stare.
He mentally hurled an oath at his enemy, then said quietly, "I saw you dancing with Weldon. Did he threaten you? Frighten you in some way?"
She shook her head and managed a thin smile. "No, Charles had the admirable motive of showing people that we are on polite terms. I am merely suffering from a guilty conscience. As I said earlier, I knew it would be difficult the first time we met again. I'll be fine in a few minutes."
Peregrine frowned, sure that Weldon must have said something to upset Sara. But he would not ask her again until later. Taking her arm, he said, "Come, let us go home."
"We must take our leave of Letty first."
He would rather have ignored the amenities, but knew Sara would never be so rude. After scanning the room, he was glad to see that Lord and Lady Sanford were holding court by the main entrance, so making a polite farewell would not take long.
When they were almost to the Sanfords, a new party entered the ballroom, and there was a sudden flurry of surprise. The music stopped, and guests began turning toward the door. Lady Sanford dropped into a curtsy, and her husband bowed deeply.
Peregrine gave a soft whistle of surprise when he identified the new arrivals. "Believe it or not, Queen Victoria has just walked in with a sizable party of courtiers."
His comment pierced Sara's abstraction. "Drina is here?" she said, startled. She stood on her toes and craned her neck, but could not see over the heads of taller people. The murmur became a babble of excitement as everyone turned to the queen.
"She certainly is. Does the queen often come to private balls?"
"Almost never," Sara replied, "but the Sanfords are very active at court, and they are dedicated Whigs. I've heard that the queen is afraid that soon a Tory government will come to power. Melbourne is the only prime minister she has ever worked with, and she is very attached to him. Coming here might be a way of showing support for the Whigs."
"Clever wench," he said admiringly.
"For heaven's sake," Sara said, sounding more like herself, "don't say that to anyone else! What is happening?"
"Melbourne has joined her. Perhaps he knew she was coming?" Peregrine said in an under-the-breath commentary. "Now the queen is moving in this direction. She stops to say a few words to someone, then moves on. More like a politician than a Royal." Peregrine watched Victoria's progress with interest. She was tiny, scarcely five feet tall, but she certainly had great presence. She was also pretty, though she was already plump and would likely be quite stout in later years.
Since the queen knew Sara, probably she would stop to say a few words. A great honor, no doubt, but Peregrine could not help wishing he and Sara had left before the queen's unexpected visit.
Like everyone else, Weldon was immobilized by the queen's presence. It was rather like being at one of her drawing rooms. He chafed at the delay, then scowled when he saw that the queen was about to speak to Peregrine and Lady Sara. Not only was Victoria the ruler of the British empire, but was also a pure, modest young woman. Appalling to think that the queen would be tainted by contact with that imposter.
Then Weldon had his second inspiration of the night. He wanted to discredit his enemy; what better way to do so than by denouncing him in front of the most influential woman in England? He would not even have to lie; the truth was quite bad enough.
Yes, Weldon's luck had turned; once more the world was falling into his hands. He began forcing his way to the front of the group.
Melbourne and the Sanfords trailing behind her, the queen stopped in front of Peregrine and Sara. With a gracious inclination of her head, she said, "A pleasure to see you, Lady Sara." Her voice was sweet and very clear, like a nightingale.
Sara curtsied. "This is an unexpected honor, Your Majesty."
"Your husband was presented to me at the last Levee." She turned to Peregrine. "Prince Peregrine. I hope that relations between your country and mine will be fruitful."
He bowed and murmured, "As do I, Your Majesty."
As Peregrine straightened up, Charles Weldon emerged from the crowd, his eyes gleaming with triumph.
After bowing to the queen, Weldon said in a ringing voice, "I beg Your Majesty's pardon, but I must tell you that this man is an imposter. He is not a prince, not even a native of Kafiristan. He is not worthy of being presented to you."
A gasp rippled through the onlookers who were close enough to hear. Startled by this departure from protocol, Victoria turned to the man who dared interrupt her. Melbourne stepped forward and whispered in her ear, probably identifying Weldon.
With a sick feeling in his stomach, Peregrine realized that Weldon had found a perfect place to discredit him. Peregrine could try to lie his way out of it, of course, and he lied very well. But who would these staid Britons believe, an English gentleman who was one of them, or a foreigner of dubious background? The answer was obvious.
For himself, Peregrine did not much mind being disgraced, but his friends were part of this world, and they would not relish being publicly humiliated for having sponsored him. Ross and Haddonfield would feel betrayed, and justly so. And Sara, dear God, what would Sara think?
Knowing that all eyes were on him, Weldon continued, "The man calling himself Prince Peregrine of Kafiristan is an imposter. In fact he is English, the illegitimate child of a cockney barmaid." He turned to Peregrine, vicious satisfaction in his eyes. With a wave of his hand, he thundered, "And this fraud, this insolent East End gutter rat, dares try to deceive the whole of British society."
The queen's jaw dropped, and for a moment she looked like a startled young girl rather than a monarch. The room was so silent that a carriage could be heard rattling by outside. Then Victoria's blue eyes narrowed to icy slits, and her head swung around to Peregrine. An insult to royal dignity was not something she would forgive. The royal voice cold and clear, she asked, "Is what Sir Charles says true?"
Peregrine should have been thinking of the best way to escape disaster, but instead his gaze was fixed on his wife. Sara's face was pale and her wide, stunned eyes regarded him with shock. Helplessly he wondered if she believed Weldon's charges. More to the point, how she would react if she did believe?
"I have spoken to you, sir," Victoria snapped, no longer according Peregrine the courtesy of his nominal title.
He turned to the queen, wondering if he had any chance of lying his way out of this. Perhaps he should just admit the truth and be done with it, but he supposed he owed it to his friends to try to avoid disgrace.
Then another cool voice entered the conversation. "I believe that Prince Peregrine is stunned at such a wild accusation, Your Majesty."
Lord Ross Carlisle emerged into the circle of open space around the queen and bowed. With his golden hair and bone-deep elegance, he was the perfect English gentleman to counter Weldon. "Sir Charles must be jesting. I myself have visited the prince's palace in Kafiristan and seen how his people revere him."
Ross's answer broke Peregrine's paralysis. "Please excuse my slowness in answering, Your Majesty. I sometimes have trouble with your language," he said in his thickest accent. "There is some justice to Sir Charles's statement that I am not a prince, for Kafiristan does not have princes in the European sense. In Kafiri, I am called," he hesitated, "I suppose 'war hawk' is closest. My title would best be translated as leader or chief. If I stay in England, I think I will drop the title altogether, since it is not formally recognized in this country."
"I was the one who suggested that he call himself a prince, Your Majesty," Ross said. "While the translation is not exact, Peregrine was the greatest and most respected man in Kafiristan. I myself can vouch for that."
His face darkening, Weldon snapped, "Lord Ross is part of the plot to deceive society, Your Majesty. Without his help, this guttersnipe would not be able to bring his masquerade off. They are both laughing at the rest of us."
The queen's brow furrowed as she weighed Ross and Peregrine's words against Weldon's accusations.
Then Sara spoke up. "You have known me for many years, Your Majesty," she said in a soft voice that could not be heard more than a few feet away. "Do you think I would dishonor my name by marrying a man who was not of suitable rank?"
The two women's gazes met, and for a moment warmth for her old friend showed in Victoria's eyes. Perhaps she was also remembering that Weldon had been betrothed to Sara and might feel malice to her new husband. Then the queen resumed her regal formality. Turning to Weldon, she said in a voice that would cut glass, "If that was your idea of a joke, we are not amused."
Victoria inclined her head to Peregrine and Sara. "Prince Peregrine, Lady Sara. I trust we shall see you at court again soon." Then she turned and resumed her progress.
His face white with rage, Weldon spun on his heel and stormed out of the ballroom, people drawing away from him as if he was a plague carrier.
The attention of the other guests stayed on the queen and her entourage, leaving Peregrine facing Ross and Sara. His eyes filled with unholy amusement, Ross said, "You are right, Mikahl, we must talk in the next few days. Good night, Sara." Then he turned and left.
Peregrine looked down at Sara. Her face was still pale, and he could read nothing in her expression. As for himself, he felt that he would explode if he stayed at this damned ball a moment longer. "Come, we are leaving," he said roughly.
He would not have been surprised if Sara had balked, but instead she just nodded.
As Sara collected her evening shawl, Peregrine summoned his carriage. Neither he nor his wife spoke on the short ride back to the Park Street town house, but the atmosphere in the coach was thick with tension. - And with every revolution of the carriage's wheels, Peregrine heard his wife's cool, aristocratic voice ringing in his head: "Do you think I would dishonor my name by marrying a man who was not of suitable rank?"
 

Chapter 21

 
After the silent journey home, Sara was undressed by Jenny. Then she dismissed the maid and entered the main bedroom. This was one night when she might have welcomed separate chambers, but here, as at Sulgrave, the master and mistress had only one bed between them.
Sara considered crawling between the sheets and pulling the pillow over her head, but that seemed impossible in such a fraught atmosphere. Warily she sat down in a wing chair facing her husband, sure that a blazing great row was waiting to happen. She would have preferred to face it rested and composed, but rows, like childbirth, took place in their own time.
Mikahl had already undressed and wore his flowing black caftan as he stared out the window and sipped a glass of brandy. When he had made love to her at the ball, his mood had been volatile but good-humored. Now he seemed dark and dangerous, and very foreign. He turned to face Sara when she entered the room, his expression rigid with suppressed anger.
"Why are you glaring at me?" she asked, hoping to appeal to his sense of humor. "After all the different things I heard about your past tonight, I should be the one seething."
Her lame attempt at a joke failed. "So Weldon did say something appalling when you were dancing," Mikahl said grimly. "What did he accuse me of then— the same things he told the queen, or worse?"
So he was going to the heart of the trouble; Sara would have preferred a meaningless quarrel, which could be forgotten when it was over. Talking about what had happened tonight could open a Pandora's box of her husband's dark secrets, and she was terrified that what was revealed might destroy their marriage. Taking a deep breath, she said, "Worse. Charles claimed that he first met you in Tripoli."
Her husband's body went taut as a drumhead. "What else did dear Charles say?"
Sara wanted to drop her eyes, but didn't. "He said that when he met you, you were a male whore, and the reason you hate him is that he kicked you out of his bed."
Rage sizzled through the room like St. Elmo's fire. Sara shivered; if ever she was to fear her husband, now was the time.
But he did not move or threaten her, just stared with ice in his eyes. "Do you believe him?"
"He was acting from malice, and he probably thought it was safe to be outrageous because I would be too horrified to discuss his accusations with you." She hesitated, choosing her words. "But in spite of that, I did think there was a grain of truth in what Charles said."
His voice low and overcontrolled, Mikahl said, "Of the different things Weldon said, what do you think is true?"
"I'm not sure," Sara said slowly. "I just had the feeling that what he said was not wholly invented."
The temperature in the room seemed to drop ten degrees. "If I deny his accusations, who will you believe, me or your aristocratic former suitor?"
"You are my husband," Sara said, an edge to her voice. "I would hope that I could believe you."
"But you aren't sure," he said bitterly. "What a touching vote of confidence from my own wife."
Beginning to feel angry herself, Sara snapped, "I am trying very hard to have faith in you, Mikahl, but you are giving me damned little to work with. I think it's time you told me the truth about your past:"
There was a flicker of surprise in his eyes at her unaccustomed profanity. Then he tossed back half the contents of his brandy glass. "Surely you know all you need to know. An aristocrat like you would never dishonor your name by marrying a man who was not of suitable rank. Ergo, I must be of suitable rank, and Weldon was lying from sheer bloody-mindedness."
"That is no answer," she said, exasperated. "Why don't you answer a few questions instead of just asking them?"
Her husband banged his glass down on a table and stalked across the room to brace his arms on the wings of her chair.
"What questions do you want answered, sweet Sara?" he said in a low, menacing tone. He loomed above her, his face a foot away, and his eyes glittering like emerald shards. "Do you want to know if I am really a whore or a London gutter rat? What will you do if the answer is yes? Will you return to your father's house and look for a lover who is 'of suitable rank' once you learn what I am?"
Insight struck Sara like lightning. Mikahl's underlying fury was for Weldon and tonight's near-humiliation, but some of his anger was for her, and now she knew why. Amazingly, her powerful, confident husband feared that Sara would reject him if she knew the truth about his origins.
Sara raised one hand and slipped it around his neck, her fingertips caressing the tight muscles. "I know what you are, Mikahl," she said softly. "That is why I married you. But I admit that I am also curious about what you were."
His angry expression shattered, leaving desperate vulnerability in its wake. Then he straightened and spun away, unable to face the tenderness in her eyes. He stopped at the window and stared out, showing only his broad, black-clad back. Sara felt the energy currents swirl through the room, changing tone like light refracted through cut glass.
Minutes passed before he said in an almost inaudible voice, "Most of what you've heard tonight is true."
Walking to the table that held the decanter and glasses, Mikahl poured himself another drink, his hand less than steady. "Would you like some brandy, Sara? If you want to hear the sordid story of my life, it is going to be a long night."
"Please." Sara closed her eyes with a shuddering sigh of relief, passionately grateful that Mikahl was once more the husband she knew and loved.
When he placed a glass in her hand, she opened her eyes. "The part about you being a male whore and madly in love with Charles—that is the part that is false, isn't it?"
He stared at her a moment. "Sometimes, Sara, you make my blood run cold. Why do you say that?"
"I cannot believe it of you," she said simply.
"You are quite correct—he was lying about those things." He began pacing the room, too restless to sit. "However, just about everything else Weldon said was true: I was born less than five miles from here, near the East End docks."
Sara shook her head in amazement. "So you are really English. Incredible."
"I was born in London, and spent the first eight years of my life here, but that does not make me English," he corrected sharply. "Besides, the England that I knew is very different from the world you grew up in."
From what Sara knew of the East End, she knew that he spoke the truth. Still, he was as English as she was, perhaps more so, since her privileged life was the exception rather than the rule. "Who were your parents?"
"No one you would know," he said dryly. "My mother was a country girl from Cheshire who ran away with a soldier. After he abandoned her, she became a barmaid in a London dockside tavern. My father was a sailor in the Royal Navy. He lived with her when he wasn't on duty. He had an estranged wife, so he couldn't marry my mother even though he loved her, or so my mother once told me. Perhaps it was true— it pleased her to believe it."
"What happened to them?"
"My father died at Trafalgar when I was two years old. I don't remember him, but my mother used to say I looked just like him." Mikahl perched on the edge of the windowsill. "Her name was Annie. She was rather casual but good-natured. She never complained and could always find something to laugh at.
"She wasn't a prostitute, but after my father died, she had a series of male 'friends' who stayed when they were in port and who helped with the bills. When I began to run wild, she sold the gold necklace one of her lovers had given her, and used the money to put me in a dame school. That helped keep me out of trouble and saved me from being completely illiterate."
"What was your original name?"
"Michael Connery, after my father. He was Irish." His face was pensive. "I suppose I'm not really entitled to the Connery name since I'm a bastard, but my mother called herself Mrs. Connery. I never knew what her maiden name was."
Michael Connery. Pronounce it with a different accent, and it became Mikahl Khanauri. Sara examined her husband with fresh eyes: the height, the black hair and fair skin, the green eyes, the ability to charm the birds from the trees when he chose. "Irish. I should have guessed," she said with dawning understanding. "The first time I met you, you said that green eyes were not uncommon among your father's people."
"Which is the truth." His expression was sardonic. "You may not believe this, Sara, but I've tried to avoid lying to you."
Sara cast her mind back over their conversations. At length she said, "I do believe you. Thinking back, I don't recall you ever actually saying that you were Ka-firi. And there were many other times like that, when my expectations shaped what you said. You certainly are a master of selective facts."
"A minor skill, but one that I excel at." His voice was self-mocking.
Sara's brows knit as she thought of a new question. "What about your accent? It is impossible to place. If I had to guess, I would have said that you speak like an Asiatic who had attended Oxford University. Certainly not like a cockney."
"After I left England, I was exposed to standard English. Then for many years I never spoke my native tongue, though I read it whenever I found an English book. I didn't want to forget the language because I always knew that I would need it again someday," he explained. "When I went to India and had the chance to speak English again, I found that my original accent had been modified by the other languages I had spoken over the years, so I cultivated the new accent as a way of covering up the cockney. I knew that when I returned to London, I would be accepted more readily as a rich foreigner than as an East End slum rat who had made good."
He smiled a little, for the first time since they had separated at the ball. "I can still speak a cockney so thick you wouldn't be able to understand more than one word in three. I think of it as another foreign language."
Sara pulled her legs up under her in the chair, tucking her blue robe around her ankles. "You said that you lived in England for your first eight years. Why did you leave?"
"My mother died of a fever. By chance one of her friends, a sea captain, was in port. Knowing that if I was turned out on the streets I'd probably end up on the gallows, he took me on as a cabin boy." Mikahl sighed, his face deeply sad. "Captain Jamie McFarland, from Glasgow. If you listen hard, you'll probably hear a trace of Glaswegian in my accent. Most of my mother's lovers thought of me as an unavoidable nuisance, but Jamie McFarland actually liked me. He would bring me small gifts from his travels and always had time to talk. He was the closest thing to a father I ever had."
Sara had never imagined her husband as a child; he seemed too elemental, too fully formed, ever to have been small and helpless. But now his words conjured up a picture of a girl called Annie, who had followed her heart and who had given her resilience and good nature to her son. It was equally easy to envision the fatherless child who had been eager to love a man who gave him the protection and love all children deserved.
Her heart ached for him, but she guessed that it would be better to change the subject, for Mikahl hated showing any weakness. "How did you end up in the wilds of Asia?''
His face closed. "That is a long story, too long for tonight. The summary is that after my seafaring days, I wound up working on the caravans through Central Asia. When I was about twenty, I was captured in a raid and made a slave."
She winced. "That is when you got the scars on your back?"
He drank some of the brandy, his expression impenetrable. "Some of them. It was my second stint in slavery, and most of the scars are from the first time. After about a year, I managed to escape with a fellow slave, a Kafir named Malik. Once we were free, he wanted to return to his mountains. Since I had no better ideas, I went with him."
"And you stayed?"
He nodded. "Yes. I liked the Kafirs a great deal. I was adopted into Malik's family. They accepted me as no other people ever had, and I found that I rather liked having a family. Even though I knew I must leave eventually, Kafiristan became my base of operations for the next dozen years."
"Were you really made a prince?" Sara asked curiously.
"There is no hereditary aristocracy in Kafiristan. What makes a man prominent is wealth and fighting skill. Especially wealth. After I led the expeditions to the lost city of Katak, I was the wealthiest man in Kafiristan. Ergo, I was in some ways the most prominent, so saying that I was a prince has a certain metaphorical truth."
He sipped more brandy, his face thoughtful. "I had an odd status, rather like a favorite cousin who had come for an extended visit. I spent several months a year there, the rest traveling, making my fortune. Malik and his family always made me welcome. Largely because of me, they had become rich in their own right. They always said that their house was my house, and they meant it quite literally."
"Where did you meet Kuram?"
"In India. He was a scout for the Indian Army. After he had a falling out with authority, I helped him escape the consequences. He felt a strong sense of obligation to me and offered to serve me as a way of repayment. Also, Kuram wanted to travel and see the world. In six months or a year, he will be ready to return home for good. When he does, he will visit Malik and his family, to assure them that I am well and that they are in my thoughts. Which they are."
Sara leaned her head against the back of the chair. "So many things make sense now," she said quietly. "For example, you said that you never belonged where you were born, and you did not even want to belong there. Now I understand why."
"No one with a choice would ever return to the poverty and violence of the East End." His eyes narrowed. "Any comments, now that you've heard the story of my unsavory origins?''
Not an easy question to answer. Groping for the right words, she said, "While you have become a citizen of the world, I like the fact that you spent your formative years here in England. It makes you seem more comprehensible. Less alien.''
His mouth quirked humorlessly. "Aren't you shocked to learn that you, the daughter of a duke, have been sharing your bed with a cockney bastard?"
"My life has been one shock after another ever since I met you, so learning that you were born in London isn't worth much more than a raised eyebrow," she said tartly. "The only reason I mentioned 'suitable rank' earlier was because Drina is very conscious of birth, and I wanted to say something that would convince her to decide in your favor."
His face hardened again. "She will not be amused if she discovers that a bastard commoner was formally presented to her."
Exasperated, Sara said, "Mikahl, the founder of the noble house of St. James was a cockney actress called Nellie James, who was one of the many mistresses of Charles II. She was a round-heeled wench, and Charles had some doubts about whether he was actually the father of her son. Being a generous man, he compromised by making the boy an earl rather than a duke, which is what he did for some of the sons he was more sure of."
"Really?" Mikahl asked, startled.
"Really. The first few Earl St. Jameses were notable mostly for their ability to marry daughters of rich merchants. My great-grandfather Nigel was a clever fellow who must have inherited some business ability from the maternal side of his family. Nigel developed a swamp on the edge of London into a community of expensive squares and houses, and was created Duke of Haddonfield for his efforts. He also made vast amounts of money, which enabled my father to marry for love rather than fortune. My mother came from a family of respectable, but impoverished, Scottish gentry—no grand aristocrats in that branch of the Montgomeries, just farmers and soldiers."
Mikahl shook his head, his eyes gleaming with amusement. "I presume your father knows all this family history."
"Of course, though he prefers not to dwell on Nellie James. I once found a picture of her in an old book. She was not at all a respectable-looking wench."
"Charles probably wouldn't have liked her if she was."
"Very true." Sara sighed. "Since meeting you, I've discovered that I have more than a dash of the old girl's blood in me. But think about it, Mikahl. I, too, am descended from a cockney and a bastard, as well as assorted tradesmen and farmers, so stop prickling like a hedgehog about your background."
"A hedgehog." He blinked. "I stand corrected. Your ancestors sound more disreputable than mine."
Sara smiled back at him, but the moment of levity ebbed away. "There is a great deal you haven't mentioned," she said quietly. "Such as how you got from shipboard to caravan, and what is between you and Charles Weldon."
"I know. I owe you an explanation." Her husband closed his eyes, a spasm of exhaustion crossing his face. "It is going to be… very difficult to explain. I would rather not do it tonight, though I will try if you ask it of me."
It was a measure of how much the events of the evening had drained Mikahl that he would make that oblique request for her to be patient. Sara had also had quite enough drama for one night; more might shatter them both.
Rising from her chair, she went to her husband and slipped her arms around his neck. When he opened his eyes again, she saw that they were gray-green with strain.
Laying her cheek against his, she whispered, "Another time, Mikahl. Now let's go to bed. And tomorrow, please take me home to Sulgrave.''
He pulled her into a fierce embrace. "Ah, God, Sara," he murmured, his voice unsteady, "what have I done to deserve you?"
She did not answer, just closed her eyes and relaxed against him, profoundly grateful that they had weathered this storm.
Perhaps their marriage might have a future. In the weeks since the wedding, they had shared laughter and talk and astonishing physical pleasure. But never had Sara felt more married than at this moment.
 

Chapter 22

 
Weldon was in a blazing rage when he arrived at his house. He had told the truth about the sly bastard and been humiliated for his pains, in front of the queen and the cream of London society. While Peregrine was the root of the problem, he could not have carried off his imposture without the help of Lady Sara and Lord Ross. They had told barefaced lies in support of Peregrine, and they would pay. By God, they would pay. Weldon had already intended to wreak vengeance on Sara, but now he added Ross Carlisle to the list of those who must be punished.
Though it was past midnight, he summoned Kane. Within ten minutes Kane appeared, fully dressed and showing no signs of sleepiness. Fleetingly Weldon wondered if the man ever slept, or whether he really was the passionless, blue-eyed weapon that he always appeared to be.
Wasting no time, Weldon said, "I've found that the man who calls himself Peregrine is behind all of my current problems. All of them. He came to England to destroy me. He must die."
"Easily done." Kane did not even blink. "When— tomorrow? And do you have any particular method in mind, or can I do whatever is easiest?"
Such ready acquiescence made Weldon pause to think the matter through. "Better to wait a few days," he decided. "I need to learn how wide a net the bastard has cast. Set watchers on his houses in town and the country. I want them in place by tomorrow morning, or rather, by this morning. I want Peregrine followed. I need to find out who his associates are, particularly the man or men who have been acting for him in the City. As for the best method of killing…" He pondered. "If you take him in the country, a shooting accident would be best. If it happens in London, make it appear like a robbery that went awry. Needless to say, don't do anything that can be traced back to me. Use some of the guards from the whorehouses if you need extra help. And if Lord Ross Carlisle is with Peregrine, you can kill them both." 
Kane nodded. "What about Lady Sara?" 
"Don't shoot Lady Sara," Weldon said, his tone ugly. "I have other plans for her."
The Duke of Haddonfield was not surprised when Sir Charles Weldon called the day after the Sanfords' ball. It had been obvious that something dark and dangerous connected Weldon and Prince Peregrine; like it or not, Haddonfield and his daughter were now reluctant players in the same game. And the blame for that must be laid squarely on the duke's own shoulders.
When Haddonfield entered the morning room, he saw that his visitor looked strained and had a dangerous gleam in his eye. The two men had not met privately since the disastrous night at Chapelgate when Sara had let herself be compromised by Peregrine.
"Good morning, Charles," the duke said with dry courtesy. "Dare I guess that there is a connection between your visit and what happened last night at the Sanfords?"
"There's a connection, all right," his visitor growled. "What I said about your son-in-law was the truth. If your nephew and daughter hadn't interfered, Peregrine would have been exposed for what he is."
The duke sat in a straight-backed wooden chair. "I suspect that your references to my son-in-law, my nephew, and my daughter means that you hold me responsible for their actions."
"If you had raised your daughter properly, she would be my wife now, and I would not have a tenth of the problems," Weldon said, sitting without an invitation. "But because she's a trollop, she married a baseborn criminal who is doing his best to destroy me."
"Indeed?" Haddonfield's face showed only aristocratic boredom, for he had learned that showing genuine feeling to Weldon gave the other man dangerous power.
His visitor scowled. "Have you fallen under Peregrine's spell, too? So much so that you don't care what he is?"
"No matter what else he might be, he is my daughter's husband, and for her sake I want to stay on good terms with him. And I must say that he is always polite, which is more than can be said of you," the duke said with a trace of acid.
"You will regret the day you ever met him, Had-donfield," Weldon sneered. "Let me tell you about how I first met your son-in-law, in Tripoli."
It was difficult for the duke to keep his face blank as he listened to the story. No doubt Weldon was embroidering the truth for malicious effect, but it was still appalling to think that gentle, well-bred Sara had married a man with such a sordid history. Haddonfield kept his thoughts to himself; he had forfeited the right to judge his daughter's actions. When Weldon was finished, the duke said only, "That is neither here nor there. Let us stop bandying insults and go directly to whatever it is that you want from me. I assume that is why you are here—because you want something?"
"I need eighty thousand pounds immediately," Weldon said. "Peregrine secretly bought up all my outstanding loans, and is demanding payment within the next few days. He has almost ruined both my personal and business finances, so no one will lend me that kind of money." He gave a mirthless smile.
"Then I thought of you, my friend and almost father-in-law."
"Were we friends?'' the duke murmured. "Looking back, I feel more like I was your victim."
Weldon laughed nastily. "That is a role you relish."
Haddonfield flushed as his visitor's barb struck home.
Weldon continued, "There is still a debt between us, Haddonfield. You said you would give me Sara, and you didn't."
"I never promised to 'give you' my daughter. I said that I would encourage her to accept your proposal, which is not the same thing," the duke corrected. "Though it shames me to admit it, I fulfilled my part of the bargain. Thank heaven Sara broke the betrothal, though I wish she had done it a different way.''
Weldon's eyes flashed with fury. "If you had raised her to obey her father's wishes as a daughter should, we would both have been spared a great deal of unpleasantness. However, since I'm a flexible man, I will allow you to recompense me with money. If you don't " His voice trailed off menacingly.
"The world will learn a number of unappetizing things about me, and perhaps about my son-in-jaw as well?" the duke said, his voice ironic. "That sounds remarkably like blackmail. However, I will do as you ask this once. Just remember that while silence may be golden, it is not infinitely valuable."
Weldon's face eased, triumph coming into his eyes. "It's valuable enough." After a brief discussion to arrange the transfer of the money, he left.
Haddonfield stayed in the morning room, his gaze unfocused. There was something fitting about paying Weldon blackmail, for the duke deserved punishment. And since the money was going to Peregrine, at least it would be staying in the family.
At length he shook his head, and rose. God only knew what Peregrine was, but he could not be a worse husband to Sara than Weldon would have been.
* * *
Before leaving for Sulgrave the next morning, Peregrine visited Benjamin Slade and described the latest developments.
The lawyer's brows rose when he heard what had happened at the Sanfords' ball. "Was it wise to let Weldon know that you are behind his problems?"
"Not wise, perhaps, but essential," Peregrine said tersely. "What would it take to hang Weldon?"
Slade considered. "It would probably require ironclad evidence that he had personally murdered someone. But I thought you were more interested in killing him yourself than in having Her Majesty's courts do it for you."
Peregrine ignored the remark, though inwardly he decided that the people closest to him were beginning to know him too well. "Of the eight guards you hired for me, I'm assigning two to you personally. Take them along whenever you go out, and make sure that they stand watch in your house at night."
Slade was taken aback. "You really think that's necessary?"
"My guess is that before Weldon comes after me, he will try to remove pressure on the railroad. If he traces the lawsuits back to you, he might decide that killing you will help him and inconvenience me." Peregrine gave a sardonic smile. "The former assumption may be wrong, but the latter is certainly correct."
The lawyer's face became shuttered. "Since you put it like that, I'll welcome the guards. Is there any chance that Weldon could eliminate both you and me, and get away with it?"
"No chance at all. I had a third set of copies made of the evidence we have on Weldon, and gave it to someone that Weldon will never connect with me. No matter what, he will be brought to justice for his crimes." Seeing Slade's expression, Peregrine continued, "Don't look so doomed—I am just taking care of all possibilities. Weldon is not invincible. He is only a madman with a few thugs working for him. With luck, he'll never find you, and he may do nothing to you personally even if he does."
Then he turned on his heel and left, his mind already on what other precautions must be taken.
Across the street, a nondescript man had already learned from a shopkeeper who lived at that address. When Peregrine left, the nondescript man resumed following him.
That afternoon, a report of Peregrine's morning visit reached Charles Weldon. By luck, Weldon's railway secretary recognized the name of Benjamin Slade. A few more inquiries in different directions established that Slade was undoubtedly Peregrine's man of business. For a quiet man who worked from his home, Slade was surprisingly well-known in the business community. He was also respected to a point just short of awe.
As the pieces came together, Weldon rubbed his hands in satisfaction. Yes, luck was still on his side. In a week, he would have closed the book on Michael Connery, the fool who thought he could defeat Charles Weldon.
That night, two men broke into Benjamin Slade's town house. The intruders were in the process of starting a fire when they were surprised by two armed defenders. Shots were exchanged in the darkness and one of the intruders was wounded, leaving blood on the floor and the windowsill. Slade arrived on the scene in time to assist in putting out the fledgling fire, which did no serious damage.
Considerably disquieted, the lawyer sent a message to his employer first thing the next morning. Shortly after lunch, Peregrine arrived at Slade's house. After a guard let him in, Slade came into the hall to greet his guest, and was almost smothered when Jenny Miller hurled her small self into his arms.
"When she found that an urgent message had come from you, she bullied me until she learned what it said," Peregrine explained with a faint smile. "Then she wouldn't let me leave the house without her."
"Are you all right, Mr. Slade?" the girl said anxiously, scanning him as if looking for scorch marks.
"I'm fine, Jenny," the lawyer assured her. Dressed in the clothing Lady Sara had given her, the girl would not have looked out of place in the highest society. With considerable reluctance, he removed her clinging hands. Glancing at his employer, he said, "Did you wish to speak to me alone?"
"Jenny might as well come with us," Peregrine said dryly. "She'll just listen at the door if we try to exclude her."
"Right you are, mate," she said with a defiant gleam in her eyes. Following Slade into his office, she sat next to him on the hard, horsehair-covered sofa and clutched his hand as if her presence would guarantee his safety.
As soon as the door was closed, Peregrine said, "Pack everything essential and close the house. You'll be safer at Sulgrave. It will only be for a few days— whatever is going to happen will happen soon."
Slade frowned. "Can the guards stay here? I would rather not have my house burned down."
"Fine, though if you leave conspicuously enough, there probably won't be another attempt."
The lawyer gnawed on his lower lip. "How do you think Weldon located me so soon?"
Peregrine grimaced. "Probably he had me followed yesterday morning. I thought I had come early enough so that he would not have had time to arrange that. Instead, I must have led him here myself." He shook his head in self-disgust. "I should have known better than to underestimate him for even a moment."
"Your guards prevented anything serious from happening," Slade pointed out.
"True. I was half a move ahead of Weldon this time—barely enough." His face was set like granite.
"I will not let my friends suffer for my lack of foresight."
"Are we friends? I thought I was your employee."
"Would you have done all the strange and sometimes dubious things I've asked of you just for money?"
"No, I suppose not."
"I didn't think so." Peregrine hesitated for a moment, for it was very hard to say what he felt out loud. "I value you, Benjamin, and I don't want anything to happen to you."
Slade looked as embarrassed as Peregrine felt. "Thank you. I appreciate hearing that." He smiled, his eyes briefly touching the young woman at his side. "My life has become so much more interesting since I met you."
Peregrine's mouth quirked wryly. "The Chinese have a curse that says 'May you live in interesting times.' I hope you don't come to think that meeting me has been a curse."
Slade was impressed when Lady Sara welcomed him to Sulgrave without so much as a hint of surprise. The lawyer thought that boded well for the marriage; a woman married to Peregrine had better be unshockable. Slade was allotted two comfortable adjoining rooms, one for an office and the other for sleeping. Right after dinner he excused himself and withdrew to his rooms, wanting to take care of the work that had not gotten done because of the break-in and move to Sulgrave.
The evening was well advanced when a soft knock sounded at the door. He invited the visitor to enter, thinking it must be Peregrine. Instead, Jenny came in with a tray and an uncertain expression. "Would you like some tea, Mr. Slade?"
He couldn't suppress his smile of pleasure. "You really shouldn't be here," he said as he rose from his chair. "It's not proper, and Lady Sara might object."
"I've finished my work for the evening, so she won't mind." Jenny set the tray down and poured two cups full. "In fact, she won't even notice. All she really sees is her husband."
"They're happy?" Slade pulled a chair out for Jenny.
She nodded as she sat down. "There's kind of a glow between them. I've never seen anything like it." Then Jenny's brows drew together as she offered a plate of cakes to her companion. "But I don't think he's telling her what's happening. That's not right—she should know because she's part of it."
"I understand why Peregrine doesn't want his wife involved. I doubt if anyone except he and Weldon will ever know the full story. He certainly isn't telling me."
"He's making a mistake," Jenny said darkly. "Lady Sara may have led a protected life, but she's not a child. She's going to be angry when she learns everything he's been up to. And it could be dangerous for her not to know."
"Tell him that, if you're brave enough," Slade said with a small smile. "I'm not."
"I'm not either," Jenny said ruefully. "I expect it will be all right. But there's trouble coming—I can feel it in my bones. When I heard that someone had tried to burn your house down…" She shuddered. "You could have died in your bed."
"But I didn't. Now I'm here and safe, and everything will be over soon."
Jenny just shook her head, her face grave. "Weldon and Peregrine—they're like two cocks fighting, and they won't stop till one or both of them are dead. And God have mercy on anyone who gets in the way."
Slade fell silent, uneasily aware that the girl was probably right. He had been caught between the two men, and it might have killed him if Peregrine hadn't thought to supply the guards.
Deciding that the conversation was too serious, he began asking questions about Jenny's life in the country. Her descriptions of a London girl's introduction to cows and harvests was hilarious, and the evening went quickly.
A clock striking midnight finally reminded Slade of the lateness of the hour. "Time for bed, Jenny. Thank you for coming—I've really missed our evening talks."
"So have I." She stood and gathered the cups and plates onto the tray, but instead of leaving, she began toying with the lid of the teapot. Not looking at him, she said, "Remember how you said that lying together should mean something?"
Slade tensed, not sure what was coming. "I remember."
She darted a quick glance at him. "If we did now— it would mean something." Her eyes flicked back to the tray. "If you still wanted to."
He swallowed hard, not sure what to do or say. This was different from the first time she had propositioned him, but he was not sure how. Then he realized. Jenny was no longer the young woman who had calmly offered her body to pay a debt. She was shy, fearful of rejection, because this time her feelings were involved.
"Oh, yes, Jenny, I want to," he said softly. "But I'm still not sure that it's the right thing to do. What about your new life and the handsome young footman?"
"I've met all kinds of men here," she said simply. "Grooms, footmen, guards, and gardeners. Most have given me the eye, and some of them are handsome, but none of them are you."
He felt that he had been given the greatest gift of his life. Beyond caring if his actions were right or wrong, he reached out and cupped her cheek, his fingers tingling at the feel of her delicate skin.
"Ah, Jenny, you are so lovely," he whispered. Then he leaned forward and kissed her, very gently. While he was not without some experience of women, he had never been a womanizer, and he knew that he was not a dashing, expert lover. But he wanted, with every particle of his being, to please this young girl who had known so little of pleasure.
Jenny's lips worked under his, slow and experimentally, as tentative as Slade himself. Then she gave a soft sigh and raised her hands to his shoulders to draw him closer. And as the night flowed on, the man with little experience and the girl with too much found magic together.
After they had made love, she began weeping. Horrified, Slade propped himself up on one elbow. "What's wrong, Jenny? Did I hurt you?"
He thought that she might draw away, but instead she burrowed against him, wrapping her arms around his chest. "I didn't—I didn't know it could be so sweet."
He cuddled her close, stroking her flaxen hair with one hand, awed that such a lovely young woman was happy in his arms. There had been moments of awkwardness, and they had much to learn about each other, but she was right: there was great sweetness between them. Quietly he said, "I know that this is too soon, but would you at least consider marrying me?"
Shocked, she drew her head back, tears glinting on her cheek in the lamplight. "Marry you?" she faltered.
Carefully he brushed the tears away with the tip of his finger. "I know that I shouldn't ask. I'm almost twice your age and not a very interesting person, but I'm rather well-off, and I swear I'll take good care of you. As my wife, you'll never be cold or hungry or bullied by anyone again.''
"You're the most interesting man I've ever met," she retorted. "But you can't marry me! You're a gentleman."
He smiled, "I can marry any woman I can talk into accepting me, Jenny, though I've never wanted to marry before."
"What would people say?" she asked miserably. "Gentlemen don't marry whores. I would embarrass you."
"Don't say that! You are not a whore—you're a brave and beautiful young woman who has survived and flourished in the midst of great adversity. Like a perfect rose that miraculously has bloomed among the weeds."
She giggled. "That's not very romantic."
"Probably not. I don't have a very romantic nature," he admitted, glad she was laughing again. "Don't worry about not fitting in—you are so quick at picking up accents and manners that people will never know that you don't have the same boring background that they do."
She smiled but shook her head. "I think you're being romantic now, Mr. Slade. You don't have to marry me just because you think you should after what we've done."
"I think we've gotten to the point where you could call me Benjamin." He lay back against the pillow, pulling her head down on his shoulder and stroking her pale silken hair. "Once upon a time, Jenny, I always did exactly what I thought I should. I studied hard, worked hard, obeyed all the rules, thinking that all that sober virtue would be rewarded. I went into the East India Company, determined to make a success of myself."
He sighed, thinking of what had happened in India, and how close he had come to destroying himself from despair. "After all my hard work, I was made the scapegoat for my superior's embezzling. I lost my job, my reputation, most of my friends, and very nearly my freedom. If Peregrine hadn't come along and saved me in an illegal but very effective way, I would be in prison or dead now." He bent his head and kissed her on the end of the nose. "After that, Jenny, I no longer much cared what the world expected of me. I decided that in the future, I would please myself first. It would please me greatly to marry you—but only if that would please you as well."
Jenny was silent, knowing that if she tried to speak, she would begin crying again. Tentatively she flattened her hand on his chest. She had known many male bodies, with indifference at best, sometimes with fear and loathing. But she had never wanted to be close to a man like this. Benjamin had a nice body, fit and wiry, not large and frightening.
Joining with him had made her feel happy, cherished like fine porcelain. She had been told that women could feel passion the same as men, but had never quite believed it. Now she did, dimly sensing that someday she would respond with more than sweetness. "It would please me," she said. "It's too soon, but maybe later, if you don't get bored with me…"
"I'll never get bored with you, Jenny. But I won't press you for an answer. Marriage is a serious business, and you should take time to think about it. In the meantime…"
He kissed her, this time seriously. And when she kissed him back, he knew that he had never felt so much a man in his life.
 

Chapter 23

 
Kane lay flat on his stomach in the high grass, his spyglass trained on the two horsemen galloping heedlessly along the crest of the hill. He couldn't believe his luck. He had come out today only to scout the land around Sulgrave, yet here were the very men Weldon wanted killed, racing along without a care in their foolish heads.
While his employer might prefer to stay the execution for a few days, Kane refused to waste such a perfect opportunity. He might never have as good a chance to get both men at the same time. Weldon would be angry, but the idea did not bother Kane; the pleasure of the kill would far outweigh his employer's irritation. And Weldon needed Kane far more than vice versa.
Stealthily he crawled down from the top of his hill, staying low so that he would not be silhouetted against the sky. He smiled with contempt; considering how careless his quarry was, such precautions were probably unnecessary.
In his left hand he carried a light, ultra-accurate Prussian sporting rifle. He would work his way along the hill until he found a good ambush site. The two riders would almost certainly return by the same route that they had taken. And when they did, Kane would be ready for them.
Siva needed no encouragement to go flying along the North Downs. As they tore along the ancient hilltop trail, Peregrine leaned over the stallion's neck, the feel of the wild wind blowing away some of his restless frustration.
The two days since the Sanfords' ball had been uneasy. Peregrine studied Sara, wondering if there would be a subtle change in her behavior now that she knew about his background, but she acted exactly the same. She scarcely raised an eyebrow when he introduced Benjamin Slade as an indefinite houseguest, and she went out of her way to make the lawyer feel welcome.
Yet underneath the surface, there was an odd combination of closeness and sizzling tension between Peregrine and his wife. He knew that she was waiting for him to tell her about the missing years and his vendetta against Charles Weldon. Half a dozen times he was on the verge of speaking, yet always he shied away at the last minute.
There were two reasons why he held his tongue. One was a profound distaste for revealing what he had never told another living soul. In fact, he was not sure he could speak of it in any but the most general terms. And while he knew that he could trust Sara's compassion and generous heart, she was the last person on earth he wanted to know about his humiliation.
The other reason was that he was not sure what he wanted to do next. He must decide soon, for it was dangerous to let his enemy have the initiative. But it would be even more dangerous to act without knowing exactly what he wanted to accomplish.
For that reason, he had been glad when Ross rode over from Chapelgate and suggested Peregrine join him for a ride on the Downs. Ross knew more about the situation than anyone else; he was also the one person Peregrine knew who could understand both the world of law-abiding citizens and the twilight zone of violence, where Peregrine and Weldon were locked in mortal combat.
Siva was beginning to become winded, so Peregrine pulled the stallion back to a moderate canter. A few minutes later Ross caught up with him.
Peregrine called out, "Is that lazy hack of yours related to Sara's Pansy?"
"Those are fighting words." Ross laughed as he reined in his mount with the grace of the born horseman. "If you want to race, we can try again someday when my horse hasn't already been ridden hard. If we make it a steeplechase, I guarantee that Iskander will show his heels to that park saunterer of yours."
"Probably," Peregrine admitted. "Siva goes like the wind over a flat course, but is only a moderate jumper.''
The two men turned their horses back the way they had come, riding companionably side by side. Peregrine's temporary sense of well-being began to fade. He scanned their surroundings, his brow furrowed. "We really shouldn't be out here. Too exposed. It would be very easy for a sniper to pick us off. I'm getting careless—I don't even have a gun with me."
Ross's brows drew together. "Do you really think Weldon will try to murder you outright?"
"Yes, though I think he will not want to do so just yet. It will make more sense to try to trace Slade and my business connections first." Peregrine glanced at his friend. "After the ball, I'm afraid he will come after you as well. Did you see his expression when you stepped in and vouched for me?''
Ross nodded. "I think the man is more than a little mad, and your vendetta is revealing the worst in him."
"The evil that has always been inside him is getting closer and closer to the surface." Peregrine frowned. "By speaking up, you deflected the disgrace from my head to his. Being incapable of admitting an error in judgment, Weldon will put the blame squarely on you and Sara."
"You could have talked Victoria around once you got over your shock." The path narrowed as it circled a small pond. Ross went ahead until the path widened and they could ride abreast again. "I admit I was surprised to see you thrown for a loss. After all, it was just his word against yours, and as Sara's thwarted suitor, he had an obvious motive for malicious mischief."
"Perhaps," Peregrine said dryly. "But I thought that if it came down to the word of a wellborn Englishman against a foreigner, Weldon was the one who would be believed. I didn't expect my friends to lie for me."
"I didn't lie," Ross said, his expression innocent. "I did, indeed, meet you in Kafiristan, and while it is stretching a point to call your house a palace, it was the grandest building in the village, and the Kafirs thought very highly of you." After a moment, he added reflectively, "Can't say that Sara lied, either. It's just that her idea of what constitutes a husband of suitable rank is considerably broader than Victoria's."
Peregrine had to laugh. "You two are as bad as I am."
Ross grinned. "Were you really born in London?"
"Indeed I was." Peregrine gave his friend an abbreviated version of the story he had told Sara. At the end he said, "You don't seem very surprised."
"I'm not. Even in Kafiristan, I thought that you were either of mixed blood or not a native son," Ross said. "Since you came to England at the beginning of the summer, I've come to the conclusion that you were probably at least partially European. And if European, why not English?"
"How did I give myself away?"
Ross pondered for a while. "Subtle things. Underlying patterns of thought that seemed more Western than oriental. I can't be more specific than that."
"Considering how widely you've traveled, I suppose if anyone was going to guess, it would be you." Peregrine's voice acquired an edge. "Does it matter to you that I'm a slum bastard?"
Ross gave him a cool glance. "Are you proud or ashamed of your background?"
Peregrine was taken aback. "Not ashamed. I suppose, in an odd way, I'm proud. If I had been raised in a softer environment, I never would have survived what came later.''
"Then don't be defensive about what made you what you are," Ross said crisply.
That seemed to close the question of his background rather thoroughly. There was no shortage of class prejudice in British society, but it was Peregrine's great good fortune that his wife and his best friend had none.
As they rode along the trail in silence, Peregrine's gaze continued to scan the trees and hills around them, and he saw that Ross was equally watchful. At length, Ross said, "What are you going to do about Weldon?"
"I honestly don't know," Peregrine admitted. He described the break-in at Slade's house. "If the fire had been successful, Benjamin would be dead and many of his records destroyed. Weldon must die—he is dangerous to too many people. The question is how. I don't think the law would give a guaranteed result."
Ross gave him a sardonic look. "Why are you talking about the law? Aren't you going to kill him yourself?"
Peregrine glanced at the other man, his face impassive. Yes, his friends were definitely getting too perceptive. "I prefer to think of it as an execution."
"So what is stopping you?"
Peregrine's brows arched. "What, no lecture on morality?"
"I don't like the idea one damned bit," Ross said, his voice clipped, "but I don't see an alternative. It is obvious that you and Weldon are locked in a till-death-do-you-part feud, and if one of you must die, I would prefer it to be Weldon."
"If and when I kill Weldon, I intend to do it in a way that can't be traced back to me," Peregrine said, grateful for his friend's pragmatic acceptance of the situation. "But if something goes wrong, and I have to leave England—I want to know that you will look out for Sara." He stopped, then started again. "You will anyhow, but I'll feel better knowing that at least one person here understands what really happened."
Ross's dark eyes flashed. "So you intend to desert your wife?" he snapped, far more angry than he had been at the prospect of his friend's committing murder.
"I didn't marry her to abandon her, but frankly, I doubt that she would come with me if I asked," Peregrine said, his voice cold. "Her whole life is in England—all her friends, her relatives. How could I take her away from that?"
"You can let her make the choice for herself," Ross said, his voice equally cold. "If you desert her, I swear I will track you down and make you sorry that you ever set foot in England."
Peregrine chuckled, wanting to defuse the situation. "You're beginning to sound like me. Too much exposure to my amoral ways is corrupting you."
As Ross gave a reluctant smile, Peregrine continued, "Believe me, I have no desire to flee England as a criminal, just as I have no desire to force Sara to make a decision where either choice will make her miserable." Besides, he thought he knew how Sara would choose—and it wouldn't be for her husband. "I just want you to be prepared for whatever comes.''
"Try not to get yourself killed," Ross suggested. "Sara wouldn't like it, and it would leave me in the regrettable position of having to hunt Weldon down myself to prevent him from injuring Sara or me." In a piece of massive British understatement, he added, "Untidy."
"Definitely untidy." Peregrine shook his head. "When I came to England, I thought revenge would be a straightforward business. Instead, my life has gotten unbelievably complicated."
Ross's mouth quirked up. "Welcome to the real world."
* * *
When he heard the sound of approaching horses, Kane readied himself. He had found a perfect ambush spot in a patch of broken ground and was concealed in a clump of rocks. The trail was about sixty yards away, an easy shot for an expert marksman. Like many old lanes, this one was sunken about three feet below ground level, but men up on horseback would be easy targets.
He lay on his stomach, his rifle steady in his hands. Far better to do this task himself; assistants were invariably more trouble than they were worth. The dolt Kane had taken along to the lawyer's house had been too stupid to avoid getting shot in the arm. No, this was best.
The two men rode into range. Kane spent a moment confirming that they were the right ones. He was careful about such things.
Lord Ross Carlisle was on the near side, but Kane aimed at Peregrine, for the dark foreigner was more important and also had experience that should make him cooler under fire. A pampered English aristocrat like Lord Ross would probably be too surprised and confused to take cover before Kane reloaded and shot him.
Aiming for the heart, Kane began tracking Peregrine. In just a moment, another moment…
Without haste, he squeezed the trigger.
If the sun had not come from behind a cloud a few minutes earlier, there would have been no warning at all. As it was, Ross saw only a brief flicker as light slid along a rifle barrel, but that was enough. Without conscious thought, he reacted with the reflexes honed in thousands of miles of dangerous traveling.
From the angle of the barrel, Peregrine was the target. And he was unaware of the danger because his attention was on a clump of trees to the left. The trail was narrow here, and the horses were so close that the two men were almost touching.
Acting from instinct, Ross shouted, "Get down!"
At the same time, he dived sideways, reaching out to shove his friend lower.
Both warning and action were a fraction too late. As Ross grabbed Peregrine's arm, a bullet slammed into his own back with paralyzing impact. As the breath was blasted from his body, he had the fleeting thought that it was ironic to have survived Bokhara and Afghanistan only to die like this among the peaceful green hills of England.
Then darkness claimed him.
Furiously Kane watched his plan go awry. The Englishman must have seen something, for he shouted and moved between Kane and his target. As thunderous echoes of the gunshot rolled across the valley, a horse screamed, and both men disappeared from view, falling between their mounts. Since the path was below ground level, Kane could not see what had happened. Both horses bolted down the path, one still screaming. Then all was silence.
As he swiftly reloaded, Kane swore under his breath. His rifle was powerful, and it was possible that the one bullet had hit both men, going through Lord Ross to strike Peregrine. In fact, that was likely, for there was no sound from where the men had fallen. But it had been sloppy shooting, and quite possibly one or both of the men were still alive. Kane would have to finish them off at close range, which would make it obvious that this was no hunting accident.
But it was too late to turn back. Every sense alert, Kane began to make his way across the ground to his victims.
The deafening crack of the rifle made it shatteringly clear to Peregrine that once again he had made a lethal miscalculation. Weldon wasn't waiting, he was going direct to the death stroke.
Peregrine could have retained his seat on the horse, but let himself be pulled off by Ross's falling body.
Fueled by self-fury, his mind raced at top speed. The shot must have come from the right of the trail, where Ross was watching and Peregrine wasn't. A single gunman or there would have been more than one shot. And Ross had taken the bullet intended for his friend.
Peregrine hit the ground hard, Ross landing half on top of him as the horses stampeded, panic-stricken by the blast of the gun and the scent of blood. Keeping his head below the edge of the sunken lane, Peregrine did a hasty examination of his friend, praying that the wound was minor. The bullet had struck in the upper left back. As he turned Ross over to see if there was an exit wound, his friend's eyelids flickered open.
"That was a bloody stupid bit of heroics," Peregrine swore in a furious whisper. "You had damned well better not die, or Sara will never forgive me."
Ross gave a ghost of a smile. His voice almost inaudible, he said, "Tell Sara that… I owed you… a life for a life." Then his eyes closed again.
Peregrine's mouth twisted savagely as he saw the brilliant scarlet stain spreading across the other man's white shirt. The bullet had gone right through him, which was good, and the wound was high enough so that possibly the lungs were not damaged. But even if the gunshot was not mortal in itself, Ross would bleed to death quickly without treatment.
Two impulses warred within Peregrine; he wanted desperately to stop the bleeding before it was too late, but he could not afford to take the time when there was a murderer within yards. If either of them were to survive, the gunman must be stopped.
The only weapon Peregrine had was the knife he always carried in his boot. It would have to be enough. He crouched below the edge of the lane, and swiftly moved fifty yards to the left. Then he peered over the edge of the lane in the direction he thought the shot had come from. There was a tumble of boulders in the right position.
He held absolutely still, listening. At first there was no sight or sound of the gunman. Then he heard a slight rustle of grass. He could see nothing, but from the sound guessed that a single man was moving carefully from the rocks to the trail.
The ground was covered with a mixture of trees, grass, and shrubs, which prevented Peregrine from seeing the sniper, but which also provided cover for his own movement. He slid the knife from his boot, and carried it in his right hand as he crawled over the lip of the lane and began to stalk his enemy.
Staying low, he chose an angle that should bring the two men together at the brink of the lane. His progress was slowed by the dryness of the early autumn vegetation, which made it hard to move silently. Fortunately the sniper was making enough noise to cover the faint sounds of Peregrine's passage.
A few feet from the lane, the gunman stood up, presenting his back to Peregrine, who was still a dozen feet away. His rifle at his shoulder, the sniper gazed down into the lane to discover how much damage he had wrought. When he saw that there was only one body below, the gunman instantly realized his danger. He whirled around, hands tightening on his weapon, his eyes narrow and dangerous. It was Kane, Weldon's chief jackal.
Seeing Peregrine, Kane snarled, "Now I have you!"
Simultaneously Peregrine hurled himself at the other man, covering the distance in three long strides. "Not yet, you bloody murderer!"
Kane made the mistake of pausing to aim. Peregrine dived under the rifle, knocking the other man backward. The gun fired, the bullet blazing perilously close as Peregrine knocked Kane to the ground. The fight was swift and deadly. A stream of profanity pouring from him, Kane fought with every savage trick he knew, but Peregrine knew more. It took less than ten seconds to pin the other man to the ground.
A distant, rational corner of his mind said that he should interrogate Kane because the other man might know something useful about Weldon's plans. But rationality had no chance against the annihilating rage that drove Peregrine. "Die, you bastard," he swore.
Then he slit Kane's throat in the middle of a curse. Blood spurted forth, and a hoarse, gurgling noise came from Kane's severed windpipe, but he could not speak. Very quickly the flow of blood slowed, then stopped. Peregrine stood and wiped his knife on Kane's coat before he dragged the body behind some shrubbery. He took a moment to peel off his victim's coat and shirt. Then, his face grim, he went to see if anything could be done for Ross.
His friend was still breathing, though shallowly, and his face was chalk white from shock and blood loss. Peregrine had considerable experience with gunshot and knife wounds, and swiftly he improvised a bandage from strips of Kane's clothing, tying fabric pads over the wounds on both chest and back.
Having done what he could to staunch the bleeding, Peregrine stood and ran down the path in the direction the horses had gone, praying that one of the beasts was close.
Whatever gods he invoked were listening, for less than a quarter of a mile away he discovered Ross's mount. Iskander was an even-tempered beast, but he shied away from the wild, bloody human who wanted to capture him. It took too much time for Peregrine to calm himself to the point where Iskander would let him close. Finally he managed to catch the horse.
He galloped back to Ross. The next half hour was a series of disconnected, nightmarish moments: struggling to get his friend's considerable weight onto the skittish horse. Mounting behind and guiding the beast with one hand while the other kept Ross from falling. Forcing Iskander faster than a horse carrying two heavy men should have to go. And praying that his friend would still be alive when they reached Sulgrave.




Chapter 24

 
Sara only did needlework when she wanted to think. As she chose a new hank of green silk thread, she realized ruefully that she had done quite a lot of embroidery in the last two days. After they came back to Sulgrave, she had hoped that Mikahl would reveal the critical pieces of his missing past, but he had not raised the subject, and she was reluctant to do so herself.
There was tension in the air, like a ribbon of molten glass being drawn thinner and thinner until it must reach the snapping point. Absently Sara leaned over to scratch the head of Furface, who was curled up on the hem of her gown. Something was on the verge of happening; she had the frustrated feeling that there were things she should know, but didn't.
Her abstraction was broken when the butler entered to bring her afternoon tea. She glanced up to thank him, then stopped, her attention caught by the gray misery in his face. Guiltily remembering that she was not the only person with problems, she lowered her embroidery hoop. "Is something wrong, Gates?"
He hesitated, on the verge of denial, then said reluctantly, "You were right in your investment advice, my lady. I should have sold the L & S Railway stock when the price was high."
"It has gone down?" she said, concerned.
"Badly. In fact, the newspapers say the company is on the verge of bankruptcy." After another hesitation, he said hopefully, "Has Prince Peregrine said anything to indicate that this is just temporary, that the company will recover?"
His brief animation faded when Sara shook her head.
"I'm sorry, he never talks business with me." Disturbed by the bleakness in the butler's eyes, she said, "That doesn't mean that the company's situation won't get better—just that I don't know. Perhaps you should ask him yourself."
He shook his head, scandalized. "I couldn't possibly."
Sara understood. Gates had grown up at Haddonfield, and he could speak to her as he could not to an outsider. "I will ask my husband myself this evening," she offered.
"I would appreciate that, my lady." He used a linen towel to flick a speck of dust from a gleaming table. With sudden bitterness, he said, "I should have known that stocks and companies are a rich man's game. Someone like me is a fool to think he has a chance to better himself that way."
Sara watched him unhappily, knowing that the fact that Gates spoke at all was a measure of his distress. At the same time, she doubted that Mikahl was equally disturbed; since the railway was Weldon's pet project, her husband might applaud if the company was failing.
Their conversation was interrupted by a sudden commotion in the front hall. Curious, Sara set her embroidery down and hastened out to investigate.
To her horror, she found Mikahl and the head groom carrying the limp body of her cousin into the hall. Both her husband and Ross were soaked in blood. Sara clutched the door frame, dizzy with shock. "Good God, what has happened?"
Mikahl glanced up at her, his green eyes glittering with furious emotion. "Some damned fool hunter shot Ross."
She pressed her knuckles into her mouth, on the verge of fainting. "Is he—is he alive?"
"For the moment," was the grim answer. "Send for a doctor while we get him upstairs to a bed."
Sara nodded, grateful to have something to do. Turning to Gates, who had followed her into the hall, she said, "Send one of the grooms into Reigate. Have him promise the surgeon any amount of money if he will come immediately."
Gates nodded and hastened off. Sara stood for a moment, hands pressed to her temples as she tried to think what to do. Dear God, Ross couldn't die. All her life, he had always been there, laughing in the good times, helping in the bad, always caring. And now his life hung in the balance.
Realizing that her breath was becoming rapid and shallow, she forcibly clamped down on her rising emotions. Hysteria would not help her cousin, but coolness might.
After a moment her mind began to work again. Other servants had been drawn to the disturbance, so she ordered a maid to bring hot water to the patient. Then Sara herself went upstairs to the linen closet for clean sheets.
The groom had left after Ross had been put to bed. When Sara entered the sickroom, Mikahl was scowling over the blood-soaked bandage. "He's bleeding again. Can you bear to help me put a dressing on? If not, leave and send one of the servants in. I can't afford to be worried about you, too."
"I can bear it," Sara said tersely. She had remembered to bring her sewing scissors and now used them to rip a sheet into strips. When her husband lifted Ross to turn him over, she put another folded sheet beneath her cousin to absorb the blood during the messy job of changing the bandage.
"We were riding on the trail that runs across the top of the Downs," Mikahl explained as he removed the crude, earlier binding. "There was just one shot—the hunter must have run away when he realized his mistake."
"It must have been a poacher," Sara said, averting her eyes as her husband uncovered the oozing wound in Ross's shoulder.
"Very likely." He covered the bullet hole with a thickly folded pad of linen, then tied it in place with one of the long strips Sara provided. "Both horses bolted, but I was able to catch Ross's again. The head groom met us partway back. He realized something was wrong when my horse came home with a graze wound on its neck."
"Dear God," she whispered. "If the bullet had struck you rather than Siva, you and Ross might both have died there."
"But we didn't." Having covered the entry wound in Ross's back, Mikahl began winding linen strips around chest and shoulder to hold both pads securely in place. "Though I hate to think of what might have happened if I couldn't have caught Ross's horse."
The maid had delivered a basin and pitcher of hot water, and when Mikahl was done, Sara began gently sponging the blood from her cousin's bare chest and arm. Beneath his golden hair, his face was like grayed marble. It was agonizing to see a man so vital lying as still as death.
Her husband put a hand on her shoulder. "I'm sorry, Sara," he said, his voice full of helpless frustration. "I wish I had been the one hit."
"I couldn't bear that, either,'' she said unsteadily."Accidents happen. Don't blame yourself."
For a moment his fingers tightened on her shoulder. Then his hand fell away. "If I'm not careful, you'll be as bloodstained as I am. I have to go out and take care of something now. I'll be back as soon as I can."
Disregarding his words and his stained clothing, Sara stood and turned into his arms, needing his strength. "Please," she said softly, "hold me for a moment before you go."
He complied, embracing her with fierce protective-ness. "Will you be all right?"
 
Sara felt the tautness in his body. It must have been dreadful for Mikahl to have seen Ross struck down right in front of his eyes. "I'll manage," she said. "There isn't really much to do now but wait for the doctor."
Then her husband left, presumably to change his clothing and perhaps see to his horse. Sara sat down beside Ross and resumed the task of cleaning him. It wasn't much or even necessary, but it was the only way she knew to express her anguished love.
The surgeon arrived just before dinnertime. After tending Ross's wound, he told Sara that her cousin was very fortunate to have someone available to stop the bleeding so quickly, or he would have died. As it was, Lord Ross had a broken shoulder, but no major internal injuries, and should recover if serious inflammation didn't set in. He gave her some laudanum for the pain, then left, promising to return the next day.
"Thank God," Mikahl said, his voice intense. Back from his errands, he had been sitting with Sara in the sickroom.
"Amen," Sara added, weak with relief.
"Are you going to inform his parents?"
Sara thought a moment, then shook her head. "I don't think so. Ross won't like it if I upset them unnecessarily. Unless you think I should?''
Mikahl shook his head. "They are your family, and you know them best. Now come." He pulled her to her feet. "Ring for someone else to stay with him. You are going to change into a gown that isn't bloodstained. Then I'm going to take you downstairs and stand over you while you eat. I don't want you becoming ill, too."
"That won't be necessary. Now that the doctor has seen Ross, I can tear myself away for half an hour. But I'll be back to stay with him for the rest of the night." Her glance at her husband held a hint of challenge.
"I'd be surprised if you didn't." Mikahl's face tightened as he looked at Ross's still unconscious form. "But Sara, I don't think I can bear to stay all night with you."
"I don't expect you to, my dear, nor would Ross expect it. He's no better at sitting still than you are."
Her husband pulled her into a hug, his large hands kneading the tense knots out of her neck and shoulders. "You are a very understanding woman."
Jenny came to sit with Ross while Sara and her husband ate a simple supper. Than Sara returned to her quiet vigil.
Earlier in the day, Peregrine had ridden into the Downs with a spare horse, wrapped Kane's body in a blanket, then brought it back to Sulgrave and stored it in a little used outbuilding. After darkness fell, he transferred the corpse to a nondescript cart that was used for rough work around the estate.
Dressed as unmemorably as the cart, Peregrine took his time driving into London, not wanting to reach Mayfair until after midnight. His mission to dispose of Kane's body went without complication. Another move had been made in the lethal game between him and Weldon. And during the hours of driving, he planned what to do next.
Sara was glad when Ross began tossing and turning restlessly. He did not seem feverish, and his increased activity was less alarming than his death-like unconsciousness had been. She managed to get some beef broth down him, laced with a little laudanum to reduce the pain.
She dozed off herself for a time, then awoke with a start when she heard a faint voice saying, "Sally?"
Ross had sometimes called her that when they were children. Glad that he was conscious, she leaned over the bed. "How are you feeling?"
He blinked to bring her into focus. "Like hell, if you'll excuse the language." His voice was barely audible.
"You're excused."
He raised his right hand uncertainly toward his bandaged left shoulder. "My mind seems to have been dipped in molasses."
"Better leave the bandage alone." Sara caught his wandering hand. "You've had some laudanum, which is why you feel fuzzy. Do you remember what happened?"
"I was riding with Mikahl in the Downs." Ross frowned. "Was he hurt?"
"He's fine," she assured him. "The same bullet that hit you grazed his horse, but Mikahl wasn't touched. He bandaged you up and brought you back to Sulgrave."
"Glad he's all right." Ross's fingers moved restlessly in Sara's grasp. "If Weldon had sent two assassins instead of one, I suppose we'd both be dead."
"Weldon?" Sara said, startled. She was about to say that Ross had been accidentally shot by a poacher when her cousin's rambling voice cut her off.
"Ironic. Just before I was shot, Peregrine said it was dangerous to be riding in such an exposed place. But he thought Weldon wouldn't try to kill him yet." Ross pulled his hand free and rubbed at his forehead, trying to clear his mind. "I think the sniper was aiming at Mikahl, not me. I saw the rifle and tried to push Mikahl out of the way and got in front of the bullet myself. Bloody stupid thing to do."
Sara felt as if her heart had stopped. Carefully she said, "You and Mikahl are sure that Charles Weldon is behind this?"
"Of course. Weldon wanted to strike before Mikahl could kill him first." Then Ross's gaze sharpened. "Damnation. You don't know any of that, do you?"
"No, but you are going to tell me everything, Ross," Sara said grimly. "What has been going on?"
"Mikahl hasn't wanted to tell you," her cousin said uncertainly. "He didn't want to worry you."
"My husband has made an error in judgment," she said, her voice clipped with anger, "and you are about to rectify it."
Perhaps if Ross had not been feeling the effects of laudanum, he would have resisted. Instead, he ran his fingers through his hair. "I've thought he should tell you. How much do you know now?"
Sara thought a moment. There had been much fire and brimstone, but what had her husband actually said? "I know that Charles and Mikahl hate each other. Mikahl said that Charles is evil, and that he may have killed his first wife by pushing her down the stairs. Once you told me that Charles might be involved in illicit activities, but it seemed so improbable that I didn't really believe it. Is all that really true?"
Ross sighed, and his eyes closed briefly. Then he began a flat litany that turned Sara's blood cold: that Charles Weldon did indeed own gaming hells and whorehouses, including the one that Jenny Miller had been in; that he was part owner of illegal slave ships; that he casually gave orders that ruined lives. And that Sara's husband was determined to destroy him.
Her cousin's words painted a picture that made horrible sense, though there were still huge holes; why Mikahl hated Charles so much, for example, and just what he was doing to bring his enemy low. Sara felt like a child who had been living in a prettily decorated tent, only to have the canvas walls suddenly drop to reveal monsters in every direction. She thought that she and her husband had been building a marriage and a life together; instead she found herself on the sidelines of an impending tragedy that she didn't understand.
"Ross, do you have any idea what Mikahl is planning?" she asked, keeping her voice level so as not to disturb him.
"Don't know," he said tiredly. After a moment, he added, "Once I came into his study, and found him looking at some papers that he shoved into a concealed drawer in his desk. Maybe there's something there. Maybe not."
"I'll take a look," Sara said.
Ross was gray with fatigue, but he was not yet ready for sleep. "You won't do something foolish, will you?"
"No. I just want to understand what is happening." Sara's brow furrowed with thought. "Will you mind if I call the housekeeper to sit with you now? She said she'd relieve me if I wanted to go to bed."
Her cousin looked indignant. "Don't need anyone here."
"Well, I need someone to be here even if you don't." She leaned over and kissed his forehead. "Get some sleep now, my dear. Everything will be all right."
Yet even as she gave the automatic reassurance, she didn't believe it. Sara was not sure things would ever be all right again. She waited until Ross fell asleep, then rang for the housekeeper, Mrs. Adams. After she was relieved of her duty, Sara went down to the study. There were several standard types of concealed drawers, and it did not take long to locate and open the one in Mikahl's desk. Then, her face like granite, she took her husband's secret files upstairs to read.
It was about three in the morning when Peregrine quietly let himself back into his house. He stopped to look in on Ross and was surprised to see that Sara had been replaced. Presuming that meant that his friend was doing well, he moved on without disturbing Mrs. Adams, who was drowsing in a chair.
He had thought Sara would be asleep, but she was not. Instead she was curled up in a wing chair, wearing a flowing blue velvet robe and with her dark gold hair loose over her shoulders. When he entered, she laid the paper she was reading on a pile in her lap and looked up. In the soft lamplight, her face was not that of a sibyl, but the goddess Nemesis herself.
He paused in the doorway, warning alarms going off in his head, before entering the room and closing the door behind him. "I assume that Ross is improving, or you would still be with him."
"Ross is definitely better," Sara said in a steely voice. "He was able to speak quite coherently. And because of the laudanum, he told me some very interesting things." She held up the sheaf of papers. "Would you care to explain just what you are doing to Charles Weldon, and why?"
He raised his brows in mock surprise. "I see that the honorable Lady Sara has been going through my private papers. I would not have expected it of you."
"Don't try to change the subject! If my standards of honesty are declining, it is probably because of contact with you," his wife said, her voice tight. "Just what the devil have you been doing? And how many people are you injuring in the process of trying to bring Charles down?"
"I am doing nothing to Weldon that he does not deserve," Peregrine said calmly.
Sara's brown eyes flashed. "What gives you the right to be judge, jury, and executioner, Mikahl?"
"You are too civilized, Sara," he retorted. "Anything that is moral for the law is equally moral for an individual—just as a wrong act is not made right because a government commits it instead of an individual."
"I'm not interested in your sophistry! I may be too civilized, but you are an anarchist, and your private war almost got Ross killed," she said, anger rising. "If you want to see Charles Weldon pay for his crimes, why not turn the evidence you have collected over to the authorities? It looks like you have more than enough to send him to prison for the rest of his life."
"Prison would be too easy," he replied, his voice edged. "I want him to suffer. I swore that I would take away everything he valued, and that is what I have been doing."
She lifted the top sheet of paper, listing Weldon's tangible and intangible assets, along with notes on Peregrine's progress. "So I noticed. I see that I fall about the middle of the list, between social standing and barony. But you didn't have to go as far as marrying me—I should think it would have been quite enough to end the betrothal."
"Ah-h-h," he said, thinking he understood, "so that is what has upset you. You are right, breaking the betrothal would have been enough to injure Weldon. I married you because I wanted to."
He had thought that statement might mollify his wife, but he was wrong. She slapped the sheaf of papers hard against her knee. "I admit that I'm not very flattered by my position on the list, but my expectations have never been high. What appalls me is the cost that others are paying for your private war. How many people will be injured by the fact that you are driving the railway into bankruptcy?"
He shrugged. "When speculators guess correctly, they make money. When they don't, they lose. They deserve what they get."
"It isn't just rich businessmen who are affected," she snapped. "Did you know that our butler invested his life savings in the company because he trusted your business judgment?''
Peregrine was taken aback. "I didn't know that. I'll reimburse him for his losses."
"That will help him, but what about all the others who are involved?" Sara exclaimed. "Some of the investors in the railway may be rich speculators, but there must be many others like Gates, modest people trying to earn a little hope and security."
"They took their chances like anyone else."
"But they didn't know that they were investing in a company that you had decided to use as a weapon." Her mouth was a tight line. "You have been cutting a swath like the four horsemen of the apocalypse. Deliberately ruining the railway was bad enough, but your lack of action about the brothels was unforgivable. You could have closed that ghastly place that Jenny was in, but you didn't do it."
"I was waiting for the right time," he said defensively.
"Damn the right time!" Sara leaped to her feet, unable to sit still any longer. "You have known about the place for months, and every night of that time, girls like Jenny have been suffering at the hands of strangers."
The best reply he could make was "I helped Jenny."
"That's not good enough, Mikahl," Sara said, her voice trembling. "She is only one person. What about the other innocent people who have been suffering because you have been so determined to slowly savor every particle of your revenge?"
"The world is full of evil. Nothing I might do will change that. If I had closed down Mrs. Kent's house, another one just like it would be open a week later."
"But you could have done something that would have helped a few girls, and you didn't!" She bowed her head and pressed her hand over her eyes. "You don't even understand why that bothers me, do you? Because you can survive anything, you have no compassion for others who are less strong. You might help someone you know personally, but you have no thought for anyone else.''
"Why should I?" He was beginning to feel heated, so he peeled off his coat and tossed it over a chair. "It is quite enough to be concerned with those I know. I have never deliberately harmed anyone who did not deserve it."
She shook her head dully. "The fact that you are not deliberately harming strangers does not absolve you of responsibility. Nothing that Charles Weldon did to you can justify what you are doing to others."
His anger at her criticism tilted over into fury. "There you are wrong, my innocent little wife. Whatever I do to Charles Weldon will be less than he deserves. For years, the only thing that kept me alive was knowing that someday I would make him suffer as he had made me suffer. And I promised myself that I would be close enough to savor his pain."
"And that includes putting his daughter in a brothel?" Sara said, her voice a bleak thread of sound. "When I saw that on your list, I couldn't believe that you would do it.''
"Nor did I do it," he said sharply. "The idea had occurred to me, but I decided it would be enough if she disappeared for a few days, and Weldon thought that she had been sent to a whorehouse. He would have all the suffering without the girl being injured."
Sara's eyes widened with disbelief. "I suppose I must be grateful that you had met Eliza in person. Would you have cheerfully put her in a brothel if she was only a name to you? The fact that you could even consider doing something like that—dear God, you have turned yourself into a monster." She turned away, no longer able to look at her husband.
Peregrine caught her wrist and roughly turned her to face him. "If I am a monster, it is what he made me."
Deliberately she scanned him from head to foot. "Charles Weldon didn't ruin your life in any obvious way. You are a successful, wealthy, intelligent man. You can do and be almost anything you wish. It seems that you choose to be a monster."
Furious, he wanted to shake her. Instead, he released her wrist. "You have no idea what you are talking about.''
"Then tell me," Sara said softly, her stark eyes meeting his. "What did Charles Weldon do to you? Why do you believe you are justified in committing crimes while trying to destroy him?"
Above all, he had wanted to avoid this. Yet he knew that if he could not make Sara understand, a breach that might never heal would open up between them.
He spun away, not able to look at her. "I told you that Jamie McFarland had taken me on his ship. For two years I sailed with him, seeing the world and learning whatever eccentric thing he felt like teaching me. Then, when I was ten, the ship was captured by pirates from Tripoli."
He took a deep breath, bracing himself for what was to come. "Most of the Barbary pirates were actually corsairs who were chartered by their government. The true corsairs operated under an elaborate system where the great European trading nations paid for safe conducts for their ships. There were rules about which foreigners could be sold in the slave market, and the local consuls could reclaim any of their citizens who were captured illegally.''
He stopped by the window, his shoulders rigid as he stared out into the blackness. "But there were some ships that operated outside the rules. Even though we were sailing under the British flag and should have been safe, we were attacked by pirates. Half of Jamie's crew was killed outright. The rest of us were captured and taken to an illegal slave market in Tripoli."
It had been stiflingly hot, the air thick with the stench of fear and pain. "Charles Weldon was there. He was making an extensive tour of the Mediterranean and was an honored visitor in the city. I think he came to the market from pure curiosity. Since I was a child, I was separated from Jamie and the rest of his crew, and taken to the market with a group of women and children. I saw Weldon and guessed that he might be English, so I broke away from the group and ran over to him. I said that I was English and begged for his help."
Even a quarter century later, the memory was indelible. Weldon was young and handsome, immaculately turned out in spite of the Tripolitan heat. His nostrils had flared with delicate distaste when accosted by the scruffy child. "So you're English. Couldn't be anything else with that dreadful cockney accent.'' A light note of amusement in his voice, he had lifted young Michael's chin. "You're a pretty lad, though you could certainly use a good scrubbing. I've never seen eyes of such a color.''
By then a guard had arrived to take Michael back to the group. As he was being dragged away, Weldon had said languidly, "I'll see what can be done. "
Peregrine's hands clenched convulsively, the pain of biting nails pulling him back to the present. "Christians could not buy slaves, so Weldon arranged to buy me through his host. As he took me to the house he was renting, I told him about Jamie McFarland and the others. I knew that if the British consul was notified, arrangements might be made to release them, so I begged Weldon to contact the consul. He said he would do it."
Besides relief for himself, Michael was delighted that he could do something for Jamie after all the sea captain had done for him. "Several weeks later, Weldon told me that he had not bothered to notify the consul. It was many years before I was able to return to Tripoli. When I did, I tried to learn what had happened to Jamie and the other crewmen, but they had vanished without a trace. I'm sure that Jamie died in slavery, though God only knows how or where. But I didn't know that at first—I just thought I had been been saved from slavery."
A couple of quiet days had passed at Weldon's house. He hardly saw his benefactor, who had ordered him to take a bath and burn his ragged clothing. A fine Arabic robe in his size had been supplied. There had been fresh fruit and luxurious foods. Then, about the time that Michael was beginning to feel bored and anxious, Weldon had sent for him.
Michael had gone eagerly. He had been fascinated by the dashing young man who had rescued him. Surely a man with such power could have done the same for Jamie McFarland. Perhaps Jamie himself was waiting to take Michael away.
Instead, there had been only Weldon, mildly drunk and wanting amusement. At first Michael had not understood what the charming young aristocrat had wanted. Though uncomfortable with the way Weldon touched him, he had tried not to show it, not wanting to offend his benefactor.
When Weldon's attentions became inescapable, Michael had tried to run away. He had fought, frantic as a trapped animal, when Weldon caught him and forced him down on the divan. But he had been only a child against a grown man.
It was almost impossible to continue, for the years had not dimmed the images or the emotions. When Peregrine finally managed to speak, his voice was unrecognizable in his own ears. "I was not a whore, but he used me as one."
From the sound of Sara's horrified gasp behind him, she knew what that meant. But she could not possibly know how it had felt: the shock, the horror, the pain. And most of all, the shattering humiliation, the knowledge of wrongness, of defilement that could never be cleansed away.
"I fought. God, how I fought," he said bitterly. "Perhaps that was a mistake, for fighting excited him, but it was impossible to surrender to something so despicable. After a week or two, Weldon began to tire of fighting, so he tied me to the bed and used a whip to teach me better manners." Weldon had enjoyed that immensely, his eyes gleaming, hardening with arousal as he slashed away, over and over, with all his strength. It had been an African whip of rhinocerous hide, supple and evil.
"You have seen the results of his whip. I still tried to fight, but I was half-dead, so he was able to subdue me with little effort." Weldon had also enjoyed the blood. Whenever Michael grew a little stronger, Weldon would use the whip again. Eventually, Michael stopped fighting. "I'm not sure how long he kept me there. A couple of months, I think. I lost track of time."
 As Sara walked up behind her husband, she saw that he was sweating, his white shirt clinging to his back in patches. She ached for him, for the terrified ten-year-old child he had been, and for the man who still carried mental and physical scars that would never disappear. Wanting to comfort him, she laid a gentle hand on his arm.
Lost in the past, her husband whirled around and almost hit her, his eyes jungle wild and his fists clenched. Barely in time he checked himself from striking.
For an endless moment they stared at each other. Sara began to tremble, for his furious near-violence explained more about what Weldon had done to him than words could ever have conveyed. Her mouth dry, she asked, "How did you escape him?"
"I didn't," Mikahl said bitterly. "Eventually Weldon decided it was time to continue his travels. Having no further use for me, he gave me to the local pasha with the suggestion that I be castrated. He said he was doing me quite a favor, for eunuchs could become great men in the Ottoman empire."
"Dear God, how could any man do such things to a child?" Sara said, sickened by the thought that her husband might have been emasculated for a madman's whim. The passion and closeness they had shared, the blending of energies that joined and transcended them, might never have existed. Mikahl might have died from the dangerous castration procedure.
"Weldon delights in hurting children. As a parting gift, he carved his initial on my hip and rubbed lampblack in the wound. It pleased him that one letter could do double duty: M for master and W for Weldon. I cursed him, and believe me, an East End slum child who has spent two years at sea is an expert at profanity. I swore that someday I would find him, and make him pay for what he had done." A muscle jerked in his cheek. "He laughed at me. After he left Tripoli, I'm sure he put me and my threats out of his mind. I was just one small episode in a lifetime of evil."
"Yet against all the odds, you have achieved what you swore you would." Sara shuddered as she saw how viciously Weldon had perverted the truth when he had told her about her husband's past. Indeed, Mikahl felt a special kind of hatred for Weldon, but it was not that of a lover scorned; rather, it was the hatred of a fatherless boy who had wanted to love, and who had instead been savagely betrayed. Mikahl was right: Weldon was truly evil. "How did you get from North Africa to Asia?"
"Rather than having me castrated locally, the pasha decided to present me to the sultan in Constantinople, along with-several other boys." His mouth twisted. "It's those wonderful green eyes you're so fond of. They make me memorable. I would have been infinitely better off with blue or brown."
Sara flinched, feeling unreasonably guilty for having admired the intense, magnetic color.
"The ship reached Constantinople and moored for the night before unloading," he continued. "I was able to jump overboard and swim ashore. I had learned some Arabic and Turkish by then, as well as many Muslim customs, so I was able to pass as just another street child of uncertain ancestry. Fairly soon I had the luck to find work with a Persian merchant who had no children of his own. When he saw that I was interested, he taught me accounting and business. After he died, I became a trader myself along the old Silk Road across Turkestan. The rest you know."
"It's incredible that you survived, much less that you became the man you are." Sara shook her head, having trouble grasping the enormity of what her husband had endured, and how he had transcended it. "And after all these years, you have come to England to bring Charles Weldon to justice."
"Exactly. To make him suffer, and ultimately to kill him." His low voice vibrated with emotion. "Now do you understand why my vengeance is justified?"
"I can't condone your desire to take the law into your own hands, though I can certainly understand it." Sara closed her eyes, a spasm of pain going through her. "Weldon deserves to be punished for his crimes, but what you are doing goes beyond simple justice to torture and murder.''
She had the cowardly wish that Ross had not told her what was happening. But now that she knew, she could not turn her back on that knowledge. Fearing that she might faint, she sat down in her wing chair again as she rubbed her temples. "I suppose that I have no right to judge what you are doing to Weldon. But nothing—nothing—can justify hurting others as you pursue your revenge. That's wrong, Mikahl. No matter how much you have suffered, you have no right to hurt the innocent."
Peregrine was jarred. He had thought that once Sara knew, she would accept. "You make too much of this," he said, anger rising again. "You are condemning me for damaging a railway that might have failed anyhow, for not closing a brothel that would be in business again in days, and for considering actions that I never actually performed."
"I don't think this is something that we will ever agree on," Sara said wearily. "Go ahead and enjoy your revenge. Revel in every wicked moment of it. Kill Weldon with your bare hands."
As she watched him with great haggard eyes, the ticking of the clock could be heard, sharp and insistent as the hoof beats of hell. Her voice a raw whisper, Sara finished, "But I cannot live with a man who is wantonly injuring innocent people."
 

Chapter 25

 
I cannot live with a man who is wantonly injuring innocent people.
Sara's words hung in the air like smoke. At first Peregrine did not comprehend her meaning. Then annihilating rage swept through him. He strode to her chair and grabbed the arms, his fingers digging into the upholstery to prevent him from doing violence to his wife. "How dare you give me an ultimatum! Do you seriously think you can force me to tamely turn away from what I have lived for?"
She stared up at him, her eyes dark pools of pain. "There can be no ultimatum since I have nothing to bargain with." Her quiet words undercut his rage. "I know my love means nothing to you, so I have no power to force you to change. Nor do I have the right to even try. We are what we are, Mikahl. You must crucify Weldon, just as I must leave you.''
Her words struck him like a physical blow. He stepped back from the chair, too numb to know what he felt. "This is the first time you have mentioned love. What does the word mean to you—some kind of superior weapon for controlling me?"
"I never spoke of love because I never thought you wanted to hear of it," she replied, bleak as dust. "I have loved you almost from the day we met, or I never would have done so many things that went against my principles."
"You seemed to enjoy them at the time," he said caustically. "Isn't that why you married me?"
She shook her head. "If you mean lust, no, that isn't why. I married you because I was in love with you—why else marry a man who I knew would break my heart?"
He stared at her, astonished. "Just how was I supposed to break your heart?"
"By leaving me." Wearily she brushed back her heavy hair. "When we married, I didn't believe it would last long. And I knew that when you left, it would hurt like nothing else I have ever known. But I wanted so much to be with you that I was willing to pay any price in future pain."
He felt as if he had somehow landed in a strange country with no familiar landmarks. "You seriously believed that I married you with the intention of deserting you?"
"Nothing so calculated as that," she said slowly. "I think you married me for a number of small reasons that together tipped the scales. I amused you. You had some regrets over ruining my reputation. You were intrigued by the thought of marrying a duke's daughter, and you desired me. Now I see that I was also a prize that you had won from Charles Weldon—stealing an enemy's woman is a classic form of revenge."
She leaned back in the chair, her face deeply sad. "But you never spoke of love. Now I understand why—with so much anger and hatred in you, perhaps there is no room for love."
"If I did not speak of love, neither did you," he pointed out, his voice brusque.
"Our backgrounds were so different that I didn't know what words of love would mean to you." A corner of her mouth curved ruefully. "And I suppose pride was part of it. It was bad enough to be sure that I would lose you. I didn't also want to appear pathetic by wearing my heart on my sleeve."
"What the bloody hell made you so sure that I wouldn't stay with you?" he exploded. "You keep coming back to that, and I don't understand why. Yes,my background is different, but I have usually been a man of my word. Did you think that marriage vows mean nothing to me?"
"After a lifetime of wandering, I couldn't imagine you staying in one place. You told me that you had never considered marriage, so I thought that when the impulse waned, it would be just a matter of time before you became restless and left." Sara paused, searching for words. "If I had known you were English, I might have been more optimistic about our marriage, for there is more common ground between us than I thought. In fact, there have been times in the last few weeks when I have believed it was possible…" Her wistful voice trailed off.
Peregrine wanted to refute her cool reasoning, to throw it in her face and growl that she was wrong. Yet he could not, for all her reasons had a grain of truth in them. Nonetheless, the conclusion she had drawn was wrong, for his desire to marry her had been much greater than the sum of her reasons.
Feeling that he was suffocating, he untied his cravat and pulled it off, drawing it restlessly through his fingers. "That is a fascinating set of thoughts you have invented to put into my head. However, you seem to have missed a point. I have not left you, nor do I have any intention of doing so. It is you who are threatening to leave me, not vice versa."
She buried her face in her hands, the hair falling away from her fragile nape. "Ironic, isn't it?" she whispered. "I knew that you would break my heart. It just seems that I was wrong about how it would happen."
"If your heart is breaking, don't blame it on me," he snapped. "I have tried to be a good husband, and until tonight you have had no complaints."
She raised her head at that. "I still have no complaints—you could not have treated me better if you did love me. What I find intolerable is how you are treating the rest of the world. Because of your private vendetta, Ross almost died today."
"Do you think I don't regret that?" he said savagely.
"I'm sure you do, but you are still responsible." She looked at him pleadingly. "Don't you see how you have let your passion for revenge corrode your life and mind? Yes, Weldon behaved with appalling savagery, but was what he did to you any worse than what was done to Jenny Miller when she was put in that brothel? Your vengeance comes at too high a price, for it has cost you your soul."
He was struck by a sudden image of Jenny as she might have looked her first night in the brothel; her childlike face mirrored everything he himself had felt as Weldon's victim.
"That is hardly an argument for sparing Weldon," he said harshly. "Dear Charles is the man who took Jenny's virginity. She was so pretty that he had to have her himself. Then he made her play the part of virgin over and over for whatever man had the price. He used to visit her regularly. If I gave Jenny a knife and held Weldon down for her, I think she would cheerfully cut him into ribbons herself."
Sara's mouth twisted. "How many other Jennys suffered the same fate in the weeks you have been spinning your web around Charles Weldon? Was prolonging your revenge worth their pain?"
There was no answer he could give in return, for finally he understood why Sara was so profoundly upset. Nonetheless, she was being naive. He could not change the world's evil, but he could see that Charles Weldon paid a price commensurate with his crimes. Tiredly he said, "It was been a long and difficult day, and both of us have been half out of our minds with worry about Ross. Let's go to bed now and finish this discussion in the morning. All we are doing now is hurting each other."
"Nothing will be different in the morning." Sara stood and turned away from him. "But you are right, it is far too late to start packing. I will sleep in one of the guest rooms."
He had not believed that she seriously intended to leave. How could she, when there was so much between them?
Catching her by the shoulders, he spun her around before she could reach the door. "Oh, no, sweet Sara," he said softly. "You married me for better and for worse. There were no special clauses in the marriage service to cover philosophical differences. You promised to be my wife, and I am not releasing you from your vows. The fact that you had the mad notion that I would leave you does not justify your leaving me."
She simply looked at him, her great eyes bleak with sorrow. "This is not an Asiatic harem, Mikahl. You can't stop me if I want to leave. At least, not for long."
He opened his mouth to talk, then stopped. There had been too many words already. Instead he pulled her close and kissed her, using all his strength of will, all of his mesmerizing ability to attract, to make her yield.
For a moment Sara was stiff in his arms. Then she made a low, despairing sound and opened her mouth under his. "I love you," she whispered, her voice thick with longing. "May God forgive me, in spite of all you've done, I can't help loving you."
When her arms went around him, triumphant desire flared, for he knew that he had won. He had been a fool to argue; what bound them was beyond words and philosophy. His hands as hungry as his mouth, he kneaded and shaped her gentle curves.
As Sara moaned and pressed closer, he untied her blue robe and let it drop to the floor, then pulled her nightgown over her head. Wrapping his arms around her waist, he lifted her from her feet and carried her to the bed. Her slim, graceful body was overpoweringly erotic, and his fingers were rough with impatience as he stripped off his clothing. In a lifetime of intensity, he had never desired a woman as much as he desired Sara now.
He lay down beside his wife and bent over to kiss her, then stopped, shocked to see that she was crying. As her gaze locked with his, soundless tears ran down her cheeks, and every one scalded him like acid.
He had never seen Sara cry, not after her rough initiation to passion, not on their wedding night when he had laid bare her hidden scars, not even when she feared Ross was dying. But her tears were not a sign of reluctance, for her desire was as urgent as his. She caught his shoulders and pulled him down so that his body pressed against hers. Then she branded her husband with mouth and nails, alternately fierce and tender as she proved her love without words.
He had never before made love to a weeping woman, and he used every art at his command to dry her tears with passion. She responded without reservation, and when he gave her the most intimate of kisses, it took only moments to bring her to a shuddering climax. She cried out, then lay still for half a dozen ragged breaths, one arm thrown across her eyes.
Then, for the first time in their marriage, Sara boldly returned the intimacy. After pressing him back against the pillows, she used mouth and tongue to cherish what might have been sliced away when he was a child. With uncanny instinct, she teased and aroused, then slowed to prolong the ecstasy.
When he was on the verge of disintegrating, Sara lay back, then caught his arm and drew him into the ultimate joining. As he drove into her, she whispered his name over and over, like a broken prayer. Yet still she wept, even as her body thrust and clashed against his. Her tears were a potent aphrodisiac, inflaming him to madness, urging him to fill her with passion until there was no more room for grief.
After desire and grief had culminated in blazing rapture, they lay twined together, hearts pounding in tandem. At length he wordlessly rolled to his side and pulled her close, burying his fingers in her thick, tangled hair. Sara's light breath caressed his damp skin as she drifted into exhausted slumber.
He did not allow himself to fully relax until she lay still and pliant in his arms. Finally he slept, secure in the knowledge that his wife had forgotten ever having harbored foolish thoughts of leaving him.
Sara slept for perhaps three hours. When her eyes opened, there was light in the room, and she guessed that it was a little after dawn. Mikahl lay on his stomach, one arm thrown across her waist, both protecting and imprisoning. His face was just inches away. Relaxed in slumber, his stern features became handsome and youthful. Seeing the long black lashes against his cheek filled her with tenderness.
Though she was saturated with leaden fatigue, Sara's mind was quite clear. Perhaps it would be easier if she left later in the day when he was out, but she had a frantic need to escape as soon as possible. Leaving would get no easier with time, and knowing she could not stay would make every moment agony.
Sara slid out of the bed. When her husband shifted uneasily, she slipped a pillow under his arm. He settled down again, pulling the pillow against his chest.
She wanted to kiss her husband good-bye, but did not dare for fear of waking him. They had already said everything there was to say; another excruciating argument would change nothing.
Though she loved him as much as ever, perhaps more, she knew she could not continue living with a man who heedlessly caused so much suffering. She did not believe that anything would deter him from his vengeful course, which meant that it would be impossible to ever be happy with him again—unless she blinded herself to what was right and wrong, and became someone she did not want to be.
Silently Sara turned and walked to her dressing room, but she had to stop for one last look at the stranger she had loved and married and lost. She wondered if she would ever see him again.
Turning, she entered her dressing room and closed the door quietly behind her. After dressing, she began to pack. Some of her clothing was in London, so very little was needed.
She was almost finished when Jenny entered the dressing room from the corridor. The maid stopped, her blue eyes widening.
Sara touched a finger to her lips for silence. "I'm leaving, Jenny," she said in a low voice. "Do you want to come with me? The choice is up to you."
"You mean you're leaving the prince? Not just going to London for a few days of shopping?" Jenny asked in disbelief.
"Exactly."
The maid swallowed but asked no questions. "Then I had better go with you. You need someone to care for you."
"Very well. I'll arrange for a carriage to be ready in half an hour. You had better go pack your own things and make any good-byes you need to."
Jenny gave her a sharp, questioning glance, then bobbed her head and left, taking one of her mistress's two bags.
Sara wondered if her maid had spent the night with Benjamin Slade, but preferred not to know. It was hardly the usual case of an innocent young maid being seduced by an older man; Jenny was no innocent, and Slade was no callous seducer. Sara had seen the two talking together; in spite of the differences in age and background, the mutual caring had been obvious. Perhaps they would be luckier or wiser than she and Mikahl.
She lifted her other bag and went into the corridor, stopping to look in on Ross. Both he and Mrs. Adams were sleeping. Her cousin's color was better, and he looked almost normal again. She kissed him but he did not wake, so she let him sleep. It seemed wrong to leave Ross without a word, but Mikahl would see that he was well cared for. Mikahl did a fine job of taking care of people whom he knew and liked.
She woke the housekeeper with a hand on her shoulder and gestured her out into the hall. There Sara explained that she was going to London and that Mrs. Adams was now in full charge of the household. Since Ross did not seem to need a full-time attendant, Mrs. Adams was free to go to her own bed, but would she first order a carriage, please?
After the bemused Mrs. Adams went off to obey, Sara went down to the study and wrote Mikahl a brief note. After putting the envelope in her dressing room, she was ready to leave the home where she had been completely happy for a handful of weeks.
Weldon's parlor maid Fanny was the unlucky person. One of her jobs was to scrub the outside steps and polish the knocker first thing in the morning, when the streets were almost empty. Yawning, she cleaned the front steps all right and tight. Then she made her way to the back door, which opened off the kitchen.
Fanny opened the door and tripped right over the long bundle lying across the back steps. She was not the quickest of girls at any time, especially not early, and she had no inkling of what she had found. Tentatively she poked at the bundle with her toe.
The blanket fell away, revealing the slashed throat and rigid corpse of Kane.
Fanny began screaming, making up in volume for what she had lost in speed. Within two minutes, most of the household had gathered in the kitchen, where Fanny was still shrieking.
Besides servants, the racket also brought Weldon, wearing a hastily donned dressing robe. Impatiently he elbowed his way through the jabbering group to learn what the problem was.
Finding the body of his right-hand man shocked him to the marrow. He had wondered why his secretary had not returned the night before, but Kane moved in mysterious ways, and Weldon had thought little about the absence. Now Kane had carelessly gotten himself killed. What would Peregrine do next?
Weldon's paralysis was broken by the sound of Eliza's light voice. "What has happened?" she called out as she entered the kitchen. "Why is Fanny screaming?"
Weldon snapped to his butler, "Shut the silly wench up." Then he ushered his daughter out of the kitchen so she would not see the grisly sight on the steps. "There's been an accident, but it doesn't concern you, my dear."
His mind raced as he tried to come to terms with this latest event. Now that Peregrine had brought the war to Weldon's very doorstep, perhaps Eliza should be sent back to his brother's household. Yes, Weldon decided, that would be for the best. She would be safe there until this wretched business was settled.
Peregrine awoke slowly and reached for Sara, then came fully conscious when he realized that she was not there. The angle of the sun showed that he had slept later than usual, so it was not surprising that she was up already. He pulled on his caftan, then went to see if Sara was still in her dressing room. If she was, perhaps he could persuade her back to bed.
The dressing room was empty, and he turned to leave. Then he saw an envelope with his name on it propped up against the mirror of the tall chest of drawers. His skin prickling with unease, he lifted the envelope and opened it.
When he pulled out a folded sheet of notepaper, a small object fell to the carpeted floor. Before picking it up, he read the note. It said simply Mikahl—Passion is not enough. Even love is not enough. I wish one of us were different. May God keep you and grant you peace. Love, Sara.
Disbelieving, he read the note again. Then he numbly bent over to find what had fallen out. The gleam of gold caught his eye, and he picked up the subtly contoured wedding ring that he had had made specially for his wife.
Last night's passion had not changed Sara's mind. With a blaze of shattering, anguished fury, he realized that her tears had not meant surrender. She had wept because she was saying good-bye.
Ross was yanked from sleep by a blood-chilling howl. The sound was somewhere between an Afghan war cry and the tortured keening of Middle Eastern women mourning their dead, and it compelled instant response. Automatically he tried to get up, only to be stopped by shattering pain in his shoulder and weakness that almost sent him crashing to the floor.
As he clung dizzily to the bedside table with his good hand, he remembered the shooting the previous day, plus a few fragmentary later images: jolting along on a horse, painful probing at his shoulder, later Sara's soft voice. That explained his unfamiliar surroundings—he was at Sulgrave.
The howl had not been repeated, but now sounds of smashing and breaking came from the same direction. Could Weldon possibly have mounted some kind of attack on the house? When his head steadied, Ross lurched over to the fireplace and grabbed the poker. Then, clad only in his drawers, he opened the door and tracked the noise to its source.
It sounded like a battle was taking place in his cousin's dressing room. Cautiously he opened the door, thinking that there had better not be any real danger, because at the moment Sara's cat could whip Ross with one paw behind its back.
The scene inside the small room brought Ross to a stunned halt. Mikahl was going berserk. He had already tipped over a heavy wardrobe, and the floor was ankle-deep in delicate lady's undergarments, bruised shoes, and crushed hats.
As Ross watched, the other man shoved over the chest of drawers with an incoherent growl of fury. Then he began jerking out drawers and pitching them into the wall. The frames smashed noisily, gouging holes in the plaster before clattering to the floor. Drawers emptied, Mikahl grabbed an elegant evening gown and ripped it from decolletage to hem with his bare hands.
Ross tightened his grip on the poker, for Mikahl in a rage was a daunting sight. Raising his voice, he said sharply, "What the devil are you doing?"
His friend whirled, his eyes feral and his body poised for attack. Seeing who had entered, Mikahl checked his motion, but he still radiated violence. "Your damned cousin has left me."
Ross whistled softly. An assault by Weldon would have been more believable than Sara deserting her husband. Deciding that he was in no immediate danger, Ross let the poker sag to the floor while he unobtrusively propped his right shoulder against the door frame. "Why?"
"Because I'm a bastard who has injured innocent people without giving a damn," was the harsh answer. "Because I'm a monster who has been cutting a swath like one of the four horsemen of the apocalypse."
Ross took a moment to absorb that. "She didn't leave you because you're a bastard," he said with dry, calculated humor, "though the rest may be correct."
Ross thought that the odds were about even whether the comment would bring assault on his own head or penetrate Mikahl's mania. Fortunately, after an uncertain moment, the latter happened. Gaze sharpening, his friend growled, "What the hell are you doing out of bed?"
"I came to find out if Weldon had broken in with a party of hired assassins."
"Not yet." Mikahl smiled mirthlessly. "I think Weldon will need to pause and regroup his forces. His chief thug, Kane, is the one who shot you, and Kane is now answering to a higher master than Charles Weldon."
Ross's brows went up. "What happened?"
"I had my knife, and 1 was faster than he was," his friend said with grim satisfaction. "Someone in Weldon's household has probably found his body on the back steps by now."
Ross gave an involuntary shiver; this was definitely an ugly business. "What happens next?"
"I don't know." Wearily Mikahl pushed his disordered hair from his eyes. "1 just do not know."
"Well, I hope you think of something quickly," Ross said tartly. "If Sara went to London, will she be safe there?"
Mikahl's expression changed again. "I'll check to see if any of the guards went with her."
"Good idea." Ross's knees were slowly beginning to give way, so he said, "Would you mind helping me back to bed before I join the rubble on the floor?"
Swearing, Mikahl reached Ross just in time to save him from collapse. The hard grip sent pain blazing through Ross's side and momentarily darkened his vision.
"Neither you nor your cousin have the sense God gave a sparrow." As Mikahl pulled Ross's good arm over his own neck, his voice was rough but his hands were not. After half carrying Ross back to the bedroom and depositing him on the bed, Mikahl made a quick examination of the bandages. "Doesn't seem to have started bleeding again. Do you have the elementary intelligence to stay in bed until you're fit to get up?"
"I'll be delighted to stay here," Ross said, sweat sheening his forehead, "as long as the house isn't under attack."
"It isn't and it won't be." Mikahl straightened.
"Are you going to thrash me or give me a lecture on how to treat my wife?"
"I couldn't thrash you when I was healthy, so I certainly couldn't do it now." Ross smiled wryly. "And while I have done many foolish things in my life, meddling in someone else's marriage is not one of them." At the moment, he wanted nothing more than to slide back into darkness, but he forced his weighted eyelids to remain open. "No one ever said marriage was easy, but most problems can be solved."
Mikahl shook his head. "Not this one. Once you said that I believed that the end justified the means while Sara held to the higher standard of right and wrong. That is the heart of our disagreement. I doubt that something so basic can be changed."
Ross sighed. "Don't say I didn't warn you. When Sara was a child, she fell in love with John Wesley's Rule of Conduct. Wesley founded a religious group called the Methodists, and he said 'Do all the good you can, By all the means you can, In all the ways you can, In all the places you can, At all the times you can, To all the people you can, As long as ever you can.' Sara embroidered it on a sampler and made me memorize it."
"If that is what she believes, the situation is hopeless," Mikahl said acidly. "No one can live up to that."
"Probably not, but the point is to try," Ross said, his voice fading. "Why not try to compromise? I imagine that Sara is as miserable as you. Surely you can find some common ground."
"I'm not miserable, and I don't need a priggish, moralizing female in my life," Mikahl snapped as he pulled the blankets over his friend.
Ross had heard more convincing denials, but wisely he held his tongue. Instead, as he drifted into welcome darkness, he uttered a heartfelt prayer than Mikahl and Sara would find some way to heal the breach, for both their sakes.

Chapter 26

 
After leaving Ross, Peregrine made inquiries about how and when his wife had left Sulgrave. He was relieved to learn that Jenny Miller had gone with Sara, and that the maid had insisted on taking two of the guards. Thank heaven for Jenny, who understood the danger and would look out for Sara.
As Peregrine was finishing his morning coffee, another move in the game was played. A solicitor arrived with an envelope containing a bank draft from Weldon in the amount of the notes Peregrine held. He had forgotten that this was the last day for Weldon to pay. Benjamin Slade had not forgotten, of course; the lawyer would have had the bailiffs on Weldon the next morning if the notes had not been paid off. Now Weldon was safe from debtor's prison.
More interesting than the money itself was the accompanying note from Weldon. Tersely he said that the Duke of Haddonfield had been delighted to provide the money to frustrate his son-in-law's evil intentions toward an English gentleman. Doubtless the message was intended to provoke, but Peregrine was beyond being irritated by anything so petty. Besides, today he had received eighty thousand pounds, and Weldon had received Kane's corpse; Peregrine felt that he had come out ahead in the transaction.
After turning the draft over to Slade, Peregrine went out to the stables. Siva, though not seriously injured, needed time to recover from being grazed by the bullet, so Peregrine took another horse. Then he went galloping up to the Downs, feeling a desperate need for open air to sort out his chaotic feelings.
In theory, riding alone here might be dangerous, but Peregrine believed what he had told Ross earlier. Weldon's violence had always been committed at second hand, except when he was terrorizing someone smaller and weaker than himself. Now he would have to find a replacement for Kane, which would not be easy. For the day, at least, the Downs should be safe, though Peregrine kept automatic watch as he cantered along the trail.
It was hard to believe that Sara was gone. Just a few days earlier, they had ridden along these hilltops, stopping to enjoy the views, to picnic, and make love.
Fiercely he told himself that he did not need Sara. He would survive without her, as he had survived many things far worse than the loss of a woman.
He drew his horse in at the highest point on this section of the trail. The hills, fields, and scattered villages of southern England rolled away below him. It was a peaceful, prosperous land, though not a dramatic one.
Without Sara there was no reason to stay in England. He would not have to be as careful about how he killed Weldon, for after the deed was done he could leave the country forever. To be peregrine meant to be free, unconstrained by tethers and obligations. The longer he had stayed in England, the more he had become Mikahl Khanauri, but now he could return to being Peregrine, the wanderer.
The whole world would be at his feet again. The high Himalayas, where the crystal air pierced the lungs as deeply as the beauty pierced the heart. Desert nights with brilliant stars flung across the black velvet sky. Tropical islands with turquoise waters and darting fish in improbable rainbow colors.
He had seen all those things, and he did not need to see them again. None of them was Sulgrave.
What made a place worth revisiting was friends. He would go back to Kafiristan, where Malik and his family would welcome him with joyous affection. He could stay as long as he liked and always be welcome.
But he would never be truly one of them, no matter how long he stayed.
There were friends scattered in other places, men of many races. There were also women whom he remembered with great fondness; in one or two cases, perhaps with a little love. He would also be welcomed by those who were still in the business of pleasing men who could afford them.
None of them would be his woman. They were wary creatures, survivors like himself, who would never give more than they could afford to lose. None would be brave and foolish enough to deliberately put their hearts in the hands of a man whom they knew would break them.
Now he understood why Sara had been terrified on their wedding day. She had not feared physical pain, but the anguish of inevitable loss. Yet still, with desperate, loving courage, she had given herself to him.
Abruptly he set the horse moving again. What had happened to him since he came to England? For twenty-five years he had been filled with absolute purpose. Every action had been measured against his ultimate goal.
But now, for the first time in his life, he was torn by internal conflict. He had found Sulgrave, the home of his heart. And Sara, ah, God, Sara. In a few short weeks she had sunk into his soul, filling cracks and pores so thoroughly that her loss made his spirit feel as if it had been stripped naked and thrown to the winds.
Summer was giving way to autumn, and the ominous rasp of dry leaves whispered along the wind. When he reached the spot where Ross had been shot, he dismounted and tethered his horse. There was a blotchy patch on the trail, easy to overlook if one did not know what it was. He went down on one knee by the dark stain of his friend's blood. I
owed you… a life for a life.
Peregrine had done little to earn that loyalty. The first time he had seen Ross Carlisle, the Englishman had been a bruised and battered prisoner. He must have known that his captors were planning some particularly ugly death, but he sat calmly with his hands tied behind his back and his clothes in rags, looking as if he didn't give a damn what happened next.
His expression of cool English detachment had been unpleasantly reminiscent of Charles Weldon, and Peregrine had almost let Ross go to his fate. But he knew that a highborn Englishman might be useful in the future, so he had intervened and offered to gamble for the captive's life. There had been little risk for him; winning the game would give him the captive, while losing would cost only a handful of gold. But Peregrine had won the game, and when he took the captive home, he discovered that he had also won a friend; a friend whose mind and humor matched his own more closely than any man he had ever known.
There had been that other occasion, during an Afghan raid. Outnumbered and out of ammunition, Ross could have been killed, though his own righting skill might have been enough to save him. Peregrine had intervened, again with little risk to himself, but at least that time he had helped from friendship rather than a cold calculation of possible usefulness.
He lifted a pinch of dry, blood-saturated soil and crumbled it between his fingertips. I
owed you… a life for a life.
Ross had welcomed Peregrine, introduced him to his own friends and family, sponsored him in society, defended him in the presence of the queen. Most valuable of all, Ross had given trust, allowing Peregrine the benefit of the doubt about the justice of his mission against Weldon. And yesterday, Ross had taken the bullet intended for Peregrine. If not for him, Peregrine would be the one lying dead now, not Kane.
It had been purely a matter of luck that the bullet had not struck his friend's heart. He smiled mirthlessly as he remembered his own half-mocking comment that he did not believe in guilt, for it was an unproductive emotion. If Ross had died, no power of earth, heaven, or hell could have assuaged Peregrine's guilt.
No man could ask for a better friend than Ross. In return, Peregrine had compromised and seduced his friend's beloved cousin. Even then, Ross had tried to understand and had ultimately forgiven.
The anger and pride that had sustained Peregrine collapsed in the face of a grief more devastating than anything he had ever known. When Sara had left, he had flailed out in rage and pain, but now he was beyond that. He sank down on his knees and bowed over, his face buried in his hands and his lungs heaving with raw, anguished gasps. He did not weep, for he had not shed a tear since his mother's death; not for himself, not even for Jamie McFarland. But he rocked back and forth, shaking with violent bone-deep chills, as if racked by tropical fever.
Sara was right. He had filled his life with hate, worshipped the dark god of vengeance. And when his mission was done, what would be left inside of him? Nothing. He would be as empty as a wind-scoured ravine, a hollow core in dead stone.
He had never planned what would come after revenge; that was why the thought of dying to accomplish his mission had been unalarming. But lately he had begun to sense that there could be a life beyond hatred, beyond vengeance: a life with friends, a home, and love. Most of all, with love.
"Sara," he whispered brokenly, feeling that he had been torn in half. "Oh, God, Sara." He had thought Charles Weldon had sent him to hell, but he was wrong. Hell was not pain; it was not even hatred. Hell was to have known love, then to lose it.
The thought made Peregrine smile bitterly. He had not lost love; he had thrown it away, which was infinitely worse.
He did not need Sara to survive. But without her, he did not much care whether he did or not.
Her note had said I
wish one of us were different. May God keep you and grant you peace. Love, Sara. His wife had loved him fully, with tenderness, passion, and acceptance. The only peace he had ever known had been with Sara.
He had not missed love and peace when they were only words. But having experienced both, how could he live without them?
For the first time he wondered if he should, or could, abandon the mission that had been the center of his life. What could he do to bring Sara back to him?
It would be easy enough to get Mrs. Kent's evil virgin house closed; it was almost time for that anyhow. Nor would it be difficult to save the railway and its unlucky investors.
Those things were simple. The heart of the problem was Weldon. Peregrine had sworn to kill him with his own hands, but if he was to win Sara back, he would have to forgo that pleasure.
Weldon versus Sara. Death versus life. To a disinterested person, it might sound like an easy choice, but it was not. The thought of retribution was all that had sustained young Michael Connery when Charles Weldon was flaying the flesh from his back. To block out Weldon's violations, Michael had imagined a thousand slow, excruciating ways to kill his tormentor.
Over the years, the dream of vengeance had sustained Peregrine through every kind of danger; deserts that baked the marrow from the bones, hunger and disease, savage attacks, and thirst so tormenting it was madness. No matter how dark his situation, he had never despaired, for he knew he could not die before he had fulfilled his mission.
Peregrine had come to realize that, while he could kill a man in hot blood, he was not capable of deliberate, cold-blooded torture, not even of Weldon. At least, he could not perform physical torture. Thus had been born the idea of mental torture, of stripping away everything Weldon valued. It was a more sophisticated revenge than the bloody dreams of young Michael Connery, and it had been deeply satisfying to plan how to ruin Weldon's life before the final reckoning.
Only now, when his mission was half-completed, could he see the limitations of vengeance.
With a shuddering breath, he lifted his head from his hands and sat back on his heels. Scooping up another handful of earth, he crumbled it in his fist, then let the dry soil drift through his fingers. Vengeance was like dust in the wind, ultimately worthless, for the past could never be changed.
Admittedly there had been great pleasure in his campaign against Weldon. He had enjoyed taking away Sara, and the barony, and his enemy's fortune, and he had certainly delighted in Weldon's confusion and rage. But nothing that Weldon suffered in the present would save the child Michael from the savagery he had endured, and Peregrine would never be able to hurt Weldon as much as he himself had been hurt. Now that he looked at his mission a new way, he saw that vengeance could never be fully satisfying.
Even Weldon's death would not heal the wounds of the past. Scars of the body would be with him until he died, and the only balm that might heal his spirit was Sara's love.
Wearily he stood and brushed the dust from his fingers. He still craved the feel of his enemy's blood on his hands, and he wondered if it would be possible to kill Weldon without Sara learning that her husband was responsible. After a moment's consideration, he shook his head. He would never be able to deceive the woman who had seen so much of his soul, and he doubted that it would be possible for them to build a future on a lie.
With stark regret he accepted that the pleasure of killing Weldon would come at too high a price if it meant losing Sara. He must put Weldon's fate in the uncertain hands of the law.
He could no more change what he had done since coming to England than he could change the months in Tripoli that had shattered his life. But he could change the present and the future, and perhaps Sara would give him credit for the positive things he had done. Granted, he had injured strangers as Sara had charged, but he had also helped some people as a consequence of his mission. Jenny Miller and Sara herself had benefited.
As he swung up on his horse, he prayed that his actions would persuade Sara to give him another chance. Otherwise the future stretched bleak and barren before him.
Back at Sulgrave, Peregrine immediately sought out Benjamin Slade, who was working in the room he had turned into an office. Without preliminaries, he said, "Benjamin, I want you to collect all the evidence we have on Charles Weldon and prepare to present it to a magistrate."
Startled, Slade pushed his chair back from his desk. "You are actually going to trust the law to punish him?"
"Yes," Peregrine said without elaboration. "I also want you to drop the lawsuits against the L & S Railway. Is it possible that Weldon will soon be in so much legal trouble that he will have to step out of the company?"
"I think that is a safe assumption." Slade leaned back in his chair, his eyes narrowing with thought. "What do you intend to do with the company? With some more capital and good management, it will be very successful. As the largest single shareholder, you can run it yourself if you want to."
Peregrine grimaced. "No thanks. Start thinking about who might have the skill and experience to run the company. I'm sure you can find someone worthy."
Slade gave a beatific smile, "You can't imagine how happy I am to help you make money rather than waste it."
Ignoring the comment, Peregrine said, "Tomorrow morning, I'm going to the London house for a few days. I think you should stay there, too, at least until Weldon is arrested."
"Fine," Slade said, starting to gather his papers. "Country peace and quiet are beginning to wear. But what about Lord Ross—will you just leave him here alone?"
"Ross will be well taken care of," Peregrine said. "And when he learns why I'm going to London, he'll wish me Godspeed."
It was pure luck that Weldon happened to see Sara's return to London. His usual route between home and office ran by Haddonfield House, and he was traveling to work when his eye was caught by a carriage pulled up in front of the duke's mansion. He leaned forward in his seat and peered out the window.
Lady Sara stood on the pavement, and the pieces of luggage beside her implied that she had come to stay with her father for a few days. Perhaps the two lovebirds had had a quarrel? Weldon sincerely hoped so. He was about to drop the curtain and lean back in his seat when another small figure climbed out of the carriage. He sucked his breath in with shock, then leaned forward again. Yes, by God, the second female was Jenny Miller, and she was acting as a lady's maid.
Then his carriage moved past the newcomers, and he could see no more. Weldon sat back and crossed his legs, thinking hard about what he had seen. Damnation, the little trollop had disappeared from Mrs. Kent's within a day or two of Peregrine's visit to the girl. Weldon hadn't made the connection before, but now he was willing to bet that the bastard had helped Jenny escape. He must have made the girl his mistress, then installed her as his own wife's maid after the marriage.
It was an impressive display of gall, the sort of thing Weldon had always enjoyed. He wondered if Sara knew her husband kept a mistress under her very nose. Probably not; she was too prudish to approve, much less join the other two in a bed.
Weldon began drumming his fingers on his knee. He couldn't touch Sara without running the risk of retribution against Eliza, but Jenny Miller was fair game. He had sworn that if he ever found the little slut again, he'd make her pay for running away. And now fate had given him a perfect chance to avenge himself on Jenny and strike a blow against Peregrine at the same time.
Instead of proceeding to his office, he gave orders to return home. There he summoned Jimmons, whom he had selected as a replacement for Kane. Unfortunately, while Jimmons was the best of the brothel guards, he was to Kane what a plow horse was to a thoroughbred. Still, he was strong and he obeyed orders.
When Jimmons appeared, Weldon handed him a crude map. "I want Haddonfield House watched. Have two of the other brothel guards do it. They'll only need to watch during daylight, so they can still do their usual jobs." When his subordinate nodded, Weldon continued, "A girl who used to be in Mrs. Kent's house is there now, probably as a lady's maid. She's about eighteen but looks younger. Small and blond, very pretty. When they see her entering or leaving, they should grab her without attracting attention." As an afterthought, he added, "Tell them not to hurt the girl. She's valuable."
"Yes, sir. What we do with 'er once we've snatched 'er?"
"Take her to back to Mrs. Kent's," Weldon ordered. There he himself would punish her for running away, and for consorting with the enemy.
At first Eliza Weldon was hurt when her father said she must stay at her uncle's for a few days, but she found herself surprisingly happy to be back among her cousins. While Papa was wonderful, she didn't see much of him, and she had missed the company of other young people.
The center of the girls' activities had always been the bedroom of Jane, at sixteen the oldest daughter of the family. Eliza had hardly entered Lord Batsford's house when she was swirled upstairs by Anne, who was twelve and closest in age to Eliza. The middle daughter, fourteen-year-old Lucy, completed the party, which was organized around marzipan and gossip. Such a self-indulgent orgy was possible only when the governess was taking her half day off, and die Weldon girls were taking full advantage of her absence.
In the spring Jane would be presented to society, so most of the afternoon was spent poring over fashion books and arguing about what styles would look best on her tall brunet frame. Eliza entered into the discussion wholeheartedly, for she had missed such feminine chatter.
When the last fashion book was closed, Jane said casually, "By the way, I saw your almost stepmother today when Mama took me to Bond Street. When Lady Sara saw Mama and me, she looked as if she thought we would give her the cut direct for jilting Uncle Charles. But of course Mama would never do that to Lady Sara." Jane was about to add that her mother had said Lady Sara was better off not marrying Charles Weldon, but remembered just in time that such a thing should not be repeated in front of Eliza.
Eliza lifted her head eagerly. "How is Lady Sara?"
Jane frowned. "She looked rather tired. Perhaps she had done too much shopping. But she was very civil."
Jane's expression shifted to longing. "I wish I knew how Lady Sara manages that look of quiet elegance."
Ignoring the latter comment, Eliza asked, "Did she come up just for the day, or is she staying in town for awhile?"
"She mentioned that she was staying at Haddonfield House," Jane replied. "That probably means she is here for two or three days, and doesn't want to bother opening her own house."
"I would like so much to see her," Eliza said wistfully.
Lucy gave her a stern look. "You can't. Uncle Charles had Mama tell every servant in the house that you can't have any contact with Lady Sara. Even if she called here, you wouldn't be allowed to see her.'' Lucy was something of a prig.
"I think that sounds positively Gothic," Anne said.
"It is because Uncle Charles's heart is broken," Jane said wisely. "Broken hearts make one do strange things. I thought I would go mad when Mama discharged Signore Carlo."
The sisters began lamenting the loss of Signore Carlo, a handsome music master, who had been banished after being caught kissing a maid. Eliza was silent. She must not waste this chance to see Lady Sara. Of course, a young lady shouldn't go out alone, but Haddonfield House was only two blocks away, and what could possibly happen in Mayfair in broad daylight?
She would slip out in the morning, Eliza decided, after breakfast and before lessons started. She'd wear her plainest dress and cloak so people would think she was just a servant. It would only take a few minutes to reach Haddonfield House. While Eliza would prefer a long visit with Lady Sara, the most important things could be said quickly. Eliza would be home before anyone missed her.
* * *
Jenny Miller found it interesting to be back in Haddonfield House. She had spent a fortnight here before Lady Sara's marriage, and everything and everyone in the place had scared her half to death, especially the butler. Now that she'd lived at Sulgrave and the prince's London house, she was a lot harder to scare. Which was good, because the other servants kept teasing her to find out why Lady Sara was back with her father rather than with her husband. But Jenny never said a word to the nosy biddies.
She wished they were back in the country, and not just because Benjamin was there. Poor Lady Sara missed her husband so much that she looked as if she'd swallowed hot coals. Of course, she wouldn't talk about what had happened, so Jenny was dying of curiosity. How had two people who were half-crazy about each other come to such a pass when they should still be on their honeymoon? It was a depressing question for a young lady who was herself considering an offer of marriage.
Having served Lady Sara a breakfast of tea and toast that wouldn't keep a sparrow alive, Jenny had a spot of tea herself. She sipped from the cup while watching out the window of Lady Sara's sitting room, which overlooked the street in front of the mansion. Partly that was because Jenny never tired of watching the fancy carriages and fancy people of Mayfair. She also couldn't help hoping that she'd see Prince Peregrine drive up, or Benjamin. Better yet, both of them.
She had just finished her tea and was about to move away, when her eye was caught by an odd little scene in the street below. A girl had just started up the steps of Haddonfield House, when a rough-looking man came by and asked her something. The girl turned to answer. Then the girl was sagging in the man's arms, though Jenny didn't see what had happened. An old hackney pulled up beside them, and the first man got in with the girl.
Jenny frowned. If this was a different part of town,she would have been right worried about the girl, and even in Mayfair, she couldn't help wondering if something was wrong. But the girl had spoken to the man, so maybe she knew him.
Briefly Jenny wondered if she should tell Lady Sara what she had seen, but decided against it. It was too late to do anything, because the hack was already out of sight, and it looked just like a thousand other hacks. No point in upsetting her mistress unnecessarily, especially when nothing could be done.
Still, Jenny couldn't put the scene out of her mind. There had been something familiar about the man, though she couldn't place what it was. And it made her neck prickle when she realized that the girl had been about the same size and coloring as Jenny herself. The streets weren't safe anywhere.
The girl was mute with terror, her blue eyes huge in her white face. After locking the chit in a bedroom, Mrs. Kent came downstairs and scowled at the two men who had delivered her. "That ain't the girl the master wanted, you loobies. He's going to be furious. What if she's some rich man's pampered daughter?"
The two men exchanged an uneasy glance. "She fit the description," one of the men said. "I think she's just a maid. Ain't dressed like a swell, and she was walking alone."
Mrs. Kent considered. It was true that the clothing was respectable, but not extravagant, so the girl was probably a servant. Weldon would still be mad that it wasn't Jenny, but maybe it would mollify him to know the girl could be used in the house. She was just the right sort, young and pretty and scared. She would be worth at least fifty pounds this very night.
They didn't usually abduct girls—no need to—but in this case, it would be best to keep the chit. If they let her loose, she'd raise holy hell. Even though the girl would never be able to find her way back to the house, it was bad business to get the police looking for kidnappers.
Mrs. Kent sat down and wrote her employer a note, explaining that they had the wrong girl and suggesting that they keep her.
Within two hours, Weldon sent a reply saying to put the new girl to work that very night, and not to send the guards back to Haddonfield House until the next day. Mrs. Kent smiled with satisfaction, glad that a mistake had turned out so well. The new girl was exactly the type one of her best customers, a rich merchant, always asked for. She'd send the merchant a discreet note, and he'd be around this very night.

Chapter 27

 
Peregrine was received politely at Haddonfield House. He hoped that was a good sign, but probably it meant nothing; Sara would never give orders for servants to be rude.
When he asked to see Lady Sara, the butler inclined his head and said, "I will see if her ladyship is in."
It was all horribly formal for visiting one's wife. One's estranged wife. Rather than taking a seat in the receiving room, Peregrine stayed on his feet, trying not to look as nervous as he felt. He wished he could speak to Sara somewhere other than under her father's roof; perhaps she would consent to go for a drive, or even go back to their house where they could talk more freely. Probably she would be reluctant to do that, for fear that he would try to seduce her.
She was right; he would try. Even though he knew their differences must ultimately be resolved with the mind rather than the body, he craved her physical closeness as an opium eater craved his drug.
When the door opened, he turned swiftly, his body braced for confrontation, but it was the Duke of Haddonfield who entered. The men regarded each other in silence. They had always been civil for Sara's sake, but there was no love lost between them.
The duke spoke first. "Sara is not in."
"Is she really out, or is that a polite excuse?"
The duke raised a brow at such bluntness. "Really out. Visiting friends, I believe. I imagine she will be back sometime this afternoon, but I don't know just when. I've hardly seen her since she arrived."
"I see." Peregrine considered waiting, but he would go mad with nothing to do for hours. Besides, Slade wanted them both to go to a magistrate to present the evidence on Weldon; with luck, a warrant would be issued for his arrest this very day, and the long nightmare would be over. "Please tell Sara I want to see her. She can send a message to me at the town house. If I don't hear from her today, I will call again."
Haddonfield gave a faint, sardonic smile. "Is that a threat or a promise?"
"A request." Then, though he knew he should not, Peregrine asked, "Has Sara said anything to you about us?"
The duke shook his head. "No, though I gather you are having problems. Would you care to enlighten me?"
"Philosophical differences," Peregrine said tersely. Deciding that it was time for a change of subject, he said, "Yesterday I received a draft for eighty thousand pounds from Charles Weldon, in payment of notes that I hold. He implied that you gave him the money primarily to thwart me. Is that true, or did he blackmail it out of you?"
The duke blanched; this was bluntness with a vengeance. For a moment his expression fluctuated between anger and guilt. Then he sighed and sat down, his face weary. "One could call it blackmail. It was equally a form of self-punishment."
"Why—for promoting a marriage between your only daughter and Charles Weldon?" Peregrine's voice was edged. "That certainly merits self-punishment."
"I knew that Charles Weldon had his little-peccadilloes, but what man doesn't?" the duke said defensively. "I thought that he would make my daughter a good husband."
"For Sara's sake, you should have made it your business to learn what Weldon is. But because he was above suspicion, it was easier and more convenient for you to wear blinders."
Unable to refute the charge, Haddonfield's gaze dropped. "I see that now. I didn't then."
Following his intuition, Peregrine continued, "What did Weldon know about you—are you a patron of one of his more disreputable brothels? He owns a number of them, in case you didn't know."
"He is the owner?" Haddonfield's eyes widened with shock, his aristocratic hauteur entirely gone. "After my wife died, I felt—half-dead. No longer a man. Charles suggested going to a place where they were expert at… bringing men back to life. I found myself going back again and again. I couldn't stop myself…" His voice trailed off for a moment. "Charles never made any blackmail threats. If he had, I would have refused. He just made it clear how much he admired Sara and hoped she would accept him. He didn't have to threaten to expose me—it was enough that he knew my weakness. As a result, I used what influence I had to promote a marriage."
Peregrine wondered which of the whorehouses had appealed so much to the duke. A normal brothel would not have inspired such shame. Guessing, he said, "Which was it, Mrs. Kent's house for children, or Mrs. Cambridge's whipping establishment?"
The duke looked horrified. "Children? Such places exist, but surely Weldon couldn't be involved in anything so despicable."
"He is indeed," Peregrine said dryly. "Being an English gentleman doesn't mean that there are depths to which one will not stoop. I don't think there is anything that would shame Charles Weldon."
Haddonfield shook his head, looking ill. "What I did was shameful enough. I went to—the other place you mentioned."
So the noble Duke of Haddonfield enjoyed whipping, or being whipped. At a guess, his preference was the latter. One could see why the duke would not wish his taste to become public knowledge. "So in return for silence about your charming little vice, you gave your daughter to a monster. May the saints preserve us from English gentlemen."
Haddonfield flinched. "I deserve your condemnation, but remember, the idea of marrying Charles was not distasteful to Sara. I swear I would have endured public humiliation sooner than let her be hurt. I did not know what he was, though perhaps I should have."
"Indeed you should." Peregrine was about to continue in that vein, for chastising his father-in-law relieved some of his restless anger. Then he abruptly shut his mouth when he realized that this conversation had similarities to his argument with Sara. He had claimed ignorance of the repercussions of his actions then, just as Haddonfield was doing now. They were both culpable. It had taken courage for the duke to admit his shameful weakness and the way he had failed his daughter, and Peregrine had no right to continue haranguing him.
Besides, if he wanted mercy from Sara, he should show it to her father. Deciding that enough had been said, he crossed to the door. "Tell Sara that she can send a message at any time, no matter how late she comes in."
The duke nodded and got to his feet. With difficulty, he said, "Will you tell Sara about… what I've done?"
Peregrine shook his head. "I see no reason why she should know." He hesitated, his hand on the knob. "In turn, I hope you will not encourage Sara to ask for a permanent separation."
Haddonfield said, "I will not try to come between you." After a long pause, he said, "You're a better man than Charles Weldon. A better man than I am. I hope you and Sara can resolve your 'philosophical differences.' "
"Thank you." As Peregrine left Haddonfield House, he realized that he and the duke had moved to a different level of relationship. They might never be great friends, but there was a beginning of mutual understanding. He hoped it was a good omen.
It was the middle of the day before Eliza was missed, for everyone assumed she was somewhere else. Lady Batsford thought that her niece was with the governess, while her daughters supposed that their cousin would not be taking lessons because she was only staying for a few days.
When Eliza did not appear for luncheon, more time was lost looking throughout the house. Only when it was clear that the girl was nowhere to be found did Lady Batsford confront her daughters. Her voice stern, she asked, "Was Eliza up to some mischief? If you are withholding information, I will hold you responsible for any trouble that results."
Her three daughters exchanged uneasy glances. As oldest, Jane usually spoke for all three, so she said, "Truly, Mama, Eliza didn't tell us anything." Remembering the conversation of the afternoon before, she went on, "But yesterday I told her how we had seen Lady Sara, and how her ladyship is staying in town with her father. Eliza was awfully interested."
Anne, the youngest, piped up, "Eliza has told me several times that she really wanted to see Lady Sara, to tell her that she wasn't angry with her even though her father was."
Lady Batsford bit her lip indecisively, thinking that it was exactly like Eliza to slip off to visit Lady Sara, whom she idolized. She gave a sigh of exasperation; though she was very fond of her husband's niece, there was no denying that the girl had a willful streak. Lady Sara would have brought the chit back immediately if she suspected that the visit was illicit, but Eliza had a quick tongue, and she might have convinced Lady Sara that her aunt had approved it.
Charles Weldon would be furious if he found out that his daughter had called on his former betrothed.
Better not to notify him that his daughter was missing unless she was still gone at dinner. But Lady Batsford did not expect that; likely Eliza and Lady Sara were having a fine time together. She herself thought it cruel of her brother-in-law to forbid the acquaintance, though she understood his hurt pride.
Lady Batsford was an easygoing woman, not inclined to expect the worst. It was with no real sense of urgency that she sent a note to Lady Sara to ask if Eliza Weldon was at Haddonfield House, and if she was, to please send the girl back by the end of the afternoon.
Sara was exhausted when she returned to Haddonfield House in mid-afternoon. Though she was keeping busy in the hope that activity would save her from breaking down, trying to behave normally was an overwhelming strain. Ironic that she had quite consciously chosen to marry Mikahl in the belief that she was strong enough to survive the inevitable pain. Obviously she had badly overestimated her own strength, for her present anguish was greater than anything she had ever known.
The butler gave her two notes when she came in, and Sara carried them up to her room to read. The first was in her father's hand, and she expected that he was just informing her that he would dine at his club or some such. In fact, the duke did say that, but only after writing that her husband had called and was most desirous of speaking with her. The prince had asked her to notify him when she came in: if he did not hear from her, he would call again.
A violent, debilitating chill swept through Sara, and she sat down, not feeling strong enough to stand. So Mikahl wanted to see her. She reread the note, but her father gave no hint of her husband's mood.
For a moment Sara shut her eyes, praying that Mikahl wanted a reconciliation as much as she did. If he was willing to try, surely something could be worked out? She didn't expect him to turn into a plaster saint, simply not to commit murder; to stop heedlessly wrecking people's lives.
Sighing, she rubbed her temple with numb ringers. Perhaps that was too much to ask of a man who had lived for revenge.
"Is something wrong, Lady Sara?" a concerned voice asked.
Sara opened her eyes to find that her maid had entered the room. "Nothing's wrong, Jenny."
Fingers trembling slightly, Sara refolded the paper. Wanting to cover her emotions, she opened the second note. She had to read it twice before the sense soaked in; then she frowned. "This is odd. It's a note from Lady Batsford, Charles Weldon's sister-in-law. Apparently Charles's daughter Eliza has been staying with her aunt, and Lady Batsford is under the impression that Eliza might have come to visit me. It isn't very far. Do you know if a little girl might have called here today?"
Jenny had been folding Sara's shawl, but at the question she looked up, startled. "What time would she have come?"
Sara glanced at the note. "This doesn't say. Sometime this morning, perhaps. I believe the butler said that Lady Batsford's message had arrived earlier in the afternoon. Do you know if Eliza came and was turned away?"
Ignoring the questions, Jenny asked urgently, "How old is the girl, and what does she look like?"
"She's eleven, a little tall for her age, and she has light blond hair," Sara said. "About the same height and coloring as you are, in fact."
"This morning when you were eating breakfast, I saw a girl on the street who looked like that. Then a couple of men took her away." Jenny's hands worked nervously on the shawl. "It seemed strange, but I didn't exactly see what happened, and they were gone before I could think of doing anything."
Sara was beginning to feel alarmed. "Do you think that the men might have abducted Eliza?"
Jenny bit her lip and nodded. "I thought there was something familiar about the bloke I saw, but I wasn't sure. But I just realized that I saw him once at Mrs. Kent's house, acting as guard when the regular one was sick."
Sara's brows drew together as she tried to puzzle out what might have happened. "It doesn't seem possible that Charles could have known that Eliza was coming here to see me. And if he did, surely he would have stopped her himself or sent a servant, not brought a man from the other side of London."
"What if it wasn't Miss Eliza they were after?" Jenny asked miserably. "You said she and I are about the same height and coloring. What if they thought she was me? I always knew Weldon would be furious that I ran away, but it didn't seem likely he'd ever find out where I'd gone. But maybe he did and sent a couple of his guards to bring me back. Mrs. Kent would know they had the wrong girl, but would probably keep her anyhow—she's always looking for new girls." The maid swallowed hard. "I wouldn't wish that on anyone, not even Weldon's daughter."
Sara stood. "Come. We must go to my husband. He will know what to do."
Neither Sara nor Jenny spoke during the ten-minute ride to the house on Park Street. Even though Sara didn't want to believe that Eliza had been taken to Mrs. Kent's house, she had a horrible intuition that was exactly what had happened. If so, the girl would not be the first innocent victim of the struggle between Mikahl and Weldon.
In spite of their estrangement, Sara did not doubt that Mikahl would rescue Eliza; though he hated Weldon, he had already decided not to punish the child for her father's crimes.
She was so sure that her husband would solve the problem that it was a shock to arrive at the house and learn that he was not home. Neither was Benjamin Slade, who had returned to the city with his employer. The men had gone out together some hours earlier, leaving no word of where they had gone or when they would be back.
After a moment of feverish thought, Sara drew Jenny into the drawing room so they could talk privately. "Do you know exactly where Mrs. Kent's house is?" When Jenny nodded, Sara continued, "Then I'll go and bring Eliza home if they have her."
"You can't go there, Lady Sara!" Jenny said, scandalized. "It's in one of the worst parts of the city, and it might be dangerous to go inside."
"I must go, Jenny," Sara said, her voice calm. "I can't allow Eliza to be held captive in such a place. She has been there for hours, and the longer she stays, the greater the chance that something dreadful will happen to her." She bit her lip, unable to say out loud what might happen to the girl.
"But we don't even know if she is there," Jenny said desperately. "Really, my lady, you mustn't go."
"I won't go alone. I'll take one of the guards." Sara had a happy thought. "Or better yet, Kuram. Didn't you say that he was there the night Mikahl took you from Mrs. Kent's house?"
"I suppose he could find it, but it's just too dangerous a place for a lady," Jenny said stubbornly.
"My cloak is plain and has a hood, so no one will know that I'm a lady," Sara said, impatient to be off. "A brothel is in the business of making money, so I'll take plenty of gold and ask to buy Eliza free. With Kuram along, I'll be safe enough. But there is no time to be lost. It's almost dinnertime, and I assume that evening is when a brothel is busiest."
Jenny nodded with reluctant agreement. "I'll go with you."
Sara considered the offer, for certainly Jenny knew more about such places than her mistress. But Mrs. Kent might recognize the girl and try to prevent her
from leaving the house. The risk was too great to take. "Stay here and explain to Mikahl what happened if he returns before I do," Sara said. "If something more needs to be done, he will know what." It was odd, Sara realized, to trust her husband to help her in spite of their estrangement. But trust him she did.
Though Jenny still looked unhappy, she agreed to stay. Kuram also had grave doubts about taking his master's wife to such a spot, but soon capitulated to Sara's urgency. Ten minutes later, Sara was heading for dockland in a small closed carriage, with Kuram and a driver outside on the box.
As the wheels rattled through the darkening streets of the city, she prayed that she would be in time to save Eliza from the horrors that Mikahl and Jenny had suffered.
Killing Peregrine was the key. Once the bastard was out of the way, Weldon could bluster his way out of any accusations that might be leveled against him. He would claim that the foreigner had forged evidence out of jealousy against a man who had been his wife's former suitor. Weldon still had enough influence to make sure that an investigation wouldn't go far.
But Peregrine would not be an easy man to kill, especially now that he was on his guard. For all his dangerous skills, Kane had already failed at the job, and Weldon was unsure where to turn next. A fire perhaps? Or find another marksman? A pity that Jimmons and the other brothel guards were no more than bullies, good at controlling unruly patrons, but no use for tasks requiring thought. Perhaps Jimmons would know another man like Kane. The trick was to make sure that the chosen tool didn't turn around and blackmail the man who had hired him.
It would be best if Weldon did the deed himself, but while he was a good shot, he had no military training or experience at calculated assassination. Not that he shrank from killing; more than once his unwilling partners had proved too weak and died under his hands. But this was different.
Weldon sighed with frustration, tired of how his thoughts were running in circles. It was evening, and he was no closer to a solution than he had been that morning. As he poured a glass of port, a startling thought hit him. Mrs. Kent had said that the captive girl was not Jenny Miller; could Lady Sara herself have been abducted? While his former betrothed didn't really resemble Jenny, she was small and blond. She also dressed simply and looked youthful for her years.
While Weldon had not planned to seize Lady Sara, he certainly wouldn't release her if fate had dropped her into his hands. He began calculating. If Sara was at Mrs. Kent's, Eliza could be sent away the next day to his hunting box in Scotland. Peregrine would never find her there. Eliza's absence would give Weldon the freedom to use Sara against her husband.
Deciding that it would be easiest to go see the captive himself, Weldon immediately called for his carriage. The trip would not be wasted even if the captive wasn't Sara, for he would use one of the girls before he returned home.
Peregrine followed Slade up the steps of his house, feeling pleased with the day's work. They had just visited a magistrate called Hanlon, a man of flinty integrity who loathed the exploitation of children. Hanlon had found the evidence against Charles Weldon very convincing and was preparing to issue a warrant when Peregrine and Slade left. Now, if there was just an encouraging note from Sara waiting…
Instead of a note from Sara, the two men were met by an anxious Jenny Miller.
"Thank heavens you've come back!" The girl threw her arms around Slade without stopping her rapid speech. "Eliza Weldon disappeared, and we think she may have been taken to Mrs. Kent's house; and because you weren't here, Lady Sara went to Mrs. Kent's herself to get her out."
It took a moment to absorb the breathless speech. Then Peregrine swore to himself in Kafiri, and ushered Jenny and Slade into the drawing room for a more detailed explanation. A few questions established what had happened. It was a relief to learn that Kuram was with Sara, but going to Mrs. Kent's was still a damned fool thing for her to do. Peregrine snapped, "How long ago did she leave?"
Jenny glanced at the clock. "About half an hour."
Frowning, Peregrine said, "I'm going after her. I'll ride to get there more quickly."
Slade frowned. "Are you sure you'll be safe? Since you visited Mrs. Kent's once, you'll be recognized. If Weldon has alerted all his employees to watch out for you, it may be harder to get out of the place than to get in."
Peregrine thought a moment. "Probably not, but I might as well be cautious. Two of the guards are here; they can follow in the large carriage. If Sara and I aren't out of the house quickly, they can come in and get us." He glanced at Jenny. "I don't like asking this of you, but will you ride in the carriage and show them the way to Mrs. Kent's?"
"Of course," Jenny replied. "I'd go crazy waiting here, wondering what's happening."
Slade started to protest, men stopped. "Very well, but I'm going with you, Jenny."
She gave her lover a fleeting, grateful glance, then looked back at Peregrine. "Everything is happening at once, isn't it?"
Peregrine nodded. "We just returned from a magistrate. A warrant is being sworn for Weldon's arrest, and Mrs. Kent's house will probably be closed down within the next couple of days."
"Please, sir." Jenny put her hand on his arm. "That's the law acting, but no one is going to care that much about the girls in the house, and what will happen to them. Can we take them away? One or two are probably girls I knew, and they're going to be scared to death if the police come in a raid. They can testify against Mrs. Kent later, but until then, they're better off with someone like me who knows what they've been through."
Sara had wanted him to care about the suffering of people he didn't know, and perhaps he owed these anonymous girls something for not having acted against Mrs. Kent earlier. "Very well," Peregrine said, "do what you can for them. Benjamin, order the carriage and a horse for me. I'll find the guards and tell them what we're planning."
A few minutes later, a pistol thrust under his cloak, he was riding through London as fast as he dared. If there was going to be trouble, he must first make sure that Sara was out of harm's way.
Weldon's hope that Lady Sara was captured died as soon as he talked to Mrs. Kent. "No, sir," the ma-dame said emphatically. "She's just a child. Couldn't possibly be a woman in her twenties."
"Pity," Weldon said with regret. "Is she pretty?"
"Very. Long blond hair like an angel." Mrs. Kent gave an approving nod. "She could be another Jenny Miller, a girl who can play the virgin over and over. Valuable."
"We'll keep her then." Weldon glanced upward. "What room is she in? Someone has to be the first, so I think I'll take that pleasure for myself."
The madame frowned. "I've already promised her to someone else for later tonight. I've a particularly good customer who likes blondes, the younger the better."
Weldon shrugged indifferently. "He can have her second. Unless you've got another virgin in the house?"
"Not tonight. Just three of the regular girls, plus the new one. A man is bringing in two of his daughters tomorrow, just for one night." A peevish note entered her voice. "It's a lot harder running a virgin house than a regular brothel."
"Which is why you earn so much,'' Weldon pointed out unsympathetically. "What room is the new girl in?"
"The end of the hall, on the right."
"What's her name?"
"She wouldn't tell me. Won't do anything but cry for her father," Mrs. Kent said with contempt. "But I made her ready for her first customer." She went to her desk and pulled out a key. "Here's the key to the room."
Weldon went into the hall and climbed the stairs. Outside the new girl's room, he paused, his heart and breath quickening in anticipation. There was such ecstasy in being the first, in knowing that no one else had ever penetrated that innocent body. Amidst the frustration of his struggle with Peregrine, he needed this to restore his power and confidence. His organ began swelling to hard potency at the thought.
After turning the key in the lock, he quietly opened the door. In the room's dim light, at first he saw only a slender body and blond hair tumbling over the pillow. As usual, the girl wore a flimsy, childish white nightgown, and her wrists were tied to the bedposts.
He licked his lips as waves of desire pulsed through him, melting his fears and frustrations. Yes, he needed this. Softfooted, he crossed the room, anticipating the sweet taste of the child.
The girl had whimpered with fear when the door opened. Then she turned her head toward the entrance, a swath of lamplight falling across her childish features.
Weldon stopped dead in his tracks. Then nausea began boiling through him, along with paralyzing grief.
The child's blue eyes widened, first with shock, then with joy. "Papa!" Eliza whispered, her voice raw from weeping. "Papa, I knew you would come."

Chapter 28

 
It had taken Kuram time to find Mrs. Kent's house, for in this part of London the streets were not well marked. Sara burned with impatience, and when Kuram opened the door and said, "Here, lady," she jumped out immediately.
It was full dark now, and she pulled her hood up so that it shadowed her face. Kuram directed the driver down the block to an alley where the carriage would be inconspicuous.
Then Sara went up the steps, Kuran close behind her. There was an interminable wait after she knocked.
Finally a small window slid open in the door. "Who are you and what do you want?" a hoarse voice asked.
Perhaps some special password was required, but Sara didn't know what it might be, so she said, "I am here on a matter of business—profitable business for Mrs. Kent."
The window slid shut, and there was such a long wait that she feared they would not be admitted. But eventually the door swung grudgingly open, and she stepped inside, Kuran behind her.
Standing in a drab hall were a burly ruffian and a large, unpleasant-looking woman who matched Jenny's description of Mrs. Kent. Eyes wary, the madame snapped, "What's your business—do you have a daughter to sell?"
Disguising her revulsion, Sara replied, "I have reason to believe that earlier today a young girl was brought here by mistake. I will pay well for her release, no questions asked."
Mrs. Kent frowned. "How did you know to come here?"
"No matter." Sara waved one hand negligently, trying to look more confident than she felt. The house reeked of evil. Even if Eliza wasn't here, Sara would willingly use her money to buy the freedom of any other captive children.
The madame pursed her lips, then shot a quick, hard glance to her guard. "Come into my office where we can talk."
Sara nodded and began following the woman. She had gone only a few steps when the noise of a fight exploded behind her. Whirling, Sara discovered that the burly guard must have received a hidden signal from Mrs. Kent, for he had attacked Kuram. The two men rolled across the floor of the hall, kicking and swearing. The Pathan fought like a fury, but his opponent outweighed him and had the advantage of surprise.
Seeing the odds against Kuram, Sara scanned the hall, looking for some weapon to use on the guard. As her gaze fell on a wooden chair, Mrs. Kent seized Sara's arms in a powerful grip.
Though Sara struggled to free herself, the other woman effortlessly immobilized her. "I don't know who you are, my fine lady," the madam snarled, "but you got no business here."
Kuram managed to throw off his assailant, but the other man grabbed a stone doorstop from the corner of the hall when he fell. The fight ended abruptly when the guard smashed the heavy weight into the side of Kuram's head.
The Pathan groaned and went limp. As blood began soaking through the white fabric of his turban, Sara cried out and tried to go to him, but she couldn't break the madame's grip.
"Tie him up in the back room," Mrs. Kent ordered the guard. "The master may want to question him, so don't kill him yet."
Sara's hood had fallen back when the women struggled. Mrs. Kent studied her captive with narrowed eyes, then gave a slow, unpleasant smile. "I'd lay fifty quid you're the older wench my master described not more'n ten minutes ago. He's going to be right pleased to see you." She twisted Sara's wrist viciously. "You'll wait in my office till he's through upstairs."
In the office the madame searched her captive with rough thoroughness, giving a grunt of satisfaction when she discovered the money hidden in the cloak. "This is a day for good things coming out of bad. First a mistake gave me a new girl for the house, and now you walk in ripe for the fleecing." Mrs. Kent pushed Sara into a heavy chair, then lashed her wrists together and tied them to one wooden arm.
Knowing that the more helpless she appeared, the more careless and contemptuous Mrs. Kent would be, Sara shrank back in the chair, letting her fear show. Looking frightened was easy, for Jenny had been right—Sara was a fool to have come here. Not only had she failed to help Eliza, her disastrous error in judgment might cost her and Kuram their lives. Worst of all, Mikahl might come and be taken unaware by the guard.
Closing her eyes, Sara forced herself to calmness. Then she began to pray.
As his daughter spoke, Weldon stood stock-still, his body chill with stupefaction. He, who always had prided himself on being unshockable, now found that the sight of his daughter's plight was like a blade thrust mortally deep into his heart.
Eliza's voice trailed off uncertainly. "Papa… Papa, are you all right?"
Her question snapped Weldon from his horror-struck trance into molten, coruscating rage. If it had not been for Peregrine, Eliza would never have been abducted.
Her presence in this foul place was an abomination, a corruption of the innocent for which that bastard was ultimately responsible, and for which he would be made to pay an unspeakable price.
The sight of Eliza's wide, panicky eyes forced Weldon to curb his rage. Before vengeance could be executed, his daughter must be freed. With clumsy fingers, he began undoing the sashes that bound her to the bed. "Don't worry, darling," he said in a shattered voice. "Papa's here. I won't let anyone hurt you."
Released from her bonds, Eliza sat up and leaned into her father's embrace as she shook with desperate sobs. "I was going to call on Lady Sara, just for a few minutes, but they grabbed me on the street just outside Haddonneld House," she gasped. "They had a smelly rag that put me to sleep. When I woke up, I was here and a horrible woman was touching me. She said I could never go home again. She said I would have to…"
As his daughter's voice broke entirely, Weldon patted her on the back, crooning over and over that she was safe now, that her father would never let anyone harm her. When Eliza's sobs finally subsided, he asked, "Are your clothes here?"
She swallowed, then spoke with a heartbreaking attempt at bravery. "The awful woman put them in that chest of drawers."
"You get dressed while I go downstairs and make sure it is safe for you to leave." Weldon's trembling hand touched his daughter's bright hair as she gazed at him with trustful eyes.
"Yes, Papa." In her father's presence, Eliza was recovering rapidly from her terror. "I knew you would come, and everything would be all right."
Out in the corridor, Weldon leaned back against the closed door, his breath coming in ragged gasps as he struggled to suppress horrifying images of what would have been done to Eliza if he hadn't chanced to come to the house. His precious daughter would have been defiled by some filthy brute who did not recognize true innocence when he saw it.
Peregrine was behind this, but Mrs. Kent and the guards who had kidnapped Eliza were also guilty. They should have known as soon as they saw her that she was pure; they should never have laid their vile hands on her. They would pay; by God, all of them would pay.
Weldon always carried a small pistol when he came to this part of London. Now he pulled the weapon from under his coat, checked the loading, cocked it, then concealed it again. White-hot with fury, he went downstairs to Mrs. Kent's office.
When he opened the door, the madame said, "We've a visitor, sir. This female just pranced in, bold as brass. Is she the one you told me about earlier?"
The words Weldon had meant to hurl at his employee were temporarily forgotten when he saw Sara tied to the chair. Incredulous, he exclaimed, "What the hell are you doing here?"
Sara stared back, vivid shock on her face. "I might ask you the same, Charles. I refused to believe that you could be involved in something so sordid, but I see that I was wrong." A mask of cool control smoothed her expression. "I came because I feared Eliza had been brought here. Is she upstairs?"
"Yes, but she's about to leave." Weldon gave a smile of deep, malicious satisfaction. "You, however, will not." Then he turned to Mrs. Kent, his expression vicious. "The girl upstairs is my daughter, you stupid bitch. Are the two beasts who abducted her in the house?"
Mrs. Kent paled. "One went back to Mrs. Cambridge's, where he usually works. The other is here, in the back room watching the servant who came with this lady."
"For laying hands on my daughter, you must die,"
Weldon growled as he reached under his coat and withdrew a small, ugly pistol.
Her gaze fixed on the gun, Mrs. Kent gave a strangled gasp. "You can't blame me for not knowing who she was! The girl wouldn't even tell me her name."
"You should have known that she was an innocent," he said relentlessly, his finger tightening on the trigger. "Instead you treated her as just another worthless slut."
Finally believing that her master meant what he said, Mrs. Kent screamed and tried to run away, but flight came far too late. The pistol discharged, the noise deafening in the small room. The ball caught Mrs. Kent in the temple and she crashed to the floor, knocking over a wooden chair. She sprawled in an ungainly heap, her eyes still wide with desperate disbelief as the room filled with acrid smoke.
"Fortunate that this house has such good soundproofing." Weldon turned to Sara, a wild, dangerous gleam in his eyes as he reloaded his pistol. "Before I am done, you will wish that I had killed you quickly. I have some business to take care of, but I will be back soon."
He strode from the room, the door behind him not quite closing. Sara began to work frantically to loosen her bonds. Until now, she would not have believed it possible that Charles would hurt her, but now she knew that he was capable of any kind of mad violence.
She tensed as she heard a single shot in the back of the house. Had he killed the guard or Kuram? Considering how he had executed Mrs. Kent for the mistaken abduction, probably he had shot the guard and spared Kuram, at least for the moment. Weldon was mad, thoroughly, terrifyingly mad, executing others for the same crime he had routinely committed against other children.
Weldon's footsteps ascended on the stairs again. Several minutes later, two sets of feet sounded, one heavy, one light.
Listening hard, Sara heard Eliza say fearfully, "Is that awful woman gone?"
"Yes, darling," Weldon said in the soft, comforting voice of a perfect father. "You're safe now; Papa will let no one harm you. But you must be brave and ride home in the carriage alone. The driver will take you straight back to your uncle's house."
"You can't come with me?"
"No, darling, there are some things that must be done before I can leave. The people who hurt you must be punished."
Sara could have screamed, but that would do no good. Eliza could not help her, and knowing that Sara was in the brothel would put the child in an intolerable position.
The front door opened and closed. Then the house was silent for perhaps five minutes. It was odd just how quiet it was; Sara supposed that the children were locked in their rooms, and it was too early for customers. If there were any servants, they were wisely keeping away. Perhaps they had even fled.
Sara had one wrist almost completely free when Weldon returned to the house and came directly to the office. He crossed the room and finished undoing the bonds, then yanked her to her feet. Savagely he said, "We're going upstairs, where I can punish you in comfort."
Praying that she might be able to calm him, Sara said quietly, "What have I done to deserve punishment, Charles? For Eliza's sake, I risked my life coming here."
His eyes flared with renewed rage. "You have tried to corrupt her! Eliza was captured while trying to visit you. She would never have disobeyed her father's orders if not for your pernicious influence. But it is not just for Eliza that I must punish you." As he dragged Sara from the room and up the stairs, he continued, "I thought you were a lady, worthy to be Eliza's step-mother. Instead, you betrayed me for a rutting foreign bastard. Tonight you will pay for your treachery."
Thinking it might deter him, Sara considered saying that Mikahl would arrive at any moment, but she quickly rejected the idea. If he knew that his enemy was coming, Weldon would tie her up again and wait with pistol in hand.
Weldon took her to an empty bedroom at the end of the upstairs hall, and shoved her inside. Sara staggered as her weak leg twisted, but she managed not to fall. "Have you ever considered blaming yourself for your problems?" she said, reckless with anger. "Surely Eliza was kidnapped on your orders, not Mrs. Kent's."
"She frightened my daughter. She shouldn't have done that. And the guard—he hurt Eliza. They deserved what they got," he said with glittering eyes. "Now, you little whore, you will also get what you deserve." With one hand he pulled Sara close while with the other he fondled her coarsely, his fingers digging deep into intimate flesh.
Revolted, Sara shrank away from him, but it was impossible to avoid his probing hand. Even through layers of petticoats, she felt violated.
Weldon smiled with vicious satisfaction. "Don't play the virtuous lady with me, Sara. You'd like this if I were the bastard, wouldn't you?" Releasing her, he reached to turn the key in the lock. "Before the night is over, you are going to do everything for me that you do for him."
While his attention was on the key, Sara reached under Weldon's coat in a desperate attempt to take the pistol. Her fingers had just touched the weapon's handle when he felt her action and whirled around.
"You will regret that," he snarled. He untied her cloak, which slithered to the floor in heavy folds. Then he seized the neck of her gown and ripped the fabric down to her waist.
Sara raked at her assailant's face with clawed fingers, but Weldon easily slapped her hands aside. Then he forced her to the floor and dropped down to trap her under his solid body.
Impact with the floor temporarily stunned Sara, but as Weldon tore at her with feral hands, she screamed and began struggling frantically. In her naivete", she had thought she understood something of Mikahl's furious need for revenge. Now that early understanding paled beside the deep, visceral rage she felt at Weldon's abuse. But even rage was futile against her assailant's brutal power.
As Weldon tore at her clothing, Sara made a despairing prayer for strength to survive the horror that was to come.
Before approaching Mrs. Kent's house, Peregrine checked the alley where Kuram had kept the carriage the night they had rescued Jenny. Sure enough, die alley was occupied, this time by Peregrine's own armed and watchful driver.
Before leaving his horse in the driver's charge, he asked a few quick questions and learned that Sara and Kuram had gone inside about twenty minutes earlier. Just a few minutes ago, a man and a little girl had come out of the brothel. The man had put the child in a waiting carriage, then returned to the house.
From the description, the people were Weldon and Eliza, which meant that the girl was safe, but Sara and Kuram were in danger. Peregrine swore under his breath at the sheer bad luck that had brought Weldon to the brothel at the same time as Sara.
Seething with impatience, he sprinted to Mrs. Kent's house and knocked on the door. Unsurprised that no one answered, he studied the building's facade with narrowed eyes. The lower-level windows had always been barred, and bars had also been installed on the upper floors since Jenny's escape.
Frowning, he recalled from his previous visit that the front door and lock were solid. However, he also had a vague impression that the door frame had been old and brittle-looking, and a lock was no better than the wood that surrounded it.
Hoping that his memory was correct, and that he didn't break his foot, he kicked the door hard, striking beside the lock. With a sound of splintering wood, the door shuddered and moved inward. After two more kicks, the lock ripped from the frame and the door swung open. He pulled his pistol out and cocked it, then entered cautiously, weapon ready.
The racket of his entrance should have drawn everyone in the house, but the building was eerily silent, with no one in sight. Peregrine looked around, puzzled. It was not too surprising that there was no sign of children or patrons, but what about Mrs. Kent? And surely there would be a guard to keep order. Soundlessly he crossed to the madame's office and looked in.
Mrs. Kent's body sprawled across the floor in a puddle of blood. Peregrine whistled softly, wondering what had happened. More important, where were Sara and Kuram and Weldon?
As he returned to the hall, he heard a muffled scream coming from upstairs. Impossible to be sure with the soundproofing, but it sounded like Sara. Three steps at a time, he raced up the stairs. A second scream led him to the bedchamber at the end of the corridor. This time he was sure the voice was Sara's.
To his surprise, the knob turned in his hand. Knowing it might be a trap, he ducked down before opening the door. Keeping low so that he would present a difficult target, he charged into the room.
At his explosive entrance, the struggling figures on the floor stared up at him, immobilized by shock. Peregrine's gaze met his wife's for a fractional moment. Relief flared in her dark eyes, followed instantly by concern. "Look out, Mikahl," Sara cried, "he has a gun!"
Simultaneously Weldon leapt to his feet and reached under his coat, snarling, "You foolish bastard, you have delivered yourself into my hands."
Afraid that a bullet might hit his wife, Peregrine held his own fire. "Sara, get out of the way!"
As she scrambled to one side of the room, Weldon cocked and leveled his pistol. Peregrine shot first, aiming high so that he would not endanger Sara. Though the bullet only grazed Weldon's right shoulder, it did force him to drop his gun, and the weapon skidded across the floor, mercifully not discharging.
Now it was just the two of them, man to man, without firearms to lend false superiority. Peregrine launched himself at Weldon, staggering the other man with a ferocious blow to the jaw. Weldon gasped, but he had studied boxing in his youth, and old skills returned to help him block the next blow.
It was a savage, hand-to-hand struggle without rules or quarter. For Peregrine, twenty-five years fell away in an instant, and once more he was an abused, betrayed child. But the wheel of fortune had spun around, and this time all the power and all the choices were his. He pummeled his enemy's flesh with fierce joy, every one of Weldon's groans a balm to his wounded spirit.
Weldon was heavier, and he fought with the strength of madness, but he was older and softer than his opponent, and without a weapon he had no chance. After absorbing several minutes of bruising punishment, Weldon crashed to the floor, face bleeding and expression dazed.
Sliding the knife from his boot, Peregrine dropped to one knee beside the other man. "You laughed when I swore vengeance, but finally your doom has found you." His voice throbbing with hatred, he laid the razor-sharp steel on Weldon's throat and drew a thin crimson line with delicate precision. "For twenty-five years I have lived for this moment."
The touch of the blade brought Weldon back to alertness, and with a surge of defiance he sneered, "If not for me, you would be a slave in Islam or an ignorant sailor. You should thank me for spurring you to better yourself."
At the taunt, Peregrine almost drove the knife through the other man's throat. Barely in time he stopped himself, not yet ready to send his enemy to hell. "Do you think that Jamie McFarland would have thanked you for what you did? Or any of his sailors, who died as slaves because you would not lift a finger to help them?" he said with ice-eyed fury. "A pity that you will die too quickly to suffer as much as you made them suffer."
He shifted the knife from Weldon's throat to his groin, driving the tip through fabric to rest on flesh. "Shall I do to you what you wanted done to me, Wel-don?" he said softly. "How long will it take you to bleed to death if I decide to kill you by castration?"
"You filthy savage!" Weldon was no longer the urbane businessman and aristocrat. Face twisted with terror, he tried desperately to grab his assailant's weapon.
Peregrine easily lifted the knife out of his enemy's reach, then used his left fist to strike a paralyzing blow to the other man's solar plexus. As Weldon convulsed, retching with pain, Peregrine touched the knife to his enemy's eye socket. "Shall we play a game of blind-man's buff?" he asked with mocking courtesy. "First I will gouge out your eyes. Then every time you make a wrong move, I will slice away another part of your body. An English version of the Chinese death of a thousand cuts."
"I am glad for what I did to you," Weldon spat out, glaring up at his tormentor. "I only wish I had killed you in Tripoli."
"It was your mistake that you did not." Peregrine soared on wings of fiery justice, savoring the culmination of his mission. Weldon was at his mercy, and nothing could save his enemy now.
Then Peregrine felt the pressure of someone's gaze.
In his rage he had forgotten when and where he was, but now he glanced up and saw Sara. She stood flattened against the wall, watching him with agonized sibyl eyes. Sara, his conscience and salvation.
Her expression cooled Peregrine's fury like a shock of ice water. The raw anguish that fueled his rage ebbed and was replaced by vivid memories of Sara's warmth, the touch of her lips on his ravaged back, the sweet totality of her love.
He wrenched his gaze away to stare down at the man who had been his devil and his doom. Though Peregrine's barbaric fury had subsided, he still ached to claim his enemy's life. Pushing aside the image of Sara's face, with cool deliberation he poised the knife above Weldon's body, angling first toward the heart, then the throat, then the eyes. It would be exquisitely easy and profoundly satisfying to collect the ultimate price for die other man's crimes.
But it was too late. Peregrine's wildness had passed; to kill Weldon now would be deliberate, cold-blooded murder.
Perhaps Sara would forgive her husband for committing murder. But perhaps she would not.
"Damnation!" Peregrine swore, his furious voice filling the room. For an instant he raged against the bitter knowledge of what he must do. Then he turned back to his enemy and slashed down with fluid, violent power.
Weldon had been waiting for the death stroke with the paralysis of terror, his gaze transfixed by the glittering blade. As light flashed along the descending knife, he gave a panic-stricken, animal shriek.
Weldon's wail was drowned by Peregrine's shattering war cry. Riveted by horror, Sara closed her eyes to block the sight of murder being committed for the second time that evening.
Sara was on the verge of fainting when she opened her eyes again, and it took her a long, shaken moment to believe the stunning scene before her.
Weldon still lived, ash-faced and writhing with terror. Rather than striking a death blow, Mikahl had deliberately driven the knife into the floor beside his enemy's neck.
"You are not worth killing, Weldon," Mikahl said viciously as he wrenched his blade free. "Rather than soil my blade with your blood, I shall hand you over to the tender mercies of British justice."
Knife held warily, Mikahl got to his feet, but his caution was unnecessary. Weldon was broken. Like a whipped dog, he lay cringing and submissive before his conqueror.
"Come, Sara," Mikahl ordered. "I will lock Weldon in here-and send the police to deal with him."
Quickly Sara bent to snatch her cloak from the floor where it had fallen earlier, then hastened to her husband's side.
Weldon pushed himself to a sitting position, his expression incredulous at being spared. Keeping his gaze fixed on his enemy, Mikahl collected the two pistols, giving the empty one to Sara and keeping the loaded one himself. Then he backed across the room to the door. "Every scurrilous newspaper in Britain will be screaming for your blood, Weldon. Your name will become a synonym for evil and hypocrisy."
Mikahl ushered Sara outside, then pulled the key from the inside lock. "You'll hang, Weldon, for the murder of Mrs. Kent if nothing else. Perhaps your neck will break, and you'll die quickly, but that doesn't always happen. Death by strangulation is slow and painful—you can look forward to that while you rot in prison." Then he closed the door and locked it. With the windows barred, Weldon would not escape before the police came.
Still trembling with strain, Sara watched Mikahl in anxious silence, knowing that Mikahl must be furious over her stupidity in coming to the brothel. When he turned to her with blazing eyes, Sara braced herself for an explosion.
Furious her husband might be, but he did not waste time in recriminations. Instead, he swept her into a rib-bruising hug that briefly lifted Sara from her feet. She responded with frantic relief, burrowing deep into his arms and finding safety in his strength.
The embrace ended as abruptly as it had begun. As Mikahl released her, he said with surprising mildness, "Coming here was not one of your better ideas, Sara."
"I know." She brushed her hair from her eyes with an unsteady hand. "I was so afraid of what might happen to Eliza, but in the end, I did her no good."
"The girl was not seriously injured?"
"I believe she is all right—I heard them speak when Charles brought her downstairs." Sara shuddered. "I think he had gone up with the intention of ravishing the new girl. When he realized that it was Eliza, he must have pretended that he had come to rescue her. Pray God she never learns what almost happened. What if the room had not been well lit, or he had been too drunk to notice who she was?"
"But that didn't happen," he said quietly. "Eliza is safe, you are safe. And you would not be my Sara if you were not willing to risk your life to help an innocent child."
Though Mikahl's dangerous wildness had passed, his green eyes still held a strange, volatile light that Sara could not interpret. There was much to be said between them, and before she could decide where to start, they were interrupted by the sound of people entering the downstairs hall. Sara stiffened, fearing that new danger threatened.
"Don't worry," her husband reassured her. "That is two of my guards and Slade, with Jenny doubtless tagging along behind."
Sara's mouth curved ruefully. "Jenny has every right to say 'I told you so' to me."
His movements crisply efficient, Mikahl took Sara's cloak and draped it around her shoulders to cover her torn dress. Then they both went downstairs. Several minutes of chaotic greetings and explanations followed.
Directed by Sara, they found Kuram in the back room by the body of the dead guard. When he was ungagged, the Pathan cursed furiously for allowing himself to be overcome. His turban had cushioned much of the force of the blow to his head, and a quick examination confirmed that he was not seriously injured.
Her face set with determination, Jenny delved into Mrs. Kent's desk for keys, then went off to free whatever children were in the house. Before she left, Mikahl warned, "Don't unlock the room on the right at the end of the upstairs corridor. Weldon is there, and it's a good place to hold him until the police can come."
"Weldon is alive?" Slade asked, startled.
Without looking at Sara, Mikahl said dryly, "My wife doesn't approve of murder."
After a calculating pause, Slade suggested, "Lady Sara has had a difficult time of it. Why don't you escort her home while I deal with the situation here? Jenny and I will take the children back to my house. Then I'll contact the magistrate and the police, and tell them what has happened."
"Very well. Here is Weldon's gun, though you shouldn't need it. Be careful, it's loaded." Mikahl glanced at Sara, his gaze unreadable. "Come. I'll take you home." He took Sara's arm with a cool, detached hand, and silently guided her outside.
Sara's heart twisted when her husband ordered the coachman to drive to Haddonfield House. So he was going to return her to the protection of her father's roof.
She had seen ample evidence that Mikahl neither forgave nor forgot easily. As he assisted her into the carriage, Sara prayed that he would someday forgive her for having left him.
* * *
Left in charge, Slade eyed the gun thoughtfully. Then he went to help Jenny. There were three girls in the brothel, one a dark-haired child known to Jenny, the other two being strangers who had been in the house for only a short time. Since Jenny had once been one of them, the girls trusted her and gratefully accepted the opportunity to leave the house and build better lives.
It didn't take long for the children to gather their few possessions and be taken to the carriage. When they were safely inside, Slade said to the driver, "Wait for me. There is one more thing I must do."
The driver nodded, and Slade went back into the house, Jenny at his heels. "What else needs to be done?" she asked, puzzled.
"A little rough justice." The lawyer glanced down at her. "I must speak with Weldon, but you shouldn't come."
Her chin tilted stubbornly. "I want to see."
After studying her face, Slade nodded and led the way upstairs. He unlocked the door cautiously, pistol raised, but his wariness was unnecessary.
Weldon lay on the bed, his face bruised and bleeding, his expression dazed, as if unable to accept that his diabolical luck had run out. When the door opened, he sat up and glared at the intruders, but his malice was a pale shadow of his old manner. "If it isn't my favorite little whore," he said nastily. "Did you come back because you missed me?"
Jenny's eyes narrowed to angry slits. "I came back to see you broken. Someday soon, I'll spit on your grave."
Slade put an arm around her taut shoulders. "I'm going to give you more mercy than you deserve, Weldon," he said coolly. "You're doomed. If you stand trial, the scandal will follow your daughter for the rest of her life. But if you die tonight, your crimes need never become public knowledge, and Eliza won't have to know how vile her father was. Since Peregrine intends to save the railway, your daughter will even be a rich woman someday from the stock she'll inherit."
Weldon's bitter gaze sharpened. "That would also make things easier for you," he sneered. "Well, I'm not going to take the coward's way out. Who knows what might happen in court."
Slade shrugged indifferently. "If you want to delude yourself that a miracle will save you, go right ahead. Your daughter will suffer, but not a tithe as much as the rest of your victims have." The lawyer set the loaded pistol on the dresser and withdrew with Jenny, carefully locking the door behind them.
Weldon stared at the door, then got up and limped over to pick up the pistol. Caressing the warm wood and cool steel, he turned the weapon over and over in his hands while he considered what Slade had said.
Eliza was the best thing in his life, the only pure female he had ever known. He thought of the expression in her eyes when he had found her tonight. She adored him, as a daughter should, and she would be devastated by her father's public vilification. Since she was female, Eliza would never be able to understand the irresistible allure of the dark side of life; she would come to hate the memory of her father, her innocent love destroyed by all the people who would say he had been wicked.
And if Weldon killed himself, he would deny Peregrine the pleasure of seeing him suffer. Quickly, before he could change his mind, Weldon put the pistol barrel to his temple and pulled the trigger.
Downstairs, Jenny shivered and drew closer to Slade at the sound of the shot. "Why did you let him do that?"
"It's better this way, Jenny. No more innocents suffer, there will be no trouble for Peregrine or his lady, no chance that your reputation will be damaged." Slade's ice-gray eyes gleamed with chilly satisfaction. Jenny's tormentor was dead. A good lawyer could do murder without ever touching a weapon.
His expression warmed. "Since you're going to be my wife, your reputation is my business. You are going to marry me, aren't you, Jenny?"
"Yes, Benjamin," she replied as warmth blossomed deep inside of her. She stood on her toes and gave him a kiss of aching promise. Then, with her lover at her side, Jenny left the house of death forever.
Insisting that he was perfectly well, Kuram chose to ride the horse, so Peregrine was alone with Sara inside the carriage. Wrapped in her cloak, his wife sat in the far corner of the vehicle, not touching him. The darkness was thick with tension. Peregrine knew that he should speak, but was painfully unsure where to begin.
It was a relief when Sara's soft voice broke the silence. "Why didn't you kill him?"
Knowing how important his answer was, he hesitated before speaking. "After you left Sulgrave, I did a great deal of thinking and realized that vengeance could not alter or heal the past. Today, if I had stayed in a white heat of rage for just a minute longer, I would have killed Weldon, but the sight of you broke my anger. After that, I could not do it."
"Are you saying that you gave up your revenge because of me?" she exclaimed, incredulous.
Obliquely he replied, "After you and I had that argument, I realized that you were talking not just about right and wrong, but about choosing whether to live a life rooted in hate or one rooted in love. For too many years, the center of my life was hatred, Sara. Then I met you, and slowly, without my conscious awareness, the center shifted."
He paused, searching for the right words to convey his meaning. "If destroying Weldon meant losing you, the price was too high, for I would be condemning myself to a living death." Then, wryly, he added, "Before we married, I said that I trusted you to always be good. Fortunately I didn't know then how difficult it can be to live with someone who is always good, or I would have been afraid to try."
"I sound like a dreadful prig," she said with a shaky laugh. A streetlight outside momentarily illuminated her pure profile.
"You are not at all priggish about matters that count." Briefly there was a smile in his voice, but he was deadly serious when he continued, "Yin and yang mean many things. Light and dark, good and evil, even love and hate. Together, opposites make a whole. You are my heart, Sara, and your light balances my darkness. Will you come home?"
Instantly she flowed across the carriage and into his arms. "Of" course I will!" she said joyously, her breath feather-soft against his throat. "When you told the driver to go to Haddonfield House, I was afraid that you didn't want me back."
With a gust of laughter, he said, "I was trying to do the gentlemanly thing, though it went against my nature.'' The knot of tension in his chest miraculously dissolved as he pulled her onto his lap and drew her close. "Whenever you wondered why I married you, I always said that I did it because I wanted to, and I never looked any deeper." He stroked a gentle hand through Sara's silky hair, which had come unpinned during her struggle with Weldon. "After you left, I realized that my words were a coward's way of saying that I love you."
Sara inhaled deeply. "I didn't believe you would ever say that." Tenderly she lifted her hand to his cheek and caressed the chiseled plane with her fingertips. "You've changed so much. When I first met you, you were like some exotic, alien creature, forever wild and incomprehensible. It seemed impossible that you could ever love me as I love you.''
"I started changing as soon as I met you, though I didn't realize it at first. And when I did, I can't say that I enjoyed the sensation. But the formative years of my life were spent here, and the longer I stay, the more I feel like an Englishman. This is my heritage, and I no longer want to deny it." His tone became teasing. "In fact, I have succumbed to the most banal of ambitions: to become an English country gentleman and live quietly with my wife and raise children and horses."
"There is nothing banal about happiness," Sara retorted. "If life as a country gentleman is a common ambition, that is because it is a good life. But you will never be banal—there has never been a man like you, and there never will be again. And in spite of the way you deny it, you are a good man."
"As long as you think I'm good enough," Mikahl said, amused. After reaching into an inner coat pocket, he said, "Give me your left hand."
When she complied, he slid her wedding ring onto her third finger. Then he raised her hand to his lips, and kissed it with lingering reverence. "I want to be with you always, Sara," he said softly. "To make love with you, laugh with you, be silent with you. And most of all, I want to be the man that I am only when I am with you."
"And I want to be the woman that I am only with you." Sara's fingers tightened around the ring. Shyly she went on, "If you are willing, I would like to have a wedding ring made for you—one that matches mine."
"I would like that." After a thoughtful pause, he said, "Since I intend to stay in England, perhaps I should become Michael Connery again. We can tell people that I decided to Anglicize my name for the sake of simplicity. Will you mind being Sara Connery?"
Intuitively she knew that he was not just suggesting a name change; he was accepting his past—all of it, the bad and the good. That acceptance had come from healing. Finally, after too many years, the wounded boy was whole and had become a man.
In the half-light of the carriage, Sara looked into the vivid depths of his eyes. "I love you," she whispered as she lifted her face to his. "I'll always love you, whether you are Peregrine, Michael, or Mikahl."
Their lips touched, at first lightly, then in fierce declaration as they pledged their souls without words.
Pledge and promise turned quickly to passion, and the trip across London passed in a haze of touch and love and laughter. On reaching Mayfair, Mikahl gave orders to continue to their own town house rather than to Haddonfield House.
When they arrived home, he climbed out first and let down the steps, then caught Sara around the waist and effortlessly whisked her from the carriage. "Before I take you upstairs and make love to you," he said as he set her feet on the ground, "perhaps you should say good-bye to Peregrine, for I am a wanderer no more."
"So my hawk has become a dove?" Hair tumbled and eyes dreamy with desire, Sara caught his face between her hands. "Welcome home, wanderer, welcome home."
 
Author's Note
Kafiristan, also sometimes called Dardistan, lies in what is now eastern Afghanistan. The Hindu Kush was one of the most remote areas on earth, and Kafiristan was not officially charted until George Scott Robertson visited in 1889. The country took its name from the Arabic "qafir," meaning "unbeliever." (Arab slavers applied the same word to the tribes of East Africa, and "kaffir" became a derogatory term for black Africans.)
As indicated in Silk and Shadows, the natives of Kafiristan claimed Alexander the Great as an ancestor. Some of their customs seemed more European than Asiatic, and they welcomed the first Europeans as long-lost kinfolk. (The Russians believed that the Kafirs were a Slavic tribe.)
A romanticized version of the country was the goal of the adventurers in the movie The Man Who Would Be King, which was based on a story by Rudyard Kipling. In 1895, Amir Abdur Rahman, the ruler of Afghanistan, conquered Kafiristan and forcibly converted the inhabitants to Islam. Since then the region has been known as Nuristan, "the country of light."
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