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PROLOGUE

 


 


A rough hand, clamped against her mouth,
muffled Kitty’s scream. She bolted awake, her eyes darting in
alarm, frantically seeking to orient herself in the darkness. Her
heart beating a staccato rhythm, she tried to wrench herself free,
but the hand tightened against her mouth.

“It’s me, Baji,” a soft voice said. “Don’t be
afraid.”

Her terror subsided and she relaxed into his
arms. Cameron! He was only thirteen to her eleven years, yet his
confidence, his assurance, his undaunting bravery, had sustained
her though this ordeal.

She reached up and removed his hand from her
mouth. “I’m not afraid.”

“Something’s happened,” he whispered
urgently. “A rider’s come with news from the outside. Try not to
wake the others.”

Clustered around them were the slumbering
bodies of ten other children, all younger. Together they were the
victims of the most despicable kidnapping in the three-hundred-year
history of the British Raj in India. Kitty and Cameron picked their
way through the curled, prone figures tangled in their blankets on
the ground, hearing nothing but the soft cadence of their
breathing.

The night was warm, the sky cloudless and
filled with stars. The air carried with it the distinct flowery
aroma of the hill country of South Rajasthan. Land of kings. Land
of the Rajputs, India’s fiercest and most noble warriors, a people
who’d never willingly accepted foreign rule. Who’d never submitted
to the Mughals and who, even now, were simmering in rebellion
against the British overlords and their maharaja puppets. A people
so proud that throughout history their code of chivalry had
demanded jauhar—mass ritual suicide—rather than bow to an
alien master.

Crouching low, Kitty and Cameron found their
way to a promontory overlooking their captors’ campfire. Below
them, facing each other across the flames, were two men the
children knew well: the bandit chieftain, Haghan Mukti, and his
lieutenant, Ngar Mahabar. Both men sat erect and proud, both
sported bushy, soup-strainer mustaches, trademark of the Rajput
warrior. Their hushed voices carried softly in the night, barely
audible to the eavesdroppers. They spoke in Rajasthani, which the
children—born and raised in this land—understood almost as well as
they did English.

“The British resident refuses to negotiate,”
Ngar told his leader. “He will not even see us until the children
are returned.”

“Then the children die.”

Kitty clutched Cameron’s hand with a small
gasp, but he merely put his finger to his lips in a gesture that
demanded silence.

“Die most foully,” Haghan continued in a
fierce growl. “We will show the sahibs that we mean business.”

Ngar leaned across the fire. “I beg you to
reconsider this,” he hissed. “This is not an act that is worthy of
our people. It will mobilize the might of the British Empire and
bring down upon us the wrath of the entire world.”

Haghan leapt to his feet. “The officials of
this mighty British Empire have systematically looted Rajasthan for
the past decade!” he snarled, pacing angrily before the fire. The
glow of the flames flicked across his face, etching his features in
fury so the scar along his cheek seemed to take on a fearsome life
of its own. “We’ve made one appeal after another to Calcutta, where
the viceroy refuses our right to even make a grievance.” He jabbed
an accusatory finger at his compatriot. “This was your idea. You
said taking the children would force them to negotiate. We have
been sitting idle for three months and they have not budged an
inch. Stubborn British curs. This is on your head.
You miscalculated.”

“Still,” said Ngar, rising in his leader’s
wake, “they’re good children. It is not their fault that—”

“Many good children will die before India is
free.”

“The miscalculation is mine. Take my life.
Let the children go.”

“You are too valuable to me. They are not.
Besides which, killing the children will force them to acknowledge
us. But I will make one more attempt. The viceroy himself must
agree to meet me and hear our grievances in three days’ time or I
swear before Shiva that I will make good on my promise: twelve
small heads staked to poles on the Grand Trunk Road.”

* * *

Three months had passed since the band of
Rajput horsemen had swept into the schoolyard at Jaipur, snatching
a dozen British children in the midst of play. Kitty heard the
screams an instant before she felt herself lifted and flung onto
the front of a galloping horse. The next thing she knew, they were
clattering through the streets of town toward the desert beyond,
the panicked screeches of the teachers ringing in her ears as they
ran after them in vain. For hours they rode, flying across the
desert sands like a marauding horde, stopping for nothing, not
rest, not water, not food. Until they reached this remote hideout
in the rugged foothills of Mount Abu.

Kitty had been as terrified as all the rest.
But she’d found solace in Cameron Flemming, son of the British
resident. Two years her senior, he’d been a shadowy figure in the
schoolyard—a tall, dark boy who’d kept to himself. As she’d lain
awake that first night, shivering on her pallet beneath a vast and
menacing sky, Cameron had braved the wrath of the guards to creep
to her and whisper, “I need your help. We have to keep the little
ones calm.” He’d laid out a plan that had given her a sense of
purpose, and kept her sane. He had a gift that he shared with them
all—that of turning terror into excitement, of molding uncertainty
into endless possibility. He gave them hope. And astonishingly, he
made their grim ordeal seem like an escapade from Kipling or The
Thousand and One Nights. He took a frightened band of children
and infused them with a sense of self-reliance and sometimes,
through the sorcery of his imagination, even fun.

As the two eldest, Kitty and Cameron had
become, in effect, the guardians of the family of young captives;
comforting the children at night, demanding a goat to provide milk
for the youngest of the brood, bolstering spirits with games and
stories. Telling them in hushed voices that they were the Swiss
Family Robinson, shipwrecked on a Pacific island, living a life of
storybook adventure, until their inevitable rescue.

Out of this, a rare and intimate friendship
was born. Like two souls thrust into the drama and danger of war,
Cameron and Kitty quickly discovered a special bond that linked
them on a level that wouldn’t have been possible had it developed
in normal circumstances. They became a team—Kitty the candle and
Cameron the flame. They began to think as one. Often, Cameron would
finish her sentence or Kitty would nod in understanding before the
words had left his lips. At night, lying beside him beneath the
stars, Kitty felt her heart beat to the rhythm of Cameron’s breath.
Had she been older, the word “love” might have sprung to her mind.
As it was, all she knew was that in a strange way, she’d never felt
so complete.

This odd contentment, however, was marred by
her realization that the leader of their captors, Haghan, was
growing increasingly frustrated and violent. Every time he left the
camp, no doubt to push his demands, he returned in a rage. Often he
would slap the children for no apparent reason, or kick them if
they wandered into his path. One day he seemed to reach his limit.
In a fury, he stormed through the startled camp, bellowing,
“Enough! I will show them I mean business.” He suddenly grabbed
Kitty, who was closest, and carried her down to the river. Dangling
her upside down by the ankles, he suspended her over a grotto
teeming with crocodiles. As they snapped their vicious jaws,
straining for her, the man dipped her low, almost within reach,
dunking her again and again, tormenting the beasts in a sneering
tone. “Here’s a tasty British morsel for you.”

Kitty was so petrified, she couldn’t even
bring herself to scream. She heard the smaller children call,
“Cameron! Cameron!” Below her, the gnashing teeth were now only
inches from her face.

As Haghan raised her up high for a final
dunk, a force came from out of nowhere and knocked them both to the
ground. Cameron had thrown himself into Haghan, pummeling him with
his fists as Kitty scampered away. But he was only a boy. Haghan
recovered swiftly and proceeded to release all his pent-up
frustration by thrashing Cameron senseless. But his fury had been
vented and Cameron’s unselfish act had saved Kitty’s life.

That night, as she was watching over Cameron
as he slept, Ngar, the chieftain’s more kindly second in command,
squatted beside her beneath the shadow of the towering promontory
wall.

“He shouldn’t have done that,” Kitty objected
in a bitter tone. “It wasn’t fair.”

Ngar regarded her thoughtfully. “Were you
frightened?”

She’d been more frightened even than during
the initial kidnapping. But she glared at him, too proud to admit
it.

“Listen well, little one. You may think of
yourself as being British, but it is well known that your
grandmother was Rajputana. She was one of our most noble
princesses.”

Kitty was aware of her Anglo-Indian heritage.
Her grandfather, the famed General Skinner, had married four
Rajputana princesses. One of their daughters, Sita, had in turn
married Kitty’s father, Reginald Fontaine, and had died giving
birth to her. But that heritage seemed remote to her. She’d been
raised by her English father, who rarely spoke of his half-Indian
wife.

Kitty’s Indian blood didn’t show in her dark
auburn hair, green eyes, or fair skin. It was the shape of the eyes
that told the tale, the aura of otherworldliness about her, the
pride of her carriage even at a tender age. Rajputs were known
across India for their pride and their regal bearing.

Ngar spoke softly now, his words intended for
her ears alone. “Much time will pass, I am afraid, before this
situation is resolved. Therefore I will fill it by acquainting you
with a part of that heritage that will be most valuable to you. If
you listen, and learn well, you will never have cause to be afraid
again.”

In the weeks that followed, during the
numerous absences of the ever-watchful Haghan, Ngar spent hours
each day instructing her in what he called the ancient Rajput
secrets of survival. It wasn’t long before Cameron, fascinated by
what she was learning, asked if he could join in. Kitty began to
relish the time the three of them spent together. Once Ngar felt
they’d learned the basics, he taught them what his own Rajput
master had taught him: the sacred art of stealth. How to blend into
the landscape so that not even an animal could detect their
presence. How to scale the most precarious heights without a tinge
of dizziness or fear. How to seemingly disappear into thin air,
leaving no trace.

“A true Rajput master can do things not even
the greatest yogis can. Things that seem to defy the laws of
nature. Move objects by the force of will. Cloud superstitious
minds so that they see what he wants them to. Scale great heights
with the ease and agility of a cat. Skills that seem miraculous but
can be learned with infinite practice and patience.”

Kitty and Cameron were apt pupils. Gradually,
it dawned on Cameron that there might be a further purpose behind
the lessons. That even though Ngar’s loyalty to Haghan wouldn’t
allow him to voice it, he was providing them with the means of
escape.

“Baji, look,” Cameron whispered one day,
using his special nickname for her, as they were ladling out the
children’s food. “In front of us, the landscape is rolling hills on
three sides. Easily guarded. But look behind us.” She craned her
neck to see the sheer rock cliff that rose nearly two hundred feet
above them. “If we could get the children up that cliff without
being noticed, we could escape. I heard one of the guards say that
it’s only half a day’s trek to the main railway line to Baroda.
Once there, we could flag down a train. We can do it, Baji.
Together, you and I can do anything.”

To any other eleven-year-old girl, it would
seem an impossible task, dragging ten small children up a cliff
that would pose a challenge to the most seasoned mountaineer. But
Kitty’s faith in Cameron was unflagging. He’d comforted, cheered,
protected her, while keeping the other children from despair. And
he excelled under Ngar’s tutelage as if he, himself, were a Rajput
warrior in the making. When Cameron said they could do anything
together, she believed him.

Over the next three nights, he’d sneaked out
of the sleeping camp to explore the terrain, to find the best path
up the wall of rock, while Kitty stood guard with a warning signal
at the ready. On the fourth night, she joined him on the climb. He
took her hand and said, excitedly, “Come, Baji, come fly with
me.”

Together they scaled the outer face of the
rock, climbing higher and higher as the world of their captivity
grew smaller beneath them. Alone with Cameron, high above the petty
struggle for existence, Kitty found a world that no one else could
touch, where they soared like eagles rising to the stars, feeling
the power and glory of absolute freedom.

“You see, we can do it,” Cameron crowed into
the night. Then he quieted and stood with his arms outstretched,
looking all around. “Do you feel it, Baji? Up here we’re part of
the sky.”

* * *

Now, looking down on the determined face of
Haghan as he paced like a demon before the flames, Cameron
whispered, “Tomorrow night.”

A sudden misgiving gripped Kitty. “But your
father’s the resident. Surely he’ll appeal to the viceroy. Surely
they won’t let us die here—”

“We can’t count on that. We can’t count on
anything but ourselves.”

She swallowed hard, trying to quell the
flutter of uneasiness inside. But Cameron knew. Cameron always
knew. He turned to her and asked, “Afraid?”

“I know we have to do it. And when we were
high on top of the world, I knew we could. But now...” She thought
again of their triumphant climb, when all of Ngar’s teachings had
come together in the one glorious act of reaching the summit. “No,”
she amended. “As long as you’re with me, I know there’s nothing to
fear.”

He touched her face with his hand. “My brave
little Baji.” And then he leaned over and gave her mouth a kiss.
Just a sweet, innocent kiss. But it thrilled her beyond measure,
and would burn in her heart forever.

That night, lying in her blanket on the hard
ground, she touched her lips with wonder. And she knew in that
moment that, young as she was, she loved him. She would always love
him.

* * *

The next day, they quietly briefed the
children, telling them they were going home that night, warning
them to secrecy and caution. Around noon, Ngar sought them out. A
troubled look puckered his face.

“Things do not look good, my young friends.
Were I you, I should pray for a miracle. Or”—he gave his pupils a
brief piercing glance—“perhaps your wits will be of more use than
prayer.”

The moon was nearly full that night, which
served their purposes well. As usual, the children took to their
pallets at dusk, but only the youngest slept. Kitty could feel
Cameron’s energy as he lay beside her, carefully planning every
movement. Finally, when the guards had settled into lethargy,
Cameron rose on his haunches. “It’s time.”

Silently, they roused the other children.
“Stay close together,” Cameron instructed. “Put your hand on the
belt of the one before you. Whatever you do, don’t look back. Kitty
will go first. I’ll bring up the rear.” He turned to Kitty. “Ready,
Baji?” He looked to her, in that moment, standing in the moonlight,
not like a young boy of thirteen, but like a hero from some Greek
myth. In his eyes she saw caution and alertness, certainly. But
behind it all there was a twinkle of excitement, a private message
to her alone that tonight they were embarking on a grand adventure.
For the first time she understood that his jauntiness wasn’t just
an act to keep the children amused. He really did find a
thrill in danger. And she realized with a shock that she felt it,
too.

Suddenly the crack of a rifle shot split the
still night air.

They wheeled about, hearts pounding. But it
wasn’t aimed at them. It came from down below.

More shots. The sentries were firing at
something...There was the thunder of galloping horses...a gurgling
cry...

The camp was under attack!

Kitty looked at Cameron. She could see her
own stark, if irrational, disappointment mirrored in his eyes. The
British forces had apparently followed yesterday’s messenger and
were mounting a rescue effort. Their grand adventure wouldn’t
happen after all.

Too bad, his eyes seemed to tell her.
It would have been great fun.

The retort of gunfire and the screams of
dying men moved closer. Cameron called, “Take cover, everyone,
wherever you can. Lie flat on the ground and don’t lift your heads
for anything.”

Little Sarah, the youngest of the group,
stared up at him with tears shimmering in her eyes. “I’m scared,
Camwon. I want to go home.”

Cameron crouched down before her and spoke to
her in a gentle, soothing voice. “We’ll go home soon, sweet. But
first, let’s play the game one more time. Let’s hide from the
pirates. Can you do that, honey?”

But Sarah stuck out her lower lip. “No!” she
cried. “That’s my daddy down there. I’m going to my daddy.”

With that she broke from them and began to
run down the hillside. Swearing beneath his breath, Cameron tore
off after her. By now shadowy figures on horseback were swarming
into the clearing, firing at the rebels who were scattering in
their midst. Kitty watched, her heart in her throat, as Sarah
scampered into the open space below, fully illuminated by the
bright, silvery light of the moon. A perfect target.

But Cameron followed close on her heels and
scooped her up in his arms. Kitty felt a rush of relief. With
Cameron, Sarah would be safe. But as she watched, Cameron turned
and froze in his tracks like a deer caught in a lantern’s glare.
Slowly, he eased down and placed Sarah’s feet on the ground,
shooing her to safety. Then he straightened once again with the
same mechanical wariness of someone who realizes he’s in the sights
of a rifle. A shot rang out and the impact of the bullet knocked
Cameron backward.

Horrified, Kitty saw him fall to the ground.
The crimson of his blood filling his chest clashed with the dreamy
white glow of the India moon. She raced for him, down the hill,
into the light of the moon. Dropping to her knees, feeling the
crunch of sand beneath them, she fell on him. “Cameron, Cameron...”
His name constricted in her throat. He lay so still beneath her.
Putting her hand to his chest, she felt the sticky wetness of his
blood. But no breath moved that mangled chest. She tugged on him,
but there was no life in his body. His eyes were empty and
glassy.

From somewhere behind her, she heard a ragged
sob. “My son!” Turning, she saw, as in a dream, the face of
Cameron’s father moving toward her.

The resident dropped to his knees beside her.
“It can’t be,” he gasped.

Another voice said, “Sir, we must move.
They’re mounting a counterattack. They have twice as many men as we
expected. We must get the children now and go.”

“My son—” the resident cried.

The soldier bent down to feel for Cameron’s
pulse. “He’s gone, sir. We’ll have to leave him. There’s no
time.”

“No,” Kitty cried. She threw herself on
Cameron and clung to his body. “I won’t leave him. I won’t!”

But she was dragged away. She felt firm hands
hoisting her onto a horse, felt the soldier mount behind her, the
horse lurch and gallop off into the night. Gunfire rang in her ears
along with her own screams. She fought the soldier’s grip, wanting
desperately to go back, to remain at Cameron’s side. But the
soldier held her fast. She looked back, straining to see despite
her tears and the whipping of her hair in her face. To see the
lonely patch of moonlight where Cameron’s abandoned body lay. To
watch helplessly as it grew smaller and smaller, just a beam, then
a glimmer, then a hint of light, until at last it disappeared.


CHAPTER 1

 


 


LONDON, 1909

Fourteen years later

 


It was a perfect night for a prowl. Dark,
moonless, chilly enough to keep people off the street, but not so
cold to numb her fingers. Kitty effortlessly scaled the outside
wall of Timsley House using the cracks between the bricks as foot
and fingerholds. Dressed in form-fitting black, with a dusky
kerchief covering her hair, a mask concealing the upper portion of
her face, she blended into her surroundings like a phantom. Far
below, sentries walked their beat, blissfully unaware.

This job had required more careful planning
than the others. Lord Timsley was a vigilant man. His house was
guarded at all hours of the day and night. When asked, he explained
that—as His Majesty’s deputy foreign minister—he had to take
exceptional precautions in case of an intrusion by some foreign
enemy of the Crown. But Kitty suspected there was more to it. She
hoped that behind his closely guarded walls, he had hidden the
Blood of India—the prize she’d come to collect.

Reaching the top floor, she swung her leg
over the balcony rail then silently dropped into the enclosure.
There she made her way to the French doors that she’d examined
weeks earlier, while a guest at Lord Timsley’s ball. A few quick
motions with a pick and she heard the lock click free. With a swift
glance about to make certain she was still undetected, she entered
the mansion.

Once again she experienced the same peculiar
thrill that always seized her at such moments: the excitement of
being alone in a place where she didn’t belong. She could feel the
tingle of the hairs at the nape of her neck, feel the odd awareness
of her own body, of each lithe movement.

It was the same sensation she felt when
flying her aeroplane. “Kitty Fontaine, Queen of the Skies,” the
newspapers called her. She almost laughed. What would the adoring
crowds think if they could see her now? Kitty Fontaine, cat
burglar.

She crossed the room. The master bedroom was
just on the other side of the door. One small sound, one careless
move, and Lord Timsley would surely awaken.

She’d already determined where he kept the
safe. Easing aside the portrait of Timsley’s dour, bearded father,
she put her ear to the combination lock and turned it with nimble
fingers, feeling more than listening for the tumblers to fall into
place. In seconds, the small metal door swung open.

She lit the candle that she’d carried in her
pocket and placed it inside the safe where its telltale glow would
be contained. Then she began to rifle through the contents. Stacks
of papers. Stocks and bonds. Cash laid out in neat piles. These she
shifted aside, reaching for the velvet boxes that lay beyond. With
swift expertise, she opened and discarded one after the other. A
diamond necklace. An emerald bracelet. A complete set of Kashmir
sapphires. Flawless all, but not what she sought. Rings, baubles,
pearls. But no ruby. No Blood of India.

“Working at night, you meet the most
interesting people.”

The voice, deep, masculine, mysterious,
startled her. She wheeled around, her heart lurching. But the man
who stood before her wasn’t Lord Timsley. The man was, in fact, an
eerie mirror image of herself.

Like her, he was dressed in black, the soft
material, chosen for ease of movement, emphasizing every line and
contour of a hard-as-granite frame. A kerchief was tied about his
head, covering his hair, his nose, the whole top half of his face,
while providing slits for eyes that seemed to burn through the mask
with an intensity that sent her erratic heart rushing to her
throat. All she could see of his face was a strong, clean-shaven
jaw and a bold, sensual mouth.

“You!” she gasped.

Light flickered in those dark eyes before he
stepped back and gave her a mocking bow.

She knew who he was, of course. For months,
this audacious cat burglar had defied gravity to enter the sacred
inner domains of London’s wealthy, foiled all alarm systems, and
confounded and humiliated Scotland Yard by his seemingly miraculous
feats of robbery and his ghostlike ability to disappear into thin
air. While the gentlemen of Mayfair wanted the scoundrel brought to
heel, the women had turned him into a romantic idol and figure of
fantasy. Several times during his midnight forays into ladies’
bedrooms, he’d been rumored to awaken them with a kiss and a few
seductively whispered words before vanishing, leaving them
strangely thrilled to have their jewels lifted and their fancies
titillated by such a dashing rascal. Confoundingly, these purloined
valuables were returned, miraculously showing up in the pocket or
handbag of the victim in the midst of a crowded party. This
phenomenon had led to many a fluttered fainting spell as the women
realized that this rogue had been close enough to them to so
intimately replace the items without detection. Lady Humphrey, the
grande dame of Mayfair society, upon hearing a comment about this
“blasted cat,” sniffed with her most imperious air and proclaimed,
“Darling, that man is no cat. He’s a tiger!” Hence the
nickname, which Fleet Street quickly took up. Lloyd’s Weekly
News, a Sunday paper dedicated to violence and crime, had
devoted countless columns to his daring hijinks. Knowing her own
burglaries, if discovered, would be blamed on this notorious Tiger,
Kitty had used him as a cover for her own private quest.

Oh, yes. She knew who he was.

He straightened and for an instant looked
directly into her eyes. She felt a current, like a shimmer of
electricity, skim through her. In that moment, there passed between
them an unspoken understanding, a singular recognition. They were
the best of the best. No one else could break into this highly
guarded sanctum. Mutual admiration tinged the air. Yet there was
something more, something unfathomable.

Suddenly Kitty realized the spot she was in.
Was this meeting a bizarre accident? Or had he tracked her
here?

Warily, they took each other’s measure. He
said, sardonically, in that soft conjurer’s voice, “So this is the
cat who’s been dogging my tail.”

The veiled sarcasm aided her in recovering
her wits. Despite her trepidation, she assumed a confident, even
bantering tone.

“And this,” she replied, “is the infamous
Tiger. Let’s see, tall, dark...” She ran her eyes over the length
of him. “Handsome?”

She reached up to remove his mask, but with a
lightning-quick move, he grabbed her hand.

“Tut-tut,” he murmured.

“Ah,” breathed Kitty, “the ever
elusive Tiger.”

“And you...my impostor.”

She sniffed. “Hardly an impostor.”

“But then,” he mused, walking a thoughtful
circle, examining her with a sharp, curious glare, “what is a cat
but a lesser version of a tiger?”

Kitty drew herself up in indignation. “I’d
match my skills against yours any day.”

“That,” he drawled, “might prove an
interesting challenge.”

As he moved closer, his breath against her
cheek, Kitty felt a flicker of arousal. And in that moment, she
knew what it was that was hanging, like a promise, in the air. An
uncanny sense that they were the same breed. A recognition of
self.

“How did you know about me?” she asked.

He shrugged, drawing the material of his
shirt tightly across the muscular expanse of his chest. “I received
credit for a few jobs I knew I hadn’t pulled. Jobs in which the
safe was left in disorder, yet nothing was taken. So that brings up
a most intriguing question: just what are you looking for?”

“How impertinent of you to ask,” she said,
dodging his question. “Don’t forget what they say about curiosity
killing the cat.”

“But cats have nine lives,” he purred. “And
my curiosity hasn’t even begun to be satisfied. Let’s see
what you look like beneath your”—his eyes swept her body with an
insolent glare—“mask.”

His fingers touched her face. Virile hands,
confident of their authority, neither asking permission nor begging
apology. Slowly, hypnotically, he slipped them up her cheeks to
slide beneath the mask, causing her to shiver. Ordinarily, she
could have darted free. Yet she found herself gripped by an odd
languor. His voice, his eyes, the invasion of his hands, had
rendered her immobile, as if he’d cast a sorcerer’s spell. She felt
utterly in his power, curious as to how far he might take this
game. What did it matter if he discovered her identity? He could
hardly turn her in without implicating himself. So she stood
motionless before him, closing her eyes, feeling the erratic rhythm
of her breath, as he leisurely lifted the covering from her face.
She felt his gaze on her, compelling her to open her eyes. When she
did, she thought she detected in his shadowed gaze a look of
surprise.

“What do I look like?” she taunted
softly.

“Dangerous,” he told her. “Like a siren meant
to tempt men’s souls.”

A rush of unexpected pleasure swept through
her. He spoke as if these unguarded words had been ripped from some
inner recess he was loath to reveal.

“I’m more dangerous than you know.”

“Are you?” His eyes flicked over her. “And
what have you taken that should be mine?” His arm clamped itself
about her back, pinning her close. “What secrets do you have hidden
in your siren’s body?”

His hand wandered down her face to her
collarbone. Then she felt his palm against her breast. She jerked
in rebellion, but his arm, powerfully muscled, merely tightened its
grip on her back.

“Take your hands off me or I’ll scream,” she
ground out through clenched teeth.

“And risk your own capture?” he mocked in a
seductive tone. “I think not. What are you hiding from me?” His
hand began its search, examining her outthrust breast with
businesslike efficiency. But as it closed upon the soft flesh, it
lingered, the thumb rotating wickedly around her nipple, which
hardened beneath his touch. She shuddered with reckless longing,
even as she fought to pull away.

“There’s nothing here worth taking,” she
gasped.

“Nothing?”

He held her captive. As he clamped her
against him, his hand was free to wander where it would, kneading
her lush breasts, her tiny waist, reaching behind to cup a rounded
buttock, then to slip like a thief between her legs. As his fingers
toyed with her, lust rendered her insensible. Her breath scorched
her throat, sounding tumultuous in her ears. Sweet longing gripped
her, making her burn with a fever she’d never known. His hand,
lusciously invasive, made her wet between her thighs.

“I’d wondered what you were like,” he rasped,
his voice mesmerizing, making her feel drunk with the potent
arousal of his words. “What kind of woman are you? A woman who
defies the perils of the night. And did you have to be this
beautiful?”

“How beautiful?” she asked, even now,
as she melted like molten lava, grasping at weapons she could
use.

“Like a curse. Like temptation so sweet it
hurts.”

She felt his breath on her cheek. He came
closer and closer still, bringing his lips to within a breath of
hers, holding them there so she could feel the pull of his mouth.
She felt herself sway forward, and as she did, their lips met. A
shock jolted her.

“Do you do this to all men?” he asked against
her lips.

“Do what?”

He lifted his head and studied her face for a
brief span. She felt so drawn to him that she held her breath,
waiting, suspended, for...she didn’t even know what. It was as if
time stood still and she waited beneath his gaze for some flash of
truth.

“Make them want you even when they tell
themselves it’s folly? Make them forget everything because the lure
of your goddamned body is like sweet poison?”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

He gripped her face in his hands and searched
her eyes. “No,” he muttered. “I don’t suppose you would.”

She didn’t understand. She only knew that she
wanted him to kiss her again. Wanted to experience again the
sensation of floating blissfully like a flower tossed into the
river. She lifted her lips, offering helpless invitation. He
answered her call, crushing her to him with fierce, seductive
power, until she felt herself melting into his kiss, into the folds
of arms like steel that gathered her trembling body up as a
treasure to be branded and possessed. Yet as she reached for him,
as her hands found his sculpted chest, he hardened the kiss,
grinding his lips into hers with a passion that mystifyingly felt
like anger—or contempt.

With his lips hovering over hers, he growled,
“So you thought you could have your fun and blame it on me.”

She was trembling. But she challenged,
tartly, “What if I did?”

“And what if I don’t like it?” he
snarled.

“Careful,” she warned, with a throaty laugh.
“Those who play with cats must expect to be scratched.”

Once again he studied her face. “Then scratch
me,” he told her, “if you dare.”

His lips crushed hers once again. She felt
his hands everywhere, caressing her with a possession that no other
man had ever dared. What splendor, to be so swept away. The danger,
the thrill, the unvoiced awareness that detection was but a
heartbeat away...She was drowning in the ecstasy of it all.

But then, all at once, she remembered who she
was. Why she was here. And, in a startling flash, that she was
engaged to be married. That she’d forgotten everything because this
man—known, she realized shamefully, as a rogue who could turn women
to putty in his hands—had played havoc with her body and her
mind.

Appalled at her behavior, she thrust herself
away. In her daze and her struggle to regain her senses, she
stumbled back and bumped into the door that led to the bedroom.

As one, the burglars froze.

They heard a cry. “Who’s there?”

Kitty turned toward the bedroom door. She had
to get out. Now.

Whirling around, she discovered that she was
alone. The Tiger had disappeared without a trace.

She ran to the balcony but could see no sign
of him. He’d simply vanished. But there was no time to ponder the
mystery of his disappearance. She heard the bedroom door open and
hurriedly leapt over the balcony to make her own escape before Lord
Timsley could sound the alarm.


CHAPTER 2

 


 


Kitty raced through Mayfair, taking a series
of back alleys, careful not to be seen. Despite the cool March
night, her body felt as hot as a raging furnace. But it wasn’t just
her flight from danger that had her churning inside. She was
jumbled by her unprecedented reaction to the Tiger.

She lived in a modern age in which Edwardian
women were testing their wings as never before, speaking openly of
new sexual liberties once forbidden them, flaunting their new
quests for freedom with bold talk. Some even smoked in public, an
act of defiance that seemed, to the older Victorian holdouts, like
a slap in the face to the notion of prim and modest womanhood.
Kitty was more daring than all of them, yet sex was a completely
alien concept to her. She’d never felt the stirrings of desire,
even for her fiancé. Yet what had happened? She’d allowed this
man’s rude seduction to completely distract her.

At last she reached her destination, a
gracious town house on Curzon Street. As she’d done so many times
before, she passed the mews and went to rap softly on the back
door. It was opened immediately by her fiancé, Charles Flemming, a
man of twenty-four, the younger brother of Cameron, the boy who’d
so tragically died before her eyes fourteen years before.

“Thank God you’re safe,” he whispered as she
ushered past him. “Come, Father’s waiting in the library.”

Charles’s presence comforted her, even as it
stirred feelings of guilt. He led her through the house to a room
off the main hall. As he opened the door for her, the light from
its fireplace spilled out onto the polished wood floor, an age-worn
symbol of welcome. Standing before it was Sir Harold Flemming, long
the British resident of Jaipur, now retired to London and knighted
for meritorious service to the Crown.

In the five years since his retirement, Kitty
had virtually become his surrogate daughter. The love they shared
for his martyred son, Cameron, was a bond that held them tight.
Earlier this year, when he’d expressed his wish that she and his
other son, Charles, marry, Kitty had agreed. Charles was in love
with her, she knew. She’d vowed to make him a good and loyal wife,
if only to repay him and his father for their kindness and devotion
to her.

Sir Harold turned from the fire with a
relieved smile and extended his hands to her. She crossed the room
and took them affectionately in her own. In his late fifties, he
still stood erect and tall, as if the years of officiating at
formal functions had left their mark.

“Your hands are cold,” he told her. “Come
warm them before the fire.”

“Thank you, but I’m quite hot—from running.”
She reached up and pulled the kerchief from her head. As she did,
her auburn curls cascaded down to drape across her shoulders. She
ran a hand through the tangles and tucked the black kerchief into
the pocket of her form-fitting pants.

“Were you pursued, then?” Sir Harold
asked.

“Nearly. Timsley awoke, but I was able to
escape before he could rouse the guards.”

“And the ruby?”

“Not there, I’m afraid.”

“Damn,” said Charles.

Kitty turned to look at him. He was tall,
like his father, with sand-colored hair and mustache, and pale blue
eyes. Soft features, a gentle chin, a face virtually the opposite
of his older brother.

“I was sure Timsley had it,” Sir Harold was
saying. “It made such sense. He had just the right India
connections.” Shaking his head, he added, “This is a grave
disappointment. And a potentially costly one. If we don’t find that
ruby soon, we’re going to allow the only chance we have of saving
your father’s life to slip from our fingers.”

Three months ago, a scandal had erupted that
suddenly altered the course of Kitty’s life. The Colonial Office
had uncovered conclusive evidence linking her father, Colonel
Reginald Fontaine, with a long-term conspiracy by which the
province of Rajasthan had been plundered during his tenure there.
The conspirators had amassed an untold fortune and had frequently
resorted to murder to protect their scheme from discovery by the
Raj authorities. Under normal circumstances, they might have tried
to hush it up and let the colonel off with a reprimand. But news of
the crime had leaked out and the Indian princes were demanding
retribution. England’s hold on the country was becoming
increasingly tenuous. Cooperation with the native rulers of the
princely states was imperative to the continued success of the Raj.
So to keep the peace, the culprits had been given the maximum
sentence. Court-martialed and convicted, Kitty’s father was now
incarcerated in the British prison in the Andaman Islands of the
Bay of Bengal, where he awaited execution. Held incommunicado in a
maximum-security cell, without visiting or letter privileges.

During the difficult months of this ordeal,
as Kitty made numerous appeals to the viceroy in Calcutta, she
found only one ally: Sir Harold, who was as convinced of her
father’s innocence as she was. When all their efforts on Colonel
Fontaine’s behalf failed, it was Sir Harold who came up with their
last desperate chance of freeing her unjustly convicted father.
He’d secretly contacted Miguel Soro, the notorious pirate scourge
of the Indian Ocean, who’d agreed to use his forces to storm the
Andaman Islands and free the colonel in exchange for one thing: the
notorious Blood of India—a hundred-karat ruby that had been stolen
from the Lahore Museum during the Mutiny of 1857. No trace of the
stone had turned up since then, but Soro was convinced that it had
fallen into the collection of some English aristocrat.

When the dimensions of their plight became
clear, Kitty had hatched a brilliant plan. Fleet Street’s
fascination with the series of Mayfair jewel robberies already had
her thinking about the ways and means of cat burglary. It occurred
to her that she, herself, had once possessed similar skills. If she
could draw on her memories of the Rajput art of stealth she’d
learned as a child, and use what she remembered to glean through
the jewel collections of aristocratic London, perhaps she could
find that ruby. If so, she could take the trauma of her past and
channel it into a worthy cause. Sir Harold, of course, argued
against the idea. But Kitty insisted there was no other way. They
couldn’t buy the ruby: Sir Harold’s recent financial reversals had
left him in strained circumstances; and even if they could afford
it, the owner couldn’t acknowledge his possession since it was
technically stolen property. So, Kitty reasoned, why not steal what
had already been stolen?

“The ruby wasn’t there,” she told them now.
“But you’ll never guess who was.” The two men turned to her
expectantly. “The Tiger.”

“Please tell me you’re joking,” Charles said,
his shock causing his voice to sound gruff.

“Not at all. He sneaked up on me as I was
rifling the safe. And then, when Timsley awoke, he disappeared
again into thin air. As advertised.”

“Blast it all!” Sir Harold cried. “What did
he say?”

Kitty blushed faintly and turned toward the
fire. “Nothing really. Some rubbish about my dogging his tail.
Called me an impostor.”

“Bloody cheek,” Charles swore. “Did he take
any liberties? The rogue!”

She recalled the feel of his lips on hers,
his hands everywhere, kissing her, possessing her, in a way Charles
would never dream of doing, engaged or not. Her heart skipped a
beat, annoying her. So silly. Why had she responded to him that
way, when she’d never responded to a man before? Perhaps that
blatant seduction had been his way of keeping her off balance. If
so, it had worked all too well.

“I can handle myself, thank you,” she said.
But had she?

“Did he take anything?” Sir Harold asked.

“Not that I noticed.”

“I wonder,” he mused with a frown, “if it’s
possible the blackguard could be looking for the same thing we
are?”

Kitty turned and looked at his somber face as
the color drained from hers. “He couldn’t be!”

“He robs women of their jewels, only to
return them in the most flamboyant way. Why else return the gems?
Because he hasn’t found what he was looking for.”

“But why this ruby?” Kitty asked. “I
know why we want it, but why should he—”

“Because it’s the ultimate prize,” Sir Harold
snapped, realizing the threat this realization engendered. “He must
be a professional jewel thief. Someone who knows the great gems of
the world. Most likely from the Continent. Did he have an
accent?”

“Not exactly, but the inflection wasn’t
wholly English, either. Now that I think of it, he may have taken
pains to disguise his voice.” That soft, seductive whisper. “He
spoke like one who might have learned English in another
country.”

“He’s no doubt heard the rumors that the ruby
is in London. He returns the gems he’s stolen at parties, balls,
public gatherings. Obviously, he can’t be masked during these
events, so he must be an invited guest. Someone with a pedigree
that wouldn’t be questioned. He was a man?” he belatedly
thought to ask.

“Yes,” murmured Kitty. “He was most
definitely a man.”

“I want you to stay away from him,” Charles
ordered.

Kitty looked at him in surprise. It was the
first time he’d ever sounded like a jealous suitor.

“It...it could be dangerous,” he added, a bit
more sheepishly. “I don’t want you near him.”

“You’re sweet to worry, Charles, but I hardly
sought him out, did I? And I haven’t the faintest notion who he
is—although there did seem to be something vaguely familiar
about him.”

“You must have come across him at one of the
parties,” Sir Harold said thoughtfully. “For all we know, we might
have entertained him here. Charles is correct, of course, that he’s
dangerous. But not correct that you should stay away from him.”

“Father!” Charles gasped.

“I believe this Tiger is after the same thing
we are. That makes him a threat to us. As it is, we know nothing
about him. But if we could discover
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