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            FROM THE CATALOG OF THE MERCER MUSEUM, LONDON, 2004

          

        

      

    

    
      It is said that sapphires are the symbol of love and purity, and the Star of India is a prime example of such a legend. A thirty-carat, flawless, oblong deep-blue sapphire, surrounded by diamonds, it was mined in the Seventeenth Century and originally placed in a shrine to the god Shiva, near Calcutta. In the Eighteenth Century, it was removed from the temple and gifted by Gayatri, daughter of the Maharajah of Ranpur, to her husband, the English Earl of Darlinghurst. It is not known how the princess obtained the Star from Shiva, but it is said that a curse followed the sapphire and was responsible for Gayatri's early death and the Star's dispersal. The jewel was then owned by the Duke of Wayland, and was sold by his oldest son to Sir Charles and Lady Innis. a wealthy merchant family. Both the duke and his eldest son met early ends, and the duchess spent much of her life wheelchair-bound after a hunting accident.

      The Mercer Museum obtained the Star from the Innis family during the Regency period. It has resided there ever since, as the centerpiece of the Gemstone Collection and one of the foremost sapphires in the world.

      In 1991, a jewel thief was killed by falling through a skylight while attempting to burgle the Star. Has the curse followed the Star here? Well, that remains to be seen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          TWO HUNDRED YEARS EARLIER

        

      

    

    
      You can't catch me!" Lady Emily Kenton called gleefully over her shoulder, as she dashed down a hillside into a beckoning green meadow. She might only be eight, but she was fast and she knew it. Racing after two older brothers had made her strong and quick, not to mention impervious to teasing and hair-pulling. Now she ran from her best friend, David Huntington, son of their closest neighbor, the Earl of Darlinghurst.

      She heard his answering laugh on the wind. He was thirteen now, older than she and much taller, but she knew he did not let her win the race, as her brother Alex often did to humor her. That made the victory all the sweeter.

      She neared her favorite tree, a spreading, ancient oak, and reached up to grab a stout, low-hanging branch. She pulled herself up onto it, and then onto the next level. She heard the hem of her muslin skirt tear, and knew that she was in for a scolding from her governess, and probably her mother, too. But that did not matter—her heart was bursting with exhilaration and good fun. Being a girl was sometimes so tedious, with music lessons and stitching. She had to seize her enjoyment where she could, out in the sun and the wind.

      She came to a rest on the branch, and leaned against the rough tree trunk to catch her breath. Her pale-yellow curls escaped from their confining ribbon and fell into her eyes. She pushed them back, and grinned down at David.

      "Do you concede?" she called to him.

      He braced one arm against the tree and grinned back at-her. The sunlight glinted on his overlong crop of hair, turning it the rich blue-black of a raven's wing. Really, Emily thought, he was the most handsome boy she had ever seen, with his dark eyes and tall figure. Except for her father and brothers, of course.

      "I concede, my lady," he said. "You are a veritable Atalanta. Now, will you come down from there?"

      Emily slid down to sit on the branch, letting her legs dangle. "Oh, I don't know. It is very comfortable up here. I have a lovely view. Why, I can see your house from here, I vow!"

      "Then I will just have to persuade you." He leaped up and caught one of her slippered feet, pretending he would pull her to the ground.

      Emily giggled, and kicked out at him. "No, no! I will come down." She leaped to the lower branch and then to the ground, where she collapsed onto the grass. David sat down next to her, stretching his long legs out before him.

      "You grow faster all the time," he said, admiration in his voice. "I shall need golden apples to keep up with you."

      Emily flushed warmly at his praise, but she shrugged as if it was nothing. "I have to be fast to keep out of the way of Damien and Alex."

      "Do your brothers tease you a great deal, then, Em?"

      "Damien, yes, when he is around, which isn't often these days. Alex, never. He is teaching me to use a sword, much to my mother's dismay. But it is always useful to be able to outrun them!"

      "Swordplay, eh? Then you will be even more fearsome, my little Boudicca!"

      Emily laughed in delight at his use of their special nickname. They had been reading Ben Jonson's The Masque of Queens together, and the tale of the fierce Iceni queen was her favorite. How she adored it when he called her Boudicca! It made her feel she could be brave and strong, even when her family treated her as a helpless infant who must be sheltered.

      Her parents and her brothers (or at least Alex) loved her, she knew that, but to them she was their little baby daughter, to be coddled and protected. Only David spoke to her as if she were an intelligent person, a person who could understand books and art and even swordplay and footraces. He had danced with her at her parents' lavish Christmas ball, went riding with her every week over the countryside. He told her tales of his late mother, the beautiful daughter of an Indian maharajah, and of his early childhood in Calcutta before he came with his father, an earl, to England. He was her truest friend.

      "You need never fear me, David," she said, leaning against his shoulder. "You are my 'parfit gentil knight.'" He smiled down at her, but she thought there was something sad and strange in his dark eyes. "Is something amiss?" she asked, sitting up straight.

      "No, of course not," he answered. "I will always be your knight, Emily, I promise. No matter what. Do you believe me?"

      He sounded so very serious, so unlike her merry David. She felt a tiny pang of misgiving in her heart. "Of course I believe you. We are friends—we will always be friends."

      "Yes. Here, I want to give you something." He reached into a small pouch hung on a leather thong around his neck and pulled out a ring. He placed it on his palm and held it out to her.

      It glittered in the spring sunlight, beckoning to her. It was a circlet of nine stones—she recognized emerald, ruby, cat's-eye, topaz, blue sapphire, pearl, coral, moonstone, and diamond.

      Emily stared down at it, her lips parted with wonder. She knew it was the height of rudeness to gaze at something with one's jaw agape, but she couldn't seem to help herself. It was so very beautiful—more beautiful even than her mother's diamond tiara, and more grand than anything Emily could hope to own before she was grown up.

      "Oh, David," she breathed. "It is so lovely!"

      "It is the Navaratna," he said, and pointed to each stone with his dark, slim finger. "The stones are for the nine heavenly bodies which rule our destiny—the Sun, the Moon, Mercury, Venus, Mars, Saturn, Jupiter. That makes seven. The others are the dragon's head and tailrahu and ketu. The empty, black spaces in the heavens."

      Emily was mesmerized. "All that in one ring?"

      David smiled at her gently, and pressed the ring against her palm. "All that. It belonged to my mother. Before she died, she gave it into my keeping. Now it is yours."

      "Oh, no!" As greatly as Emily wanted to keep the ring—as tightly as her fingers longed to grasp it—she knew she could not. It would not be right. She knew how very much David loved his mother, Gayatri, Countess of Darlinghurst, who had died shortly after David and his family came to England. She knew how he must cherish anything his mother left behind. "You must not give this away, David. I can't take it."

      She tried to hand it back, but he refused, shaking his head and reaching out to fold her fingers about the ring.

      "You cannot refuse a gift. That would insult the giver. You wouldn't want to insult me, would you, Em?"

      Insult David? As if she ever could! "Of course not."

      "Then it is yours. It will protect you."

      "Protect me?"

      "That is what my mother said. The heavens protect and bless us." He took the ring and slid it onto her right index finger. It was too large, and slipped about, so Emily tightened her fist to hold it there. It was far too precious to risk losing. "Not that you will ever need protecting, fierce little Boudicca! You will always be able to take care of yourself."

      Emily's gaze shot from the ring to David's dark, lean face. He had been behaving oddly all morning, ever since they met at the stream that divided their families' estates, and just then he sounded so sad. "I will always need you, David!"

      "And I will always be your friend," he answered quietly. “If you ever have need of me, send me the ring and I will be here. From the very ends of the Earth, if need be."

      "But why should I have to send the ring?" Emily cried in growing panic. She clutched onto his arm, holding close as if it were a lifeline. "You are just over at Combe Lodge!"

      "Em, please." He took her hands in his, holding her away. "I vow I will always be there for you, no matter what. That is all I meant. We are friends always, are we not?"

      "Yes, of course!"

      "Then that is all that matters." He pressed a quick kiss to her brow, and gave her a jaunty smile that was more like the David she knew. "Now, I must go home and help my father with some matters; I am sure your governess will be looking for you."

      "Yes," Emily agreed reluctantly. Miss Lynn would indeed be looking for her—it was almost time for their dreaded French lesson. Yet she so hated to leave this bright day, and David's company, for the dusty schoolroom. "But I will see you later?"

      He nodded, yet would not meet her gaze. "Later, Em." She gave him a fierce hug, and leaped up to dash back across the meadow. At the top of the hill, she turned back and waved. David still sat beneath their tree, watching her go.

      ''Thank you for the ring, David!" she shouted. "I will always treasure it."

      "You will not forget what I told you?" he called in return.

      "Never!" She gave him a final wave, and spun around to run toward Fair Oak.

      She would never forget.
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      "Ah, David. You have said goodbye to young Lady Emily, then?"

      David had hoped to slip past his father for the time being, to go up to his chamber and finish his own packing in peace. He had a great deal to think about—a great deal to remember. But apparently that was not to be, as his father caught him walking by the half-open door of the library.

      David pushed the door open all the way and stepped into the dark, book-lined room. His mother's black eyes, in the large portrait over the fireplace, watched him closely. "Yes. I told her goodbye."

      "Excellent," His father leaned over a crate and carefully placed a stack of books inside, tucking cushioning scraps of muslin about them. Soon the crate would be added to the dozen others lining the walls. Never mind that the Indian humidity would wilt the pages of the books within weeks.

      Surely they would sink the ship with the weight of their possessions before they could even reach Calcutta, David thought wryly.

      "It has been so good of you to befriend the child, David," his father continued. "It must be rather lonely for her, with only older brothers over at Fair Oak."

      "It is good of her to be my friend, as well, Father," David said, feeling strangely defensive at his father's harmless words. Yet how could David explain to him—to anyone—the odd connection he felt to his Boudicca?

      She was very young, it was true, yet it seemed she held worlds of wisdom in her dark blue eyes. She rode and danced and laughed with great intensity, like no one else he knew, or had ever known. And the way she looked at him made him feel he could be strong and even merry, could laugh, when all he had felt was weakness and sadness for so long. "As you may have noticed, I have precious few friends here in England."

      "Eh?" His father glanced up from his task, blinking in the dim light. "Yes, my son, I have noticed. That is part of why we are going back to India. I have no family here, and there you can be with your mother's relatives again. There are cousins aplenty at your grandmother's palace."

      David opened his mouth to protest, to beg to stay in England. He wanted to remain close to Emily, despite the cold wretchedness of this country and many of its inhabitants. But then he noticed, not for the first time, how pale his father had become, how thin and shrunken. His golden hair was now silver. Once he had been hearty and robust, turned brown by the Indian sun, full of jokes and laughter. Until his wife died, and they left their home in Calcutta to come here, to their "ancestral home."

      England was killing David's father. And David could not add to his troubles with whining and complaints. If his father needed India, needed the sun and the river to feel close to his wife again, then to India they would go.

      Even if David had to leave his best friend behind. "Of course, Father," he said quietly. "It will be good to see my grandmother and cousins again. I will just go finish my packing." As he turned back toward the door, he remembered that he had one confession to make. "Father, I-I did something today you may not approve of."

      "And what might that be, David? You have never given me even an instant of trouble before."

      "I gave Mother's Navaratna ring to Lady Emily, for her protection."

      David closed his eyes against the expected storm of protest. His father held anything that had belonged to Gayatri as sacred. Yet there was no storm, no sound at all. Only silence, and the soft thud of books lowered into the crate. He glanced back over his shoulder to find his father's head bowed, his clasp tight on the wooden edges of the crate. "Indeed? Well. That is fitting, then."

      "Fitting?" David asked, puzzled.

      "Yes. That we should both leave our treasures in the hands of the Kenton family. They will keep them safe."
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      Mindful of her torn and muddied hem, and doubly mindful of the scolding she would receive if anyone saw it before she had a chance to change, Emily took off her shoes and crept up the grand staircase of Fair Oak. Thankfully, there was no one to see her except a footman and a maid, who were more interested in flirting with each other than in their employer's wayward daughter. Now, if she could just reach her chamber undetected, and find a fresh frock before Miss Lynn came looking for her...

      She tiptoed past the open door of her mother's sitting room. It would be the very worst if her mother caught her, and gave her a lecture on how a proper duke's daughter should behave! Emily heard her mother's soft tones blended with her father's deep voice, and she quickened her steps past the door. The only thing worse than a lecture from her mother would be one from both of her parents!

      "... very sad news about Darlinghurst," Emily heard her mother say. She froze at the mention of David's father, and backed up against the wall so she could hear the rest of the conversation. Miss Lynn said it was very wrong to eavesdrop, but really, how could a girl hope to learn anything if she did not eavesdrop? No one told a child anything. The only way Emily knew of her brother Damien's wild ways in London, or her brother Alex's new commission in the Army, was by overhearing.

      And now something was amiss with Lord Darlinghurst. Could this be the reason for the sadness she saw in dear David's eyes this morning?

      "Yes, quite, my dear," her father answered. "They have been excellent neighbors, and I will miss Darlinghurst greatly at the hunt."

      "As will I," his wife said, with a soft sigh. She was quite unusual for a lady, in that she relished horses and the hunt—a reason Emily thought it quite unfair that her mother should scold her for lack of ladylike decorum, when her mother herself was out jumping fences! Emily could not dwell on that now, though. She had to find out what was happening with David's family.

      "Even if Combe Lodge is leased out, I am sure the new tenants could not be half so agreeable," the duchess continued. "His tales of India are always so entertaining! They could liven up the dullest card parties."·

      "I fear he was not so well received by others in the neighborhood as he was by us, though."

      "Not well received? He is an earl! Surely he is invited everywhere."

      "Invited, yes. But not entirely befriended. Not with a half-Indian heir, and an Indian wife he so obviously still mourns."

      There was a long silence from the sitting room, penetrated only by the rustle of the duchess's embroidery cloth, the shuffle of the duke's feet as he paced across the carpet, which was so often his habit.

      Emily's mother finally said, "You are right, of course, dearest. Perhaps he will be happier back in India, he does miss it so. Yet I do not understand at all why he would leave such a valuable jewel with you!"

      Emily heard a gentle clinking sound, and peeked through the cracked door to see the flash of sunlight on a huge blue sapphire in her father's hand.

      She stifled a gasp. The Star of India! It was Lord Darlinghurst's most prized possession. David said it had been a wedding gift from his mother to his father, and was the most valuable sapphire in all of Bengal. She had seen it only once before, locked in a case in the library of Combe Lodge. What was it doing here?

      Her father shrugged at her mother's question, and carefully shut the jewel away in a velvet box. "Darlinghurst said there is some dispute with his late wife's family over the true ownership of the sapphire. He does not want to take it back to Calcutta, where it could fall into their hands. He feels it will be safer here with us. And he says you must feel free to wear it, my dear Dorothy! It would look lovely in your hair."

      Emily's mother gave a little laugh. "As if I ever could wear it! It is too grand for me, and I would be afraid to lose it. But I am happy to keep it safe for him; he has been a good friend to us. Emily will be so sad to lose young David's company, though! They have become such good friends, and I do think she is rather lonely here in the country. Perhaps school would be the answer for her…"

      Emily's hands shook, and her stomach ached as if she would be sick. She did not stay to hear any more. She took off running back down the corridor in a blind panic, uncaring of who might see her.

      David was leaving! Going back to India. That was why he gave her the ring. why he seemed so sad and serious today. He was going halfway around the world, and she would never see him again.

      She was not thinking clearly at all. No rational images could pierce her mind. She only knew she had to see David, to make him stay here with her.

      Emily burst out of the front door past the startled footman and maid, and dashed down the marble steps onto the drive, never slowing. She ran as fast as she could toward the road to Combe Lodge, not noticing the pain in her side, the aches in her leg muscles. She ignored the calls of the farmers she passed.

      I must see David, she thought. I must!

      She swung around the open front gates of the Lodge, only to see a wagon, overloaded with trunks and crates, lumbering its way down the lane. Closely following, coming around to pass the wagon and lead the small procession, was a grand carriage, the Huntington crest painted on its glossy black door.

      So it was true. They were leaving. David was leaving without saying a proper goodbye.

      "David!" she screamed out, afraid he could not possibly hear her. "David, goodbye!"

      His dark head leaned out of the window, as the carriage drew farther and farther away from her. He raised his hand in a gesture of farewell, and shouted, "Remember what I told you about the ring, Boudicca!"

      Then he was gone. Emily stood there and watched until even the clouds of dust raised by the vehicles had subsided and the road was quiet. She stood there unmoving as a marble statue, as the sun sank lower in the sky and a cool breeze blew up around her.

      Her friend was gone. She twisted the ring around on her finger, telling herself that this was all she had left of him. She felt numb now, as if she stood in a snowstorm, but she knew that soon, very soon, the flood of pain would come.

      She heard a horse draw to a halt behind her, but she did not tum to see who it was until she felt a gentle touch on her arm. Her brother Alex knelt beside her, his gaze steady and concerned as he watched her. He did not even seem to notice the road dust that marred his new white uniform breeches.

      "Are you all right, Buttercup?" he asked softly. "Mother and Miss Lynn are looking for you. It is almost time for tea."

      Emily blinked down at him. She felt like she was just beginning to come awake after a very long nightmare. ''They have gone away, Alex," she whispered.

      ''The Huntingtons? Yes, I know. Mother said they were going back to India. I'm sorry, Buttercup, I know David was your friend."

      "India is such a very long way away."

      "Indeed it is. But I am sure you can write to him once he is settled there. It is not on the Moon, you know."

      Emily had not thought of that, and it gave her a tiny spot of comfort in her pain. "Do you think I could?"

      "Of course. But you must be well when you write to him. He would not want to hear you have caught a chill standing here in the wind. Will you come home with me now, Buttercup, and have some nice, warm tea?"

      She nodded slowly, still feeling strangely numb. She let Alex lift her up onto his horse and tum toward home...

      I will not forget, David, she thought. Never.
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          CALCUTTA, FOURTEEN YEARS LATER

        

      

    

    
      “’Tis true, then, David shona. You are leaving us." The soft, dulcet, yet unmistakably imperious voice of David's grandmother Meena floated to him on the warm breeze from her open windows.

      David closed the door behind him and leaned back against it, his arms crossed over his chest. He could not help but grin, despite the seriousness of his errand in the zenana. His grandmother could have made a fortune treading the boards, if she had not married a wealthy rajah at the age of thirteen and lived all her life in splendid, if isolated, luxury. Her voice, full of doom, and her pose of weak prostration against silken bolsters were pure drama.

      "I am hardly abandoning you, Didu," he answered. "You have all my cousins still, and a veritable army of servants at your beck and call at all times. I daresay you will not miss me at all."

      "Not miss you, shona!" Meena flung out one dark, slender, bejeweled arm, her ruby and emerald bangles clinking like the lightest of music. "You are my eldest grandson, my darling, departed Gayatri's child. You are the father of my prettiest great-granddaughter. I rely on you so, David. And now you propose to leave me. To abandon your home!"

      Some of David's amusement faded at this familiar litany. She knew very well why he had to go.

      He pushed away from the door and moved into the room. His grandmother's personal sitting room was, as always, the very portrait of luxury and comfort. The tiled floor was covered with a carpet woven in rich, jewel-like tones of red, blue, and gold. Scattered about were low tables inlaid with intricate mosaics of flowers in mother-of-pearl, as well as silk cushions and bolsters in green, red, purple, and sun-yellow. Heavy wooden shutters were drawn partially over the windows, letting in a cooling breeze but shutting out the worst of the warm afternoon sun. Servants hovered in the shadows, waiting on their mistress's every whim. One of them worked the punkah that stirred overhead.

      David came to a halt next to the cushions where his grandmother reclined. The rich silk of her green-and-gold sari shimmered around her, and her silver-streaked black hair and unlined skin, the shine of her black, kohl-lined eyes, belied her age. She could easily have passed for David's mother, rather than his grandmother, and that included her vibrant good health and energy as well as her beauty. Yet she so enjoyed playing the helpless elderly female, dependent on her grandchildren for everything.

      What a hum that was. She ran everyone's life in their family, and she well knew it.

      "Didu," David said gently. ''This is not my only home, as you well know. My father has been dead for years now, and I have neglected my estate and duties in England for far too long. It is past time I attended to them. I have told you all of this before."

      "You have a manager for that wretched English estate! A most competent one, by your own account. Surely that fulfills any duty you have there."

      "It would be remiss of me not to take a personal interest, as the earl. Indeed, I have been remiss. I would not be the honorable man you and Father raised me to be if I did not go back there."

      Meena sighed in resignation. as she always did at the conclusion of these disagreements. She sat up against the bolsters, and arrayed the folds of her sari more attractively about her. "You are too tall, David. Sit down before I get a crick in my neck looking up at you, and have some refreshment." She snapped her beringed fingers, and one of the hovering servants brought forth a tray. As one servant melted back into the shadows, Meena arranged the tea things, the bowls of papaya and guava, the plate of sweet shandesh.

      "Very well," she said, pouring out fragrant mint tea into paper-thin porcelain cups. "I understand that duty calls you back to the land of your father, and I can even agree that you are doing the correct thing, though I cannot like it. I knew from the moment of your birth that you could not be ours forever. Yet why must you take Anjali as well?''

      David sipped at his tea, more to give. himself time than for the refreshment. This, too, was an old quarrel, one that bad been ongoing ever since he announced his intention to return to England.  And it was not a quarrel that was as easy or as clear-cut as his own duty.

      "Anjali is my daughter," he answered. "She deserves to know all of her heritage, to decide for herself how she will live in her adult life."

      Meena snorted in derision. "Decide for herself! A female cannot decide such things."

      "Anjali will be able to, when she is older and clearly aware of her options."

      "She is nine years old. We should be thinking of a suitable marriage for her, teaching her more of the female arts, such as music and embroidery. You should not be dragging her away to the other side of the world, where she will know little of the customs and manners. The English here in Calcutta are so very barbaric. To think that my own granddaughter will learn their ways!"

      David set his teacup down with a sharp click. "I will not argue with you about the manners of the English here. But to learn English ways is precisely why she must come to England with me now. She is just a child—she has time to learn anything she needs to know. Her English is excellent. I will hire an English governess for her as soon as we are settled. She is smart and quick, just as her great-grandmother is. She will be fine wherever she goes. And in a few years, if she wishes it, she can come back here."

      Meena slumped back against the bolster, a hint of a pout touching her carmine-red lips. "By then, she will be too old for any suitable Bengali match."

      David grinned at her unrepentantly. ''Then she will just have to marry an Englishman, won't she?"

      "And you, David? Will you marry an Englishwoman?"

      His gaze narrowed as he looked into his grandmother's oh-so-innocent expression. This was a new tack of hers. They had not spoken of marriage for him since his wife Rupasri's death two years ago. He should have been expecting it. Marriage and matchmaking were Meena's chief delights in life.

      He sat back against his own cushions and shrugged carelessly. "I will probably never marry again."

      "Not marry again?" Meena's tone was deeply shocked, as if such a thing was utterly unthinkable. "But, David, you are young! You will want a son, to inherit your wealth and title and say prayers for you when you are dead."

      "My father has cousins who can have the title, and Anjali can have my money when I am gone. And I daresay she can say a prayer for my soul as well as anyone."

      "Of course she cannot! She is a female."

      "You forget, Didu," David said, in a deceptively quiet voice, "that Anjali and I are Christian, not Hindu. Even Rupasri was Christian. God will hear Anjali's prayers as well as He would those of any son."

      Meena lapsed into a heavy silence. The point of faith was a sore one with them and always would be. Usually, they just ignored their differences and went on.

      Meena was not about to let the issue of marriage go quite so easily, though. "You are a fine match, David. You are handsome, just as your grandfather was, and wealthy. You have a title, which they say the English ladies like."

      "Is that what drew my mother to my father? His grand English title?"

      "Don't be so impertinent, David! My daughter was a silly, romantic, headstrong girl. Gayatri fell in love with his golden curls and green eyes, and would have no other man. We had begun to arrange a most suitable match for her, but her father foolishly indulged her and let her marry where she would. And now you will be just as indulgent with Anjali."

      "It hardly signifies at the moment, Didu. Anjali is just a child. Her marriageable years are far in the future."

      "But yours are not. You are twenty-eight, David; you have been a widower these two years and more. Anjali needs a mother, and you need a companion. Since you are so determined on your course to leave us and go to England, I suppose it must be an English wife. But even that is better than nothing."

      David remembered the chilly reception he and his father had received in England, the whispers about his dark complexion, his "heathen" mother. He shook his head. “I doubt there is any Englishwoman who would have me."

      "What? Not one on that entire rainy island? I
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