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				New York Times bestselling author Deanna Raybourn takes readers into Africa during the height of British colonialism, to meet a man as wild as the land he loves in this prequel novella….

				Kenya, 1918

				Ryder White is Canadian by birth but African by choice. He is more at home in the wilds of the savannah, shooting and sleeping his way across the continent, than amongst the hedonistic colonists of Kenyan society.

				In a landscape where one false move can cost a man his life, Ryder’s skill as a guide is unparalleled, but only the rich or royal can afford his services. When a European prince hires Ryder to help him hunt an elusive jaguar Ryder thinks it’s just another well-paying job with yet another spoiled voyeur. But this perilous journey is full of dangers that may change Ryder forever….

				Ryder returns in A Spear of Summer Grass by Deanna Raybourn, where he encounters a woman from a very different world, to explore beauty and darkness and what is truly worth fighting for.
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				Chapter One

				Kenya, 1918

				“It will be a cold day in hell before I put on an evening suit and prance around at the club like some sort of performing monkey,” Ryder White growled, tossing back a measure of neat gin in one go. “I don’t care if it is the first Christmas after armistice.”

				His hostess gave him a disapproving scowl. “Just because you’re in a foul mood doesn’t mean you can drink all of my gin. Hand over the bottle.”

				Ryder did as he was told and Sybil Balfour, known to friends and enemies alike as Tusker, emptied the rest of the liquor into her glass. “Besides, I wasn’t thinking of you. It would do Jude some good to get away from the farm. She’s been brooding too much.”

				Ryder smiled in spite of himself. “Then why don’t you take her into Nairobi? You could both find some entertaining company.”

				Sybil rolled her eyes. “Ass.” But the word was said affectionately. “I’ve no need of that sort of entertainment anymore, although I do have one or two pleasant memories tucked away against a rainy day.”

				Her eyes were misty with unseemly recollections. Ryder held up a callused hand. “I beg you not to elaborate.”

				Sybil snorted. “I am affronted. When have I ever kissed and told? Although I could share stories about Rex Farraday that would curl your hair, boy.”

				Ryder lifted his brows. “The man who would be king? You don’t say.”

				Sybil took a deep draught of gin. “Oh, his wife has him on a short lead, but he likes to sniff the grass in other pastures. Of course, if we’re keeping score, I’d say Helen has Rex trumped by about two dozen. The way she carries on—”

				“Helen’s bored. At least Rex has politics to keep him busy,” Ryder remarked, studying the worn toes of his boots. Like everything of Ryder’s they were expensive and had seen better days.

				“And you kill things to keep busy,” Sybil finished brightly.

				“And I kill things,” he agreed.

				“I would have thought you’d lost your taste for that in the war.” Sybil drank off another deep swallow of gin, but her gaze was shrewd. Anyone watching less intently would have missed the flicker of pain that stirred in his eyes.

				He shrugged with deliberate nonchalance. “You forget I was a flyer. I didn’t kill too many up close.”

				“It still takes a toll,” she countered. “And then there are those on your own side who didn’t come back.”

				His hand tightened on the glass. “Don’t remind me, will you?”

				She gave a short, mirthless laugh. “Do you expect me to believe you don’t remember them anyway? Every day?”

				“And we’re back to Jude,” he said softly.

				“She hasn’t been the same since Stephen went missing. It’s as if a part of her walked out into the bush along with him and never came back.”

				“She was his wife. She has a right to count her losses.”

				“Not if he isn’t really lost.”

				Ryder’s voice was gentle. “He was missing in action and presumed dead, Tusker. You can’t keep thinking he’s going to come walking out of the bush one day like nothing happened.”

				“What if he did? He wouldn’t recognize her anymore. She’s fretting herself to skin and bones. God knows, I don’t want her to forget him, but she can’t waste away to dust either.”

				A moment of silence stretched between them, taut and expectant. “You’re right,” Ryder said finally. “He would have hated to see her like this. She deserves better.”

				Sybil, ruthless as any predator, smelled her advantage and seized it. “And don’t you think as Stephen’s best friend, as her best friend, you owe it to her to see she gets it?”

				A slow smile spread across Ryder’s sun-warmed features. He looked out over the savannah. Far in the distance, a giraffe stretched out to wrap a nimble tongue around a branch of acacia.

				“You win. What do I have to do?”

				“Take her into Nairobi for the Christmas party at the club,” Sybil replied promptly. “I’ve taken your evening suit out of mothballs and sponged it. It smells frightful, but at least you will look presentable enough. I’ve also arranged for rooms at the Norfolk for you both.”

				“What about leaving you at Christmas? Won’t you be lonesome?”

				“I will not,” she replied roundly. “I have a mare in foal and I have no intention of being gone when she drops. You and Jude are free to go off and play. And you ought to think about getting a haircut. I don’t mind it that long, but you might make the civilized folk nervous.”

				Ryder grinned. “Is that all?”

				“I’ve signed you both up for the decorating committee at the club. Mind you don’t catch anyone unsuitable under the mistletoe.”

				Ryder propped one booted foot on the toe of the other. “I should think you’d know by now—I specialize in unsuitable.”

				* * *

				Ryder was not surprised that Jude resisted; he was even less surprised when Sybil prevailed.

				“What did she bribe you with?” Jude asked as she chucked her hold-all into the back of Ryder’s truck. “I know you wouldn’t do this willingly.”

				Ryder slammed the door and set off with a crash of gears. “I had a little business in Nairobi. Two birds with one stone,” he said lightly.

				Jude laughed, an oddly creaky sound, as if she hadn’t done it for a very long time. “Idiot,” she said affectionately. “She’s worried about you. That last bout of blackwater fever was nearly fatal. She wants you to have some fun before you’re six feet under,” she finished on a teasing note.

				Ryder said nothing. He had learned long ago that most women wanted more than anything else a man who could listen. And Ryder could listen with the best of them.

				“We’re both idiots,” Jude said finally. “She worries about your health and she worries that I think too much about Stephen. I must be losing my touch if I didn’t see through her right off.”

				“She still thinks Stephen is coming home,” Ryder told her.

				“So did I,” Jude admitted. “It’s just that I always believed he would turn up when the war was over. So long as the fighting was still going on, I could pretend he was lost somewhere, that he couldn’t find his way home to me. But now the war’s done, I can’t pretend anymore. I have to accept he’s gone.”

				“Tusker hasn’t. Can you?”

				Jude reached into her pocket and took out a cigarette, lighting it slowly. She blew the smoke out in a single gust of regret. “I don’t know.” She was silent a minute, then turned to his profile. “It’s frightful to think of how happy we all were when we got married. And now look at us. You and I are all that’s left of the shipwreck, survivors clinging to the mast.”

				Ryder’s hands tightened on the wheel, thin lines of white crossing his knuckles.

				“Do you think about her? About Eliza?” Jude asked.

				“I sleep better when I don’t.”

				She laughed again. “Can you accept she’s gone? Have you made your peace with it?”

				He flicked her a glance. “What do you think?”

				“I think Eliza is the reason you’re shooting and sleeping your way across Africa.”

				Ryder stomped hard on the brakes, sending up a shower of dark red dust. “Don’t psychoanalyze me, Jude. We’re not kids anymore, but I will still haul you out by your hair and leave you tied to a thorn bush.”

				Jude lit a second cigarette and handed it over. “Peace offering?”

				Ryder took a deep pull of smoke and jammed the vehicle into gear.

				“Why is it that you are the one person who can always get under my skin?” he asked, half to himself.

				“Because we’re the same,” she replied. “We couldn’t be more alike if we’d hatched from the same egg.”

				“I think Tusker regrets the fact that we won’t just make a match of it. That we can’t.” He chose the words carefully, wrapping them softly in a tone so casual she couldn’t feel the sting of his finality.

				“Ryder, dear, if that’s your subtle way of telling me it’s just not on, relax. I have never once thought of you as anything other than a brother.”

				“Not even the time we went skinny-dipping in Lake Wanyama?” he teased.

				“Especially the time we went skinny-dipping in Lake Wanyama, skinny being the operative word. You were a pole bean.”

				“I was fifteen! I have matured a bit,” he protested.

				“You have. You are as fine a specimen of manhood as I have ever seen,” she admitted. “But the one time you kissed me it was like being kissed by my dog. In fact, I’d rather be kissed by the dog. His hair is shorter.”

				“Tusker has already had a go at me. But I’m not cutting it,” he warned. “It’s too much trouble to keep it short when I’m in the bush. You may have noticed the lack of barbers.”

				Jude snorted. “I think it’s more likely that you enjoy looking like a pirate.” She touched a finger to the slender gold hoop threaded through his earlobe. “That’s new.”

				He shrugged. “Too much gin one night and Gideon thought he would make a man of me. He told me he hadn’t so much as flinched during his circumcision and he wanted to see if white men were as tough as Masai.”

				“And are you?”

				“I bled like a pig, but I didn’t move,” he told her with an unmistakable air of satisfaction.

				“And what about the rest of it?” she asked, flicking a significant glance at his trousers.

				“Off limits,” he said firmly. “To you and anybody with a knife.”

				Jude’s laughter, full and genuine this time, rolled out over the savannah.

				* * *

				Helen Farraday, head of the Colony Club social committee, looked over her list and sucked the end of her pen. It was not a coincidence that she was keeping half an eye on Ryder White as she did so.

				“Helen? I’ve finished the place cards.” Jude came up behind her, eyes bright with malice as she startled Helen.

				“Oh! How nice of you, dear. And what original penmanship. I’ve never seen anything like it,” she said, scrutinizing the cards. “I suppose people can just sit where they like. They always end up doing that at these affairs. I must tell you, Jude, I’m so very happy your Aunt Sybil suggested you and Ryder join us this year. I can’t think of the last time we saw either of you at the club.”

				“There’s been a war on,” Jude said helpfully.

				A rosy flush touched Helen’s cheeks. “Well, of course. We all did our part, I hope. I myself volunteered three afternoons a week at the hospital here in Nairobi. And Rex and I had several of the young officers to our farm to convalesce.”

				“Really?” Jude tried to lift a brow as she’d seen other, more sophisticated types do. But sophistication was not in her repertoire. “I can’t imagine what you would think to do with a houseful of bored young soldiers.”

				Helen’s mouth went slack, but before she could reply, Ryder appeared, holding masses of evergreen garlands in his arms. “I’ve finished the banisters and there’s just enough left to hang over the mirror above the bar. Does that suit you, Helen?”

				She shifted her hips, smoothing her dress over them as she turned to him. “It suits me marvelously,” she breathed.

				“Fine.” The syllable was clipped but it did not deter Helen. She watched as he moved to the bar, put one hand lightly on the long polished surface, and vaulted behind it.

				“He is quite an athletic animal, isn’t he?” Helen observed.

				Jude sighed. “Oh, for God’s sake, Helen, he’s staying at the Norfolk. Room 414. Just have yourself sent up with a bottle of champagne. He’s not terribly particular.”

				Helen arched her brow, perfecting the gesture Jude had missed. “I can’t imagine where you get such ideas, Jude. I was merely admiring Ryder’s abilities, as one might admire the long lines of a giraffe’s neck or the grace of a cheetah. It is purely an aesthetic reaction.”

				“Yes, well, your aesthetic reaction was very nearly drooling on my shoes.”

				Helen sniffed and turned on her heel. Just then she caught sight of Ryder, straddling the top of the ladder, shoulders flexed as he tied the garland into place. She turned back to Jude.

				“Room 414, you said?”

				“Don’t forget the champagne.”

				* * *

				That evening, Ryder thrust a glass of champagne at Jude and fixed her with a menacing stare. “The next time you sic Helen Farraday on me, I will stake you out for the hyenas.”

				Jude snickered. “I was bored. It seemed fun at the time.”

				“Fun? The woman practically has tentacles. She let herself into my room when I was in the bath. You don’t even want to know what I had to do to get rid of her.”

				Jude laughed aloud, and Ryder smiled in return, suddenly not caring about Helen Farraday and her forceful embraces. It was good to see Jude enjoying herself.

				“So, is your dance card full? I thought you might save me one.”

				Jude was just about to reply when Helen appeared, towing behind her a tall blond gentleman. He had a soft mouth and large blue eyes that were fixed on Jude. Helen swiftly introduced him as Anthony Wickenden, then slipped her arm through Ryder’s, towing him a discreet distance away.

				“Helen, I thought I made it clear—” he began.

				She flapped a jeweled hand. “Oh, I heard you before! You consider Rex a friend, would never betray him, blah blah. This isn’t about me getting my hands on you, although the invitation stands,” she added, dropping her lashes seductively.

				“But Helen, dearest, if I were to take you to bed, I’m not sure I could ever bring myself to get out again,” he replied, his eyes wide and innocent.

				She burst out laughing. “You are a maddening creature. I can’t even take your rejection seriously.”

				“And that is why we are much better off as friends,” he said firmly.

				“Perhaps.” The word was a purr. “But this isn’t about us, dear boy. Anthony Wickenden was practically begging me to introduce him to Jude. She is frightfully pretty if one can get past the appalling clothes.”

				Ryder opened his mouth to disagree then thought better of it. Jude wasn’t pretty. She was the most beautiful woman he’d ever known, the more so for never noticing how striking she was. She wore her beauty naturally, with no powder or paint to heighten it, no elegant coiffeur to enhance it. It was bone-deep, her beauty, with a promise to last a lifetime. She would be lovely at eighty, lovely in death, he had often thought. And she didn’t need good clothes or jewels to clutter it. All she needed was someone with the vision to see past her heavy bundle of hair and her shapeless sack of a dress.

				And for the moment, Anthony Wickenden seemed like that man. Ryder felt a rush of affection for Helen. She had taken his rejection with better humor than he’d expected, and although he had used the friends line on almost every woman he’d refused, he was rather surprised to find he actually meant it with Helen.

				He dropped a kiss to her startled cheek.

				“Whatever was that for?”

				“You might just be a good egg, Helen. Would you like to dance?”

				She threw back her head in a theatrical gesture. “Would I? Just try and stop me.”

				
				
			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				After a lavish buffet supper, the dancing resumed. It was hectic and unbridled as any found in a Parisian nightclub, the dancing of people determined to enjoy themselves after the rigors of war. They drank and danced and fondled one another with deliberation, exchanging news and kisses as they found neighbors they had not seen for months and groped towards new friendships in the soft glow of the lowered lights.

				Ryder had just returned his last partner—a besotted girl of eighteen he had no intention of partnering again—to her friends when Helen appeared at his side, towing with her a pair of newcomers.

				“Ryder, I don’t believe you know the prince. Your Highness, may I present Julian Ryder White, one of our most distinguished settlers. Mademoiselle Gautier, Mr. White. Ryder, His Highness, Prince Frederick-Christian, seventeenth in the Danish line of succession, and his companion, Mademoiselle Liane Gautier of Paris.”

				If not for the introduction, Ryder would have though Mademoiselle was the Dane and her friend French. He was small and dark and wiry, with a cruelly thin moustache and evening clothes so rigidly tailored he might have been wearing armor. She was a tall blonde, wearing a cool, Nordic sort of detachment that told him she thought she was above this sort of provincial entertainment. Then Ryder saw the assessment in her eyes as she flicked them over his body. She was French alright.

				“Your Highness,” he said cordially. He didn’t bother to bow.

				The prince gave him a thin smile. “I see like all Africans you are casual in your manners.” He attempted a chuckle to take the sting out of it, but Ryder knew he was piqued.

				Ryder shrugged. “I am Canadian by birth and African by choice, and in neither of those places did I learn to bow and scrape.”

				The woman put out her hand and with it the promise of a smile. “Monsieur.”

				Ryder took it and bowed, flicking the prince a mischievous look. “I make exceptions for nature’s aristocrats.”

				At this the woman laughed aloud, but the prince looked frankly astonished. “You think beauty matters more than lineage?”

				“Why not? They’re both accidents of birth.”

				Helen cleared her throat. “I’m afraid I am engaged for the next dance with Kit Parrymore. You must meet him, Your Highness. He’s a desperately talented artist.”

				“Later,” he said with a wave of his hand. “I find Mr. White’s conversation most diverting.”

				“As you wish,” Helen said, throwing out a bright smile. As she passed Ryder, she squeezed his arm. “Behave, pet. We don’t want an international incident on our hands.”

				She slid through the crowd and Ryder turned back to the pair. “What brings you to Africa?”

				Mademoiselle Gautier moved fractionally closer to her prince. “The press. They are ruthless in Europe and not very understanding of our friendship.”

				“I see.” Ryder’s voice was deliberately neutral, but the prince bristled.

				“My wife is unwell, and the press blame her poor health on my friendship with Mademoiselle. It is nonsense, of course.”

				Mademoiselle flicked Ryder a quick glance, conspiratorial, as if to confirm that they both saw through the prince’s desperate attempts to convince himself if no one else that his infidelity had no victims.

				She turned to her companion. “Freddie, I should like some properly chilled champagne. What the waiters are serving is far too warm. Is it possible to teach them how it ought to be done?”

				The prince inclined his head. “Yes, of course.” He gave Ryder an appraising look and hurried off on his mission.

				Ryder turned back to Mademoiselle. “I’m impressed. That was very neatly done.”

				She favored him with a modest smile. “Freddie is not difficult to manage. He likes to instruct. If I can set him a task where he is above others, teaching them, he is happy. And it leaves me free to pursue my own interests.”

				Ryder shook his head. “That’s my cue to ask ‘what interests?’ Not going to happen, Mademoiselle.”

				She moved an inch closer. “Why? Don’t you want to flirt with me?”

				“To what end?”

				She lifted one shapely shoulder in a shrug. “Why must there be an end? You think like all Anglo-Saxons, Mr. White. Sometimes it is simply good to flirt for its own sake. It is pleasant to talk to someone attractive, is it not?”

				“It is.”

				“And I am attractive, am I not?”

				Ryder gave her a lopsided grin. “There you go again, tossing bait in my direction. I’m not biting.”

				“I am very naughty,” she admitted. “But I intrigue you, I think. No, do not answer. I do not wish to get you into trouble.” She tipped her head, running her gaze from his eyes to his earring. She put out one fingertip to touch it. “This must have hurt.”

				“Like pleasure, pain is relative.”

				Her eyes widened. “I was wrong about you, Mr. White. I think there may be something of the Frenchman about you after all.”

				They were still smiling at each other when the prince arrived followed closely by a waiter with a bucket of icy cold champagne. “I claim victory,” the prince announced. He handed a glass to Mademoiselle and another to Ryder. “Come, let us toast my triumph.”

				“Toujours,” Mademoiselle said. She sampled her champagne and praised him lavishly for his cleverness. The little prince preened.

				“Tell me, Mr. White, what does a hunter do with his time besides kill things?” Mademoiselle asked.

				Ryder, relaxing into the champagne, gave her a pointed look. “I have hobbies.”

				“I wager you do,” she murmured.

				The prince cut in sharply. “I do not think you are as successful as Mrs. Farraday says. I inquired about guides for our safari and your name did not arise in the conversation.”

				“Probably because I don’t guide.” Ryder helped himself to another glass of the cold champagne. He glanced to where Jude was dancing with Anthony Wickenden. The band was playing something soft and coaxing and the veranda doors had been thrown open to the warm night, the perfume of it thick with flowers and spice and smoke and the red earth of Africa itself. Outside the stars were shedding their light on the club gardens, glittering like so much broken glass on the velvet of the night sky. It was a night for falling in love, and it looked to Ryder as if Anthony was halfway there.

				He realized the prince was speaking. “But how is it that you do not guide? All of the hunters do.”

				“I do what I like. And I don’t usually like to guide. I’d rather hunt for meat or to take out a maneater than kill for sport.”

				The prince made a noise of derision. “I thought you appreciated beauty for its own sake. Is preserving the beauty of an animal forever not reason enough?”

				Ryder sighed. The strange little man and his cryptic conversation were tiring. Mademoiselle was a lovely distraction but not quite enough compensation for putting up with him. “Trophies are not beautiful,” he said flatly. “Not to me.”

				To his surprise, Mademoiselle flushed deeply. The barb hadn’t been directed at her, but she had taken it to heart, and he saw a flash of pure anger that she worked hard to smother.

				The prince spoke again. “I think you exaggerate your talents, Mr. White. Like all colonials, you are a teller of tales, are you not? Come, confess to me that you are not all that you seem. What are you really?”

				Ryder was well and truly bored and knew the fastest way to get rid of the prince was to tell him the truth. “I’m a farmer and tradesman. I have a sisal plantation on the coast, and I have a string of small shops called dukas in the bush. I sell rice and fabric and motor oil, Your Highness. Now, if you will excuse me—” He didn’t wait for permission to leave. He flicked a brisk nod towards Mademoiselle and turned on his heel, the prince spluttering behind him.

				Out of the tail of his eye, Ryder saw a commotion at the door. Rex Farraday was in heated conversation with the club porter while Helen was clutching her necklace with one slim hand, her face drained of color. Suddenly, a small crowd of native Africans shoved into the doorway, eyes rolling in terror, the women sobbing and the men shouting. In their midst they carried an unconscious man, blood dripping red onto the polished floor. Rex did his best to calm them, but Ryder caught one word repeated over and over again. Simba.

				It wasn’t possible, Ryder thought. A lion in the middle of Nairobi? But the Africans were insistent, and the porter added his voice to the fray. Ryder slid through the crowd until he was at the man’s side. He was about to question the porter when he saw the injured man’s wounds. There was no mistaking a lion’s bite, and the rest of the party knew it. The word simba flowed over and through them, sparking excitement and in some cases outright hysteria. The band stopped playing and the crowd shoved its way to the windows, exclaiming loudly as they caught sight of the creature.

				“Oh, that poor little monkey,” Ryder heard Jude say. Wickenden had his arm firmly around Jude, and Ryder turned away, his one responsibility attended to. Helen had kept her feet, but two other women had already swooned, men were shouting about forming a hunting party, and Ryder saw that things were quickly spiraling out of control. Rex was attempting to bring order to the situation, but few were listening and most were just drunk enough to be dangerous. It was only a matter of minutes before someone did something stupid.

				As he had done earlier in the day, Ryder vaulted over the bar, this time to grab the rifle that was hung on the back wall. He opened it and found it was empty.

				“Sahib,” the Indian barman called softly. Ryder looked down to find the man sitting comfortably on the floor tucked out of harm’s way. He handed up a box of ammunition. Ryder took up four rounds, loading two and slipping the others into his pocket before passing back the box.

				“Do you not want more, sahib?”

				Ryder shrugged. “I won’t have time to reload more than once.” He hefted himself over the bar again, landing lightly on his feet. At the door, Rex was still trying to restore calm. He caught sight of Ryder and waved him over with an air of relief. Helen shrieked when she saw the rifle in his hand.

				“Ryder—” She never finished the sentence, but there was no need.

				“Yes, Helen. I have to.” He gave her a lazy grin, and just then Jude appeared at his side.

				“Need a second gun?”

				“No, but you can hold my coat,” he told her, shrugging out of the tight evening coat.

				“Ass,” she said, but her usual easy tone was brittle. She was afraid for him, and he felt a quick chill brush his spine. Jude wasn’t afraid of anything. But life turned on a dime in Africa. A man could be hale and hearty at breakfast and dead by lunch, taken out by a bullet or an animal bite or a fever so savage it could turn a man’s organs to liquid. It didn’t matter how often you said your prayers or how many good luck charms filled your pockets. Dead was dead, and Africa could get you there quicker than anyplace else.

				He held her gaze a moment as he handed over his coat. He looked over her head to Wickenden whose eyes were round with fear and excitement. He gave Wickenden a brisk nod. He didn’t dare tell the fellow to take care of Jude, but they both knew what Ryder expected of him. Wickenden’s hands tightened on her shoulders and Ryder turned sharply on his heel.

				He strode through the crowd and it parted before him like the Red Sea, falling away as he walked. He knew there was a buzz of conversation and even a few muted shouts or sobs, he couldn’t quite tell which. The rifle felt good in his hand, solid and heavy, a large-bore with a bullet capable of shattering bone at a hundred yards. It was security, but security was an illusion. A cat was unpredictable as the wind and twice as changeable. In their own environment they fell into patterns, and if you watched one long enough, you might get to know him, might even get lulled into believing you understood him. But you never did. Like most everything else in Africa, lions kept their secrets. They could often be spotted near Nairobi, but it was rare to see one in the centre of town, and the fact that this one had ventured in meant that it was starving or ill or mean as hell, none of which inspired any confidence in Ryder.

				He moved out onto the veranda of the club, conscious of the crowd pressing in behind him. But Rex had regained control and they came no further than the doorway. Dozens more huddled at the windows, and as he stepped into the street, he realized it wasn’t just the club members watching. Every window on the street had been thrown open, the occupants hanging halfway out to see the fun. Ryder ignored them all. He stood in the center of the street, feeling the weight of the wide dark sky pressing down on him. The fragrance of Africa clung to his skin, cooking fires and ripe fruits mingling with the red dirt under his feet, with the odour of spices and green leaves and the peculiar sharp smell of the lion itself. The moon was dark, but the starlight was softly silver, and Ryder decided it would be as good a night as any to die.

				He cocked the rifle and began to walk. The lion was some distance ahead in the shadows. He caught the smell of it again, rising on the breeze. He remembered a disastrous term at school in England when he was twelve. His father, bowing to family pressures, had sent him home to be educated as a gentleman. But there was no civilizing Ryder. He had fought and scrapped his way into being sent down, and no one had been happier than he at being forced to leave. But he remembered one of the boys, a thin weedy child who later became a leading barrister in London. He had asked Ryder what lions smelled like, and Ryder had barely thought before blurting out, “Cat piss.” The other boy was disappointed, but it had been the truth. Big cats, like domestic tabbies, smelled strongly of urine. They marked as they walked, kings of creation, claiming whatever they saw for themselves, and this lion was no different. It had sprayed the fruit cart and the curb stone and the side of the Norfolk Hotel as it walked, the scent rising pungently behind him. Under it all, Ryder caught the sharply metallic smell of the monkey’s blood. The little carcass had been tossed aside, bones crushed in the massive jaws of the cat. He hadn’t been intended for dinner, Ryder realized. The lion had been making a point that the monkeys were to stay out of his way. He had seen such things occasionally in the bush. A lion might kill a cheetah cub or a hyena, not to eat, but as a warning. The monkeys had certainly taken it to heart. They had scrambled up the nearest acacia tree and were shrieking and shaking as Ryder passed underneath.

				The lion moved slowly through the shadows, padding on huge, silent feet he made his unconcerned way down the street. Ryder planted himself firmly, turning his body slightly to cradle the butt of the rifle in his shoulder. A gun that big kicked like a mule, and he could break his own jaw if he wasn’t careful. But he seated it securely and was just about to check the sight when the lion turned. Ryder hadn’t made a sound. Perhaps it was the monkeys, perhaps it was a shift in the wind that carried the scent of a man down to the lion. And perhaps it simply knew, as some animals do, that it was being watched.

				Whatever the cause, the lion turned and with a spring from his massive hind legs launched himself towards Ryder from a dozen yards away. There was no time to sight him. Ryder fired once, blindly, then a second time, pulling the gun lower as he knew momentum would have carried the lion closer even if it had been thrown off its feet. He heard the roar and felt the tremendous thud as the creature fell to the ground. Before the lion’s roar had even faded away, he had the two fresh rounds chambered and the lion sighted, his finger sitting loosely on the trigger.

				But there was no need to fire. The lion was stretched in the road, head toward Ryder, blood pooling in the gutter. The first shot had torn through his heart, stopping him cold, and the second had finished the job. Ryder counted it rather poor shooting compared to what he might have done in full sun with a chance to sight him properly, but the crowds were already pouring out of the club, cheering raucously. The men and the Africans gathered around the lion while the women made straight for Ryder. Jude reached him first.

				“Two shots for a lion? You’re losing your touch,” she said lightly. But her hand trembled as she handed over his coat. Ryder opened his mouth to apologize for scaring her, but she shook her head and gave him a smile. It was over now. There was no need to speak of it. And if he understood better what he meant to her, how frightened she was of losing him, well, that could not be such a bad thing.

				Helen helped him on with his coat. “Quite impressive, Ryder. There’s a reporter here from the East African Standard. He was taking photographs of the party for the newspaper, but he must photograph this,” she said firmly.

				She organised the crowd into some semblance of order and with help from a dozen Africans, the lion was carried in triumph into the nearest building, the Norfolk Hotel. The bloody carcass was stretched out on the bar, the lion’s mouth pulled back into the tight rictus of a grin. The crowd gathered around, including the hotel manager—delighted to be included since the hotel had been hosting a much more modest affair than the club Christmas party. Now the Norfolk would go down in history as the site of one of the most legendary things ever to happen in Nairobi. Giddy with delight, he ordered champagne for everyone and when the photograph was taken, every person there lifted a glass towards the camera—every person except Ryder. In the commotion he had slipped out of the hotel. He walked to the spot where the lion had died, touching the still warm blood with a finger. It had had to be done, but it didn’t make him feel any better about it. The lion had been enormous and handsome, good breeding stock. He ought to have been out there on the savannah, fathering cubs and protecting his pride. Not getting himself shot like a common burglar in the middle of town.

				Ryder rose and began to walk away when someone called his name, sharply. He turned and a flashbulb went off, blinding him in its glare. “What the f—”

				He didn’t have a chance to finish the question before the bulb went off again. “That’s enough, Ned.” Ryder heard Helen coaxing the photographer away, and he strode off, making straight for the club bar.

				“Whisky. Single malt, and forget the glass,” he told the barman. “Just give me the whole damn bottle.”

				The barman obliged, and Ryder had just sunk a third of it when the crowd found him. He swore again, and turned to move away only to find the prince and his companion blocking his retreat.

				“Mr. White, you have persuaded me I was wrong. I was wrong about you indeed. May I offer you my heartiest congratulations on an excellent kill?”

				He extended his hand which Ryder took with reluctance. The prince went on. “I will confess to you my problem. Twice I have been on safari, collecting trophies. Always the leopard eludes me. The most beautiful of animals, and I have been thwarted! I have collected a lion and a zebra, both very fine, but I have no leopard, and this is something I must have. I wonder if you might be the man to show me.”

				Mademoiselle cut in smoothly. “Freddie, Mr. White told you earlier he does not guide.”

				The prince waved his hand. “This is nothing to me! Mr. White, I must have my leopard, and you will assist me, I am convinced of it.”

				Ryder opened his mouth to argue then snapped it shut. Like all private safari clients, the prince was clearly wealthy and even more clearly accustomed to getting his own way. A regular client would be bad enough; a royal would be a nightmare. But the prince would get his way in the bush because money and status always did. If Ryder didn’t take him after the leopard, someone else would, and no doubt he would kill a breeding specimen, something fine and strong that deserved to live out its life instead of ending it hanging on a wall in Copenhagen.

				But if Ryder took him, he could ensure that whatever he brought back was precisely the leopard Ryder led him to. It wouldn’t be difficult to find a problem animal, something that had been worrying the goats or carried off someone’s infant. He regularly took out such animals in the interests of his own livestock and his African neighbors’ lives. They depended on him, the Masai and Kikuyu, to hunt whatever threatened them. He could do it faster, more cleanly, and with much less risk to himself with his guns than they could with their spears. So he did it. And it never felt good, but it felt right. And here was the chance to do it in grand style—protecting the best of the breeding stock while culling a problem animal and taking the prince’s money to boot.

				He smiled—a thin smile that only ever came when he’d been drinking too much. “I should warn you, my services won’t come cheaply.”

				The prince gave Mademoiselle a sly smile as he raised his glass. “Money is a vulgar subject best discussed in the light of day. We will come to terms, do not fear, Mr. White. But for tonight, let us toast to another victory for me!”

				Ryder raised his glass to find Mademoiselle watching him with a cool blue gaze that never left his face.

				
			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				Tusker lowered the newspaper and regarded Ryder thoughtfully over the breakfast table.

				“Not a word,” he warned her. “Not a goddamned word.” He had glanced at the article just long enough to see words like “hero” thrown around. The more he read the blacker his mood. In the end, he’d thrown the newspaper onto the table. Tusker had retrieved it and worked her way through the breathless prose as she ate.

				“He did lay it on a bit thickly,” she admitted. “And the pictures don’t help. You look like a film star,” she added, peering thoughtfully at the photograph taken just as Ryder had whirled to face the camera. “All handsome features and dangerous expression. You even have blood on your hands. The women of Kenya were already lining up to take a turn on you. This will certainly make it worse. If the international papers pick this up, they’ll be coming from Europe to try their chances.”

				“Too late,” Jude put in helpfully. “He’s already guiding a French Mademoiselle. I’m sure she’ll have plenty of tall tales to tell when she returns to gay Paree.” Ryder shot her a look and she hid a smile behind a piece of toast.

				Tusker regarded him thoughtfully. “I didn’t know you had taken up guiding again. I thought you despised that sort of thing.”

				“I do, on principle.” His tone was firm. “But this client could make a particularly nasty nuisance of himself if someone doesn’t take him in hand. He’s a Danish royal and determined to bag a leopard.”

				“And the French girl?” Tusker inquired.

				“His fancy piece,” Jude supplied. Her eyes were bright with mischief and Ryder decided to pay her in kind.

				“Is that what people say you are to Anthony Wickenden?”

				He had expected her to throw a bread knife or hurl a plate, but she went on calmly buttering her toast. “Actually, I expect they’ll be saying I’m his fiancée.”

				“Jude!” Tusker spilled her coffee as Ryder sat stone-still, his eyes never leaving Jude’s face. “You’ve only just met him.”

				Jude gave a cool shrug. “What does that matter? He says he’s in love with me.”

				Ryder’s look was appraising. “And do you love him?”

				“Not yet. But I think I could. In time.”

				“Then why rush?” Tusker demanded. “There is no need to hurry into an engagement. There’s no need to marry him at all. If you must have a man, just take him to bed.”

				“Oh, I already have. He’s perfectly serviceable in that regard,” Jude replied. She crunched away at her toast, looking unconcerned as Tusker raged. Ryder pondered the notion of Jude marrying again. He tried the idea on, wondering how it would fit. To his surprise, it didn’t pinch or prod at all. He had always worried he might be slightly in love with her. Then she had married Stephen and he refused to think about it. Stephen was his best friend and that put an end to any feelings he might have nurtured for her. And after Stephen’s disappearance, Jude was simply his best friend, the person he loved more than any other in the world. He hadn’t expected to face giving her up to someone else quite so easily.

				And then he realized why. “You don’t want to love him,” he said quietly.

				Jude had just reached for another piece of toast, but she dropped her hand into her lap. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean.”

				“Yes, you do. You want to marry someone who won’t challenge how you feel about Stephen. You’ve kissed Anthony, you’ve even bedded him, and it hasn’t affected you at all. That’s why you want to marry him. Because you can be his wife and Stephen’s too. It’s emotional bigamy.”

				This time she did throw a plate before stalking off, calling to the dogs as she did so.

				“I shouldn’t have said that,” he said heavily.

				Tusker shrugged. “It is the truth. Any imbecile could see she’s still in love with Stephen. But she has to be handled carefully. She can’t be allowed to marry this Wickenden person. What if Stephen comes home?”

				Ryder didn’t point out it had been four years with no word and that Stephen would never come home again.

				Tusker’s expression was mulish. “You think I’m an old fool. Don’t deny it. I can see it in your face.”

				Ryder shook his head. “Not a fool. Just mistaken. If Stephen were still alive, he would have come home by now. Nothing but death would have kept him away from her.”

				She sighed. “A thousand things could have kept him—for God’s sake, there was a war on! He could be lost, hurt, thousands of miles from home.”

				Ryder covered her hand with his own. “Tusker,” he said, gentling his voice, “the war is done with. Everyone who was coming home is already here. I don’t know if Jude can make a go of it with Wickenden, but she deserves a chance to be happy.”

				Tusker’s eyes narrowed. “Aren’t you the one who just accused her of wanting him because he wouldn’t challenge her feelings for Stephen?”

				“I just don’t want to see her spending her life pining. She needs to bury her dead,” he said flatly. “We all do.”

				She shook her head. “It was stupid of me to send her into Nairobi. I thought she deserved a little fun. I never expected this.”

				“It will be alright, Tusker,” he assured her.

				But her expression was implacable. “It will never be alright until Stephen comes home.” She took a deep breath. “But I don’t want to quarrel with you, boy. So tell me about this Mademoiselle instead. Is she blond or brunette? Your last was a redhead and I know you like variety.”

				
			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				As they had when they were children, Jude and Ryder made up their quarrel without ever speaking of it. He made preparations for his safari and she appeared the morning he was due to set off, fully packed with her weapons oiled and loaded.

				“I told the porters to bring a separate bath tent. I thought Mademoiselle Gautier would appreciate the privacy,” she told him casually. “And I thought she might like to have another woman along. The bush is no place for a lady alone.”

				“Thank you,” he returned. “Although I suspect Mademoiselle is the sort of woman who isn’t very popular with her own sex.”

				Jude grinned at him then, and just like that, they were friends again. Ryder hesitated.

				“You can bring Wickenden if you like. An extra gun is always welcome.”

				She twisted her heavy hair back and shoved a thorn twig into it to hold it in place. “I don’t think so. It will do him good to miss me. Absence and the fond heart and all that.”

				Together they paid a visit to Ryder’s duka to stock up on supplies for the trip. Mr. Patel, the manager, bustled around, ordering his sons and his plump, slow wife to stack and carry as he ticked items off the list.

				“I have plenty of drink, sahib, but the grouse paste did not come, and neither did the caviar.”

				Jude snickered at Ryder. “Oh, you are laying it on thick. I thought this was a hunting trip.”

				Ryder shrugged. “Rich clients expect the best. If I can keep them well-fed and watered, they’re less likely to ride me about everything else.”

				Mr. Patel emerged from the back room of the duka, beaming as he carried a few jars aloft. “But I have found the duck confit and the Spanish olives!”

				Jude went off into gales of laughter then, as Ryder snatched the jars and tossed them into a basket. Jude could mock, but Ryder had found in the past that a few luxuries went a long way towards placating difficult clients. Mr. Patel hauled out an entire crate of champagne then and the boys followed with a hamper packed with fruits and pastries. Mrs. Patel insisted they stay to luncheon, feeding them up generously with a curry she created out of spices and an elderly goat Mr. Patel had bought cheaply off the Masai.

				When they had eaten their fill, Ryder fell to organizing and, with Jude’s help he had the safari packed up and ready to go. The prince had arranged a driver to take him out of Nairobi and high up onto the plateau of the Great Rift where the duka sat at a crossroads of the savannah trails. They were late, as Ryder expected, and it was teatime before the purr of the engine could be heard over the plain.

				The prince emerged from his car dressed head to foot in crackling new safari gear while Mademoiselle was dressed more simply, in head-to-toe white that was neither creased nor streaked with the harsh red dust of the African soil. She wore a large straw picture hat and pinned over it a silk veil to protect her complexion. Jude, whose own face was tanned a deep gold, rolled her eyes at Ryder when she saw it.

				Mademoiselle offered him a hand as cool and pale as new milk, smiling a Mona Lisa smile through her veil. Ryder inclined his head as he helped her from the car.

				“Good afternoon, Mr. White.”

				He smiled. “I thought we were friends.”

				“Very well, Ryder,” she replied. She rolled the r slightly as she said it, exhaling his name like a caress.

				If the prince noticed the intimacy of the moment, it was not enough to dampen his spirits. He clapped his hands together, calling for attention. The native bearers, dozens of Turkana and Kikuyu, stopped what they were doing and assembled expectantly. The prince stood in his car, beaming down at them.

				“Thank you all for coming. I must tell you that I have the very highest hopes for a successful safari, and my satisfaction will be reflected in your tips at the end of our journey.” He inclined his head to Ryder. “And yours as well, my dear fellow.”

				Ryder refused to look at Jude. He heard her smothered laugh and knew if he turned around to lock eyes with her they would both end up offending the prince. Beside him, Mademoiselle betrayed no reaction to the prince’s pomposity. No doubt she was accustomed to it, Ryder decided.

				“I’m sure the porters would appreciate that if they spoke English,” he told the prince.

				He stepped forward and gave a few short instructions in Swahili before dismissing the porters. They moved off and he noticed one or two of them mimicking the prince’s posture and gestures. There would be trouble if Ryder didn’t establish at once who was in charge of the safari.

				He turned to the prince. “Get down from the car and take your seat in the truck. You ride in the back with Mademoiselle. We stop when I say, and you don’t give orders to anyone, least of all me. Whatever I tell you to do, you do it, without hesitation and without question and I just might be able to bring you back alive. Understood?”

				The prince had flushed an unbecoming red. “Now see here,” he began.

				Ryder cut him off flatly. “There is no ‘here’ except mine. This is my safari. You’re paying me, not the men. They take orders from me and from Jude and that’s it. I’m the only one here cashing your check, so I’m the only one you’ll be talking to.”

				“If you are on my payroll, then I shall expect to be fully involved in making all decisions,” the prince countered.

				“Not a chance, not when those decisions mean the difference between living and dying. Those are my terms. Take them or leave them.”

				The prince hesitated a moment, then to his credit, put out his hand with a grudging smile. “I accept, Mr. White. And in light of your terms, I suggest that we dispense with the formalities. You may, for the duration of the safari only, address me as Freddie.”

				Ryder shook his hand and they turned toward the truck. Strapped atop was a crate of chickens for fresh eggs, and the back was quickly loaded with the prince’s personal baggage as well as Mademoiselle’s. Jude had shoved her necessities into a rucksack and she tossed it into the back, shading her eyes with her hand as Ryder finished loading.

				“Isn’t that Gideon?”

				Ryder looked to the distance. Silhouetted against the westering sun was a tall figure, his features obscured by the brilliant light. But there was no mistaking the elegant height or the graceful, loping stride of the Masai. He covered ground swiftly, and in a few moments he trotted up, smiling his broad smile.

				“I have heard there was to be a leopard hunt,” he said by way of greeting.

				Ryder grinned and pitched his voice low. “I was hoping you’d find us. I need a lead on a problem leopard for my client to take as a trophy. Got anything?”

				Gideon tipped his head. “There is a lion preying upon the goats of my grandmother’s village, but this is not a leopard. I have heard of a child that was taken from a Masai village near the lake called Waridi. Perhaps this was from the chui.”

				Ryder slammed the tailgate shut. “It’s a place to start.”

				* * *

				An afternoon’s ride was just enough to be properly annoying, Ryder thought as they drew to a halt a few hours later. A full day could get you right out onto the savannah, away from everything you thought you knew. A couple of hours only bought you trouble. There had been two punctured tires, a snakebite from something more cranky than venomous, and a litany of complaints from the headman of the Kikuyu at having to walk while a Masai was allowed to stand on the running boards of the truck.

				“My safari, my rules,” Ryder said flatly. The Kikuyu held his eyes a moment then turned away.

				The prince was at his elbow. “Grievances already?” A small smile played about his mouth, as if the idea of Ryder having difficulties pleased him.

				Ryder shrugged. “Nothing new. The Kikuyu hate the Masai. But they don’t have to answer to Gideon. He’s not here as their headman, just my personal guide.”

				“Perhaps if you had that one whipped for insolence it would set a better example to the others,” Freddie offered.

				Ryder stared at him. “Oh, yes, it might. And when the Kikuyu decide they’ve had enough of our white men’s example, perhaps they’ll do to us what they did to a hunter near Nakuru who mistreated his porters. They dragged him back to their village, staked him out under a blazing sun, and let the entire village take turns pissing in his mouth.” He watched in satisfaction as the color drained out of the prince’s face. “Or we could try things my way.”

				Freddie turned on his heel. Jude was laughing outright at the expression on his face, but Mademoiselle was thoughtful. She shook her head slowly. “I wonder, Ryder White, if you are not a terrible bully.”

				Ryder folded his arms over his chest. “Why? Because I won’t lick his boots?”

				“He seems ridiculous to you, but he is not accustomed to being thwarted. He is a powerful man in his country. But not as powerful as he wants to be. He is only a youngest son of a youngest son, and the little taste of power he has makes him thirsty for more. This makes him dangerous.”

				* * *

				In a short while the tents were up and the fires built, and Ryder shouldered his gun.

				“Are you expecting trouble?” Mademoiselle asked archly.

				“It’s time to hunt. The cook needs meat for dinner.”

				Mademoiselle nodded to where the cook was busy stirring up pots of fragrant stews and patting flatbreads into shape. “It looks as if he has everything in hand.”

				“That food is for us. I’m getting meat for the porters.”

				Jude checked her rifle and fell in next to Ryder as Mademoiselle stared at him in frank astonishment. “You hunt for them? Should it not be the other way? Why do they not hunt for your supper?”

				“Because this is Africa, not the Ritz. It is far safer and faster for me to take bush meat with a gun than for them to try it with a spear. Their job is to carry things. Mine is to feed them and keep them safe. I’ll be taking Jude with me, but Gideon will watch over you. Ask him if you need anything.”

				Her eyes went to the tall, motionless figure perched on a rise. “You mean the very black fellow? The one who stands with one leg tucked up like a stork?”

				Ryder spoke slowly. “His name is Gideon.”

				He turned on his heel and strode out of camp with Jude behind him. She knew him well enough to say nothing until at last he let out a long exhalation and looked around.

				“I’m here. Did you think you lost me?”

				He paused to let her catch up. Jude smiled widely. “What’s the matter, chum? Mademoiselle’s charms fading?”

				“Sometimes I think the longer I stay in Africa the more I hate people who aren’t us.”

				Jude gave a short laugh. “You don’t hate her. Far from it.” He shot her a quizzical look. “Oh, don’t mistake me. She’s horrid. But that’s never stopped you before, not when the horridness is wrapped up in such a lovely package.”

				Suddenly, she stopped, swung her rifle to her shoulder and dropped a kudu without preamble. The large antelope fell silently, shuddered once, and was still.

				“Bull’s eye,” she said.

				* * *

				The evening meal and the vast African night sky—and vast quantities of liquor—warmed everyone considerably. Ryder was mellow and at ease for the first time that day. The prince proved to have a talent for mimicry and told stories of meeting the crowned heads of Europe that had Jude laughing so hard she spilled half her drink. Ryder topped her up, grateful to the prince for amusing her. Even Mademoiselle caught the mood of the evening. She sang a little song that was risqué, but only slightly, and she sang it in a deliciously husky low voice that carried lightly over the sleeping plains. The porters had gathered at their own campfires and sang their own songs and told their own stories. Only Gideon stood alone, silent as one of the cold, distant stars overhead.

				“Why does your man not join us?” Mademoiselle demanded.

				“The Masai are very independent,” Ryder told her. “They are despised by many of the other tribes and they keep apart.”

				“Why are they so despised?”

				“Because they’re poor. They have nothing but their cattle and their mud houses. The other tribes like to have someone else to look down on, so they look down on the Masai.”

				Mademoiselle shrugged. “In France, a countryman who has many cattle is usually rich.”

				Ryder smiled in the darkness. “That’s because in France you eat your cows.”

				She lifted her brows. “The Masai do not eat their cows? What do they live on?”

				“Corn porridge and gourds and sometimes the blood of the cows.”

				She shuddered, pulling her shawl more tightly about her slender shoulders. “I should not have asked. It is so strange here, so different from anywhere else.”

				Ryder thought back to his childhood in the Yukon, eking out a living in the gold camps, hunting and fishing and fighting the elements every step of the way. “Oh, not that different,” he murmured.

				“And you are a man of this place,” she said softly. “You have chosen to live here.”

				He gave her a half smile. “No. Africa chose me. That’s how it works out here. It’s a hard place, and you can’t ever tell when someone comes out if they’re going to make it or not. Sometimes the hardiest folk get carried off the first season—from disease or snakebite or broken bones or lightning on the savannah. And sometimes the ones you think are the most fragile end up thriving.” He flicked a glance to Jude and saw that she and the prince were deep in conversation, topping up their glasses as they chatted.

				“And Africa has chosen you,” Mademoiselle said. She looked up into the night sky, tracing a constellation with her fingertip. “That one there? Is it not Orion, the hunter?”

				Ryder eased back onto his elbows, his legs stretched out in front of him. “It is. That constellation always reminds me of Whitman.”

				“Who is this Whitman? Is he a friend of yours?”

				Ryder resisted the urge to smile again. “No. He was an American poet. And he knew a thing or two about being out in a place like this.”

				He fell silent a moment, then began to recite softly. “Alone far in the wilds and mountains I hunt, Wandering amazed at my own lightness and glee, In the late afternoon choosing a safe spot to pass the night, Kindling a fire and broiling the fresh-kill’d game, Falling asleep on the gather’d leaves with my dog and gun by my side.”

				“It is not as good as Baudelaire, but I like it,” she said, slanting him a look.

				“Mademoiselle Gautier, I think you are pulling my leg. Whitman is as fine a poet as any Frenchman who ever picked up a pen.”

				“We must agree not to quarrel,” she said. They stared up at the stars, and after a moment, he felt the brush of her fingertip against his. “Freddie has no head for strong spirits. Anything more than champagne and he becomes quite silly. He will sleep heavily,” she murmured.

				“So will I,” Ryder told her. He moved his hand away just enough to punctuate the message.

				She arched a shapely brow at him. “And then I sleep alone. What a pity.”

				She rose then, gathering the ends of her shawl about her like a winding sheet. “I will bid you all good-night and pleasant dreams.”

				Mademoiselle left them then and as the fire burned down, the prince fell asleep with his head on Jude’s shoulder. She poked him with a pointed finger.

				“Do you suppose he’s died?”

				Ryder sighed. “No. I think he just can’t hold his liquor.”

				He rose and hefted the prince over his shoulder. “I’ll put him to bed and then turn in. You sitting up?”

				Jude, who had drunk as much as the prince, was wide-eyed and alert. She sat, stirring the embers with a stick.

				“I’m going to watch the fire for awhile. You know, this may be your one chance to try it on with Mademoiselle since her lover’s out of commission.”

				Ryder shot her a warning look. “Keep it up and I’ll send you home.”

				Jude’s laugh followed him as he carried the prince into his tent and dumped him onto his cot. But when Ryder went to his own tent a moment later Jude was staring into the fire, silent tears slipping down her cheeks as she watched the flames. He started toward her but she put up a hand.

				“Go to bed, Ryder. I need to lay my ghosts on my own.”

				
			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				The next morning Ryder had already risen and washed and hunted for bush meat for the porters before his clients emerged from their tents. The prince looked a little haggard, but Mademoiselle was fresh as the morning, dressed in crisp safari clothes and wearing her enormous hat, the veil thrown back as she breakfasted on fresh eggs and tomato juice and potatoes fried in duck confit.

				“I think your African air agrees with me, Mr. White,” she announced. “I never eat so much at home. I shall be fat as a pig by the time we return to Europe.”

				“I doubt that,” Ryder said mildly. He had learned long ago the best thing for a man’s sanity was never to be drawn into a conversation about a woman’s weight. The prince wasn’t so careful. He snorted as he looked Mademoiselle up and down with a proprietary gaze.

				“Yes, you must be careful,” he said seriously. “I do not like my women to be fat.”

				Jude looked up from her plate of eggs, fried bread, meat stew and fruit and glanced to the prince’s soft belly and rolled her eyes. “How are you feeling this morning, prince?” she asked sweetly.

				The prince groaned a little and Jude mixed him up a hangover cure of tomato juice with a raw egg broken in, whipped to a bloody pink froth. He held his nose and drank it down in one go, heaving a little as he did. “Thank you, dear lady. How is it that you are unscathed by our evening and I feel as though I’d been run over by a herd of wildebeest?”

				“Africans are hard drinkers,” she explained. “Not much else to do out here except drink and fornicate.”

				“Jude.” Ryder’s voice was sharp, but Jude was in a malicious mood.

				“Come now, Ryder. We’re all adults. Surely we can speak frankly. The prince has brought his friend to entertain him on the trip. It’s no different than what you get up to with half the wives in the colony.”

				Mademoiselle stiffened but the prince looked slyly at Ryder. “Ha! We are men of the world, are we not?” But Ryder did not respond. He turned his attention to the fire instead.

				If the moment had passed, the whole rest of that day, the whole rest of their lives might have been different. But the moment did not pass. Instead, Mademoiselle’s usual caution deserted her. At hearing the prince describe himself as a man of the world, her eyes went to his rounded belly, the pink gleam of his scalp, the fat fingers. And she laughed.

				The laugh was short and brittle, bitten off as soon as she realized what she had done. She looked quickly down at her plate and Ryder hurried in with a remark about the weather being fine for the day’s hunting. But Jude was watching the prince. And she knew that Mademoiselle might be forgiven for pricking his vanity. It was probably not the first time it had happened, and it would not be the last. She would offend him and he would discard her. Once they returned to Europe, she would find herself gently released from her arrangement with him. He would move on to find himself a new reflection in another woman’s gaze. He would forget that Mademoiselle had thought him fat and charmless. But Ryder would not be forgiven. A man could forgive a woman who scorned him, but he could not forgive the man who bested him. Ryder was younger and stronger; his very competence stung the prince. And in some fashion, he would be made to pay for it.

				* * *

				The day was hot and still, with no wind to stir the long yellow grasses on the savannah. They left the campsite and truck behind with porters to guard both and walked over the plains, moving slowly so as to scare away snakes that might be winding quietly through the grasses. When the sun was very high and their shadows quite small, they came to a Masai village. It was enclosed by a boma of thorn bushes and populated with a cluster of mud huts. The young men were out with the cattle, but the women were busy around the cooking fires and goatherds, tending their simmering cookpots and their children.

				“My God,” murmured Mademoiselle. “It’s like something out of the Bible.”

				Jude flicked her a glance. “Don’t speak. If you offend them, Ryder will make sure you regret it.”

				Mademoiselle sniffed but kept her mouth closed as one of the women came forward, her hands upraised. She greeted Ryder and Gideon warmly and gave Jude a wide, gap-toothed smile. She called instructions to her children, and in a very few minutes her daughters crowded around, bringing calabashes of tea with hot milk to the visitors as they squatted upon the ground.

				“It tastes of smoke,” the prince said, but he smiled when he said it and Jude leaned over to explain.

				“Their huts have little ventilation. The smoke from the fires inside make everything smell smoky. It’s an acquired taste, but not bad.”

				“I like it,” he said stoutly. He made loud smacking noises as he drained his calabash, but Jude turned away to follow as much of the other conversation as she could.

				“What are they saying?” the prince asked.

				Jude shrugged. “I don’t speak much Maa, that’s the language of the Masai. I speak Swahili and most of them do as well, but Ryder always speaks Maa with them as a gesture of respect.”

				The conversation lasted a long while with much gesticulating and several more calabashes of tea. Mademoiselle took off her large hat and slumped against a wall, fanning herself gently in the shade of a small, stunted thorn tree. Several of the children crept close to study her, and she eyed them warily.

				“Don’t mind the staring,” Jude told her. “It’s just that they don’t see many white women. Particularly not white women with big hats.”

				Mademoiselle gave her a faint smile. “I don’t mind being stared at. It’s the state of their noses I object to. It would be an act of charity to provide them with handkerchiefs.”

				Jude suppressed a sigh. “That’s not a Masai thing, Mademoiselle Gautier. That’s a child thing.”

				“I am afraid I would not know.” She eyed the prince where he was sitting close to Ryder, attempting to understand what was being said. “A lady in my position must be very, very careful of such things.”

				“Oh,” Jude said quietly. “No souvenirs of your relationships then?”

				Mademoiselle’s beautiful mouth was bitter. “You are coarse but perceptive.” She nodded towards the prince. “I made that mistake only once.”

				“What happened?”

				“He made me get rid of it.” She said the words as casually as if she were discussing the weather or the price of her shoes, but Jude could feel the pain beneath them.

				“Bastard,” Jude said quietly.

				Mademoiselle shrugged. “He’s no worse than I am. It was his idea, but I did it. Because I was afraid of being thrown out on the streets again. Because in my own pitiful way, I love him a little.” The hand holding the calabash shook. “You must think me monstrous.”

				“I think women in your line of work don’t have many options,” Jude said evenly. “You never have.”

				Mademoiselle laughed. “I like you. In spite of myself, I like you.”

				“I wish I could return the favor.”

				“Do not worry. Such things do not offend me. I have no women friends, as you can well imagine. But sometimes I feel the lack of them.” She looked about her, taking in the vast African sky and the plains that stretched endlessly beneath it. “And something about this place makes me hate the artifice of our lives, the pretense. For just a moment, I wanted to tell the truth and take a clean breath of air.”

				Jude sipped at her tea. “And what now?”

				Mademoiselle shrugged. “Now we go back to being acquaintances. We will be polite in my case, and in yours barely civil,” she said with a twitch of her mouth. “But when I leave Africa I will know I left one of my secrets behind.” She rose and dusted off her skirt. “Who knows? Perhaps I will travel more lightly because of it.”

				* * *

				The discussion of the leopard was concluded in the afternoon, and Ryder eased back on his heels to speak to the others.

				“We have our leopard,” he announced. “It carried off an orphaned infant from this village a few days ago and it has been harassing the goats.” He paused with the splendid timing of a theatrical impresario, his expression stern as he looked at the prince. “But I’m not sure if this is the right one for you. It’s very big and very unique.”

				“Unique? How?” the prince demanded.

				“It’s black.”

				“Black!” Mademoiselle’s eyes were wide. “I have never heard of such a thing.”

				“It’s rare,” the prince said happily, “very, very rare. The most impressive of trophies.”

				His eyes glazed over as he considered his prize. Mademoiselle slipped her arm through his and he began to describe his plans for mounting it as Ryder and Jude moved a little apart.

				“You’re looking pleased with yourself,” Jude told him. She handed him a final calabash of tea and he drank it down.

				“Very. That leopard is a maneater. I would have been hunting it next week anyway. The prince is so hell-bent on a trophy, if it had been puny or pale, I think he would have kept me out here for a month looking for something better. But he won’t do better than this one. She said it’s the biggest leopard she’s seen in at least a dozen seasons, and the fact that it’s coal-black means there won’t be any danger of killing the wrong animal.” His eyes lit with a mischievous gleam. “Do you think I should charge him extra for finding him a black one?”

				Jude punched his shoulder. “Just drink your tea. Where do we find this maneater?”

				* * *

				Later that afternoon, Gideon opened his ash bag to cast a handful of ash into the air, but it fell straight down again. He shook his head and Ryder’s expression was grim. They had been walking for hours, following the directions given by the Masai villagers. They had dropped into luggas, the dry riverbeds that were the leopards’ preferred haunt, and they had searched high in every tree for any trace of the cat.

				“What is wrong?” demanded the prince. He took out a silken handkerchief to mop his face. He had never experienced safari in January before. He had gone in October, before the short rains, when the grasses are green and the birds began to fill the skies on their long trip south from the chilling days in the north. But now it was hot and dry, the red earth brittle underfoot.

				Ryder turned as Gideon put away his ash bag. “No wind. It means we can’t stay downwind of any predators. They’ll smell us before we see them if we aren’t lucky.”

				Mademoiselle lowered her veil against the sun and they walked on, tracking with Gideon’s help. The prince was in an expansive mood, putting himself at pains to be friendly. He insisted upon helping hunt for bush meat and asking a number of questions about the Masai. His good mood only faltered when they came to the rushing brown water of a small tributary. Ryder halted them on the bank and told them to watch the other side. A small herd of impala were standing on a low bluff, peering nervously at the water as they jostled one another.

				“Why do they not drink?” the prince demanded.

				“They’re afraid of crocs,” Ryder told him, keeping his voice low enough not to alarm the impala. As they watched, a lone bull giraffe strolled into view, picking his leisurely way down to the water’s edge. He sniffed the air then splayed his long legs, lowering his graceful neck to drink. After a moment the impala moved down the bluff, pushing each other in their rush to the water.

				Mademoiselle threw back her veil, and Ryder could see her face was very still and white. He pointed to the herd and explained. “Some of the hooved animals will use giraffe as sentinels. They wait to see if crocs attack, and if they don’t, then they know it is safe to drink. I’ve watched them gather for hours on a riverbank, too scared to drink without something else bigger than they are to test the waters.”

				“How clever,” Mademoiselle murmured.

				Ryder shrugged. “Most animals are about as clever as they need to be out here.” He gave the signal to move across the water. “Move deliberately, single file, and don’t dawdle but don’t stir up the water any more than you have to,” he instructed.

				The others crossed speedily, with Gideon’s tall form leading the way and Jude walking directly behind the prince for safety’s sake. At the edge, Mademoiselle stopped dead. Ryder turned and she looked at him, her face even whiter than before. “I cannot,” she said hoarsely.

				From across the bank, the prince looked back in exasperation. “Come along, Liane. No one is going to carry you, you know. You’ve got far too fat for that.”

				If Mademoiselle heard him, her face gave nothing away. She simply stood, waiting patiently for something to happen. At length, Ryder reached for her hand. “Mademoiselle? Walk with me. Just take my hand, and I will see you safely across. Don’t you trust me?”

				Her hand was cold and still in his. He coaxed her far enough for the tips of her shoes to be washed with river water. Suddenly, she gave a small shriek, tightening her grip on his hand so hard he could feel his bones ache.

				He reached down and scooped her up. “Put your arms around my neck and hold on. Not quite so tightly,” he told her. He kept up a running patter of idle remarks as they crossed. He told her about the go-away bird and the little warthogs with their tails carried aloft as they ran. He knew she didn’t hear a word of it. Her eyes were dilated with fright, but at least she didn’t fight him, and by the time he told her about the cheetah he had once nursed back to health, it was done. They were on the other side where the earth was dry and red and the prince was waiting.

				“How silly you are!” he said coolly.

				Mademoiselle pressed a handkerchief to her lips. “I am sorry, Freddie. I have never been good with rushing water, but the thought of those crocodiles made it quite impossible.”

				The prince turned to Ryder. “You must be stronger than you look to have carried her so easily.” He turned and followed Jude into the bush.

				Mademoiselle came close to Ryder. “I no longer bother to apologize for him,” she said softly. “He thinks it is quite alright to offend if he is paying. At least, he will make it up to you in your tip.”

				Ryder’s eyes glinted. “Yes, but will he make it up to you?”

				Her gaze was cool. “That is none of your concern.”

				“No, it isn’t. I just wonder how you stand it. He humiliates you and you deserve better.”

				She gave a short laugh. “I must congratulate you, Ryder White. Most people don’t surprise me. You do.”

				“How so?”

				“I never thought to meet a true romantic in the wilds of Africa of all places.”

				Ryder gestured expansively. “Why not? Africa is the most romantic place on earth. Look around you, Mademoiselle,” he said, sweeping the savannah with his arms. “Africa is a land of dreams and memories. It is rifts of remembrance stitched together with the sighs of time. Every morning Africa wakes and says, ‘This I have done before, and this, and this.’ And it’s done so for millions of years and it will do so a million more, every day just the same because this land is older than God himself. It calls all the dreamers and vagabonds.”

				“Yes, I can see that now. You describe it all so wonderfully, I wish I could be one of those dreamers or vagabonds. But I am neither.”

				He took a fractional step closer to her. “Then what are you?”

				She lowered her veil and pinned it firmly in place. “I am a businesswoman. And not all transactions are pleasant ones.”

				* * *

				After they returned to camp and dinner had been served and eaten, the prince’s good humor seemed restored. He confined himself to a single glass of whisky before turning in. Jude yawned and stretched and took herself off as well. The men were stuffed with roasted kudu and greens and lazed by their fires a little distance away. Only Gideon stood at attention, watching over the long plain beyond.

				“Your friend is subdued tonight,” Ryder remarked to Mademoiselle. She had taken off her hat and veil when she bathed and her hair was unpinned. Unlike most women of his acquaintance, she had not cut hers short in the latest fashion. It rippled long and dark as a sliver of the African night sky, and Ryder’s eyes lingered on it.

				“As I explained earlier, he is not my friend,” she said quietly. “He is my job.”

				Ryder sipped at his whisky. “That’s a hell of a job for a lady.”

				“This is where I should say I am no lady. But I was once. I was born to a good family, you know. But when the money is gone and the prospects are poor, there are few options to a woman.”

				“You could get a real job.”

				She laughed, the first time Ryder had heard her make such a sound. “Can you imagine me in a shop? ‘Good day, madame, may I help you find something in your size?’ ‘No, monsieur, I’m afraid we are all out of fresh bread this afternoon.’” Her voice was cruel in its mimicry. “No, I was not made for such things.”

				“You could marry.”

				Her smile was pitying. “How is that different from what I already do? Because it would be with one man? Because it would have the sanction of the church? You are not young, nor are you naïve.”

				“No, but it seems less demanding than what you are doing now.”

				She laughed again. “Spoken like a man who has never been married.” Ryder thought of Eliza and said nothing. Some things weren’t worth correcting. Mademoiselle went on. “No, you see, if I had a husband, I would be subject to his little tyrannies. Whatever he wished to do with me, under the law, he could. He could restrict my freedoms, deny me money, demand of me whatever I do not wish to give. He might even make me sit by the fire and darn his shirts while he wears slippers and reads improving novels.” She gave a delicate shudder. “This is not the life for me. As it is, I may be the mistress of men, but I am my own mistress first. I choose, I decide. Even when I am wrong, I decide. Even when I have regrets, at least they are my own regrets, and not the regrets of someone else. And when I am finished with a man, I move on. The job is over.” She paused, her fingers brushing his. “And when I want a man, there is nothing to prevent me from being with him.”

				It was not the first time she had made a move towards him, but it was the first time he responded. He could not have said why. It was not the perfume of Africa or the still warmth of the night. It was not cricketsong or moonlight, or any of the silly clichés that made a man do stupid things. It might have been the whisper of that touch on his hand, so light and so fleeting. Or it might have been the fact that there was something fine in her he hadn’t seen before, some gallantry she kept hidden, a sort of masculine courage to face her life as it was rather than as she wished it to be. She had stripped away her own illusions for him, and that was as seductive a thing as any woman could do.

				He rose and took her hand and walked her to his tent. It wasn’t as comfortable as hers, but it was further away, and when the little cot creaked and moaned and she put her hands over her mouth to smother her own cries, there was no one to hear. And when she rose and gathered up her clothes and he walked her to her tent, there was no one to see but a lone owl sitting in a tree keeping watch.

				
			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Six

				The next morning was hotter than the one before, and under the watchful gaze of the sun the red earth cracked a little more where the long grasses had been worn away under the hooves of the antelope and zebra and wildebeest that moved slowly over the plain. Mademoiselle sponged her neck and carried on, and even Jude was subdued. Sweat rolled down the prince’s neck, wetting his collar as he walked, gun broken in the crook of his arm. One of the Masai from the village had come to their camp early in the morning to tell them the leopard had taken a goat, a nanny whose belly was full and rounded with an unborn kid. He had watched the leopard closely and realized it was a female. He had tracked her to a lugga far to the west from where the hunters had searched the day before. He had left her to enjoy her kill and trotted directly to their camp. Ryder had ordered him fed and they had set off at once. Ryder and Gideon strode ahead, eyes shifting from the horizon to the ground before them. They pointed out the tracks of hares and snakes and small antelope, but it was not until after they had stopped for luncheon and started out again that they came to the edge of the lugga, the dry riverbed thick with foliage still green after the short rains.

				Ryder paused, holding up his hand. “This is the place. She made a large kill last night and she’s dragged it in here to enjoy. She’s safe up a tree somewhere sleeping right now. Make sure your weapons are loaded and ready to fire. The kill belongs to the prince. Freddie, Gideon and I will find her and flush her out, then step to the side so you can take the shot. Everybody understand?”

				He turned to look at Mademoiselle. “You’re unarmed and this leopard is going to be dangerous. Get behind Jude and stay out of her way. Stand with your back to her.”

				“But why?” she asked as she did as she was told.

				“So it can’t circle around behind us,” Jude told her. She lifted her rifle to her shoulder and waited for Ryder’s signal.

				He and Gideon crept forward, moving in wide arcs until Gideon signaled him.

				“It’s just in front of Gideon. He’s going to flush her and drive her this way.” He turned to the prince. “Whatever you do, shoot fast and shoot clean. She’ll come at you like a bolt of lightning and you won’t have time to think so just do. And whatever you do, don’t hit Gideon.”

				The prince said nothing, but hefted his rifle and took his stance. Ryder did the same and signaled back to Gideon.

				There was stillness, a long moment that stretched out to the end of time and back again—a moment of such quiet it seemed as if nothing would ever move again. And then, with a scream of rage, the black leopard bounded down from the tree and towards the hunters. Behind it, Gideon stepped sharply around a rock, shielding himself from the bullets.

				Ryder held his fire and waited, but the prince did not shoot. He waited longer, and still the prince did not shoot until finally Ryder’s hand twitched upon the trigger. Just as he would have fired, a shot rang out and Ryder knew from the moment it left the prince’s gun it would miss. It grazed the leopard on its flank, enraging her as it opened a trail of blood and muscle in its wake. She thrashed against the pain and turned to run at them again.

				Ryder glanced at the prince and realized there would be no second shot. There was a puddle of urine at his feet, and his khaki trousers were wet. And the leopard was coming for him.

				Ryder stepped in front of the prince, but it was too late for a proper shot. A single bullet exploded from his gun just as the prince shouted and the cat veered, hurling itself into the air. Whether it was the prince’s scream or the bleeding wound in her flank that turned her, Ryder never knew. But the cat launched herself and landed on Ryder, knocking him to the ground just as his bullet lodged in her leg. She was bleeding freely from both wounds now, but she fixed herself on Ryder, and just as she opened her mouth, he lashed out from blind instinct, shoving his fist down her throat.

				He wrapped his other hand around her neck, but without a second hand to throttle her, they were evenly matched. Too evenly. The leopard crouched on his chest, holding fast, and Ryder dared not let her go. Dimly he was aware of Mademoiselle shrieking and the prince making useless noises while Gideon and Jude tried to subdue them. The leopard wrapped its front claws around the arm that was down her throat, raking it over and again in an attempt to free herself. Then, as suddenly as she had lunged, she calmed, her claws still lodged in his arm, her glassy eyes fixed upon Ryder’s. Gideon crept near with a knife, but as soon as the leopard caught the scent of him she thrashed, digging her claws in deeper. Ryder groaned and tightened his grip.

				“Keep back,” Jude ordered. “If you go near you’ll just put him in more danger.”

				“It’s getting loose!” Mademoiselle screamed as the leopard shifted its weight.

				But Ryder held her, and time passed, and they waited. Every time the leopard dug in her claws, Ryder tightened his grip on her throat. They were both breathing hard and fast, determined to live. They stared into each other’s eyes and waited for death to choose. Their blood ran together, mingling into the red earth beneath them, and when the end came, it came quietly. One moment the leopard was there, staring into Ryder’s eyes, and the next moment the wide green eyes closed and the last breath went and another did not come. It was over. Ryder relaxed the hand upon the leopard’s throat and laid it on the animal’s head as if to bless her. And that was the last he remembered before darkness overcame them both.

				* * *

				He awoke days later in a hospital in Nairobi. His arm was bandaged from fingertip to shoulder and strapped down to his chest, and he was bruised black and blue over most of his body.

				“It’s about time you woke up.” Sybil was sitting in the corner reading the newspaper.

				“Hey, Tusker,” he said sleepily. “Did someone run me over with a train?”

				“Leopard got you.”

				“Succinct as ever,” he murmured. He closed his eyes again. It was coming back to him now. “I remember the blood. And the pain.”

				“You would still have that if the doctors hadn’t shot you up with morphine. You might think of sharing a little. I hear it’s delightfully effective.”

				“Feel as if my head was stuffed with cotton wool,” he complained.

				“Yes, well, that’s the drug. Sleep now, boy.”

				His eyes closed, then, just as he was sliding under, he thought of something. “There wasn’t any fear.”

				Tusker leaned close. “What’s that?”

				“There should have been fear.”

				She put a hand to his head, stroking his unkempt hair. “Sleep now,” she said again, and this time he did.

				* * *

				When he woke up again Sybil had gone but Jude had taken her place. He saw now that the room was full of flowers and plants and baskets of fruit and bottles of whisky. Jude had opened one and helped herself.

				“I could do with one of those,” he murmured.

				She grinned. “Not with the drugs you’re on. Just keep flying and I will take care of your get-well presents.” She looked around. “You’ve got tributes from half the colony here. And a tremendous article in the Standard.” She held up the front page of the newspaper and he groaned. He looked like hell in the picture. Some photographer had managed to snap a shot just as they were unloading him at the hospital. The bandages Jude had applied in the bush were soaked with blood, and gore still streaked his clothes and face. He looked like something straight out of a horror film. But it wasn’t the picture that annoyed him. It was the headline. LOCAL HERO SAVES SWEDISH PRINCE.

				“Freddie won’t like that,” he said sleepily. “He’s a Dane.”

				“Yes, well wherever he’s from, he’s gone back there. He made arrangements to pay your hospital bills and fled as fast as his fat little feet could carry him before the story got out.”

				“I suppose you told?”

				“That a minor European royal stood there and quietly pissed himself while you wrestled a leopard to death? It might have come up,” she said gleefully.

				“How many times did you tell it?”

				“Are you joking? I’ve dined out on that story every evening for the last fortnight. I am the belle of every ball.”

				“That must make you popular with the fellows,” Ryder remarked.

				She sobered then. “I should tell you now. I’m getting married. It’s fixed up and everything. Anthony Wickenden and I are tying the knot.”

				He thought of Tusker’s insistence that Stephen was still alive, her blind faith that he had somehow survived. “What does Tusker think about that?”

				“Oh, she’s not actually speaking to me just now,” she said. Her voice was light, but her expression was stony and he knew this feud could go on for years. “I had to put through the proper papers and have Stephen officially declared dead. Tusker didn’t take it very well.”

				“Give it time,” he urged.

				She laughed. “Surely you jest, dear boy. Tusker is entirely capable of holding a grudge until the next ice age. But I mean to do whatever I can to be happy. I’m so tired of being angry with Stephen for not coming home. And Anthony actually loves me. At least he thinks he does, and that’s good enough.”

				It didn’t sound good enough by half, but Ryder had learned long ago to tread carefully when it came to giving Jude advice. The most he could do was let her have her way and keep a close eye on her in case she ever needed him to pick up the pieces again.

				“So when’s the big day?”

				Her smile was touched with relief, no doubt because he had decided not to fight her. “Just as soon as you’re bright-eyed enough to give me away.”

				Ryder smiled. “Give you away? With pleasure.”

				She stepped to the bed and touched his right hand. It was still swollen and painful from his struggle with the leopard, but at least it was whole, he thought. God only knew what was lurking under the bandages. He pushed the thought away.

				“You’re going to be alright, you know. The doctors said it didn’t bite through anything important. You’ll still be able to feel with it and use it and all. You’ll just have some very impressive battle scars.”

				“All the better to enchant the ladies,” he said lightly.

				Jude paused. “She’s gone too, Ryder. She left with him. She was pretty hysterical for a while, but he was worse. She took care of him and when the time came, she just went with him. Didn’t even leave a note.”

				Ryder tried to shrug, but the searing shaft of pain stopped him. “It wasn’t a great love affair, Jude. It was just something to do to pass the time.” He would never know if Mademoiselle had slept with him to prick the prince’s jealousy or to amuse herself or because she wanted something real with him, however briefly. Whichever it was, it did not matter. She had chosen her old life, the comfortable groove she had worn with Freddie. But then, Ryder reflected, he had not asked her to stay. He did not regret it.

				Jude paused again, groping her way toward her words. “I’ve had a lot of time to think it over. And I’ve wondered...do you think he did it on purpose? Do you think he missed the first shot because of her? Because of the two of you?”

				Ryder opened his mouth to deny it then snapped it shut. He saw it over and again in his mind, the leopard turning as the poor shot grazed her flank, the prince seized with emotion and unmoving.

				“I don’t know,” he said finally. “If he did do it on purpose, he’s a fool. There was no guarantee the thing would have come after me instead of him if he only winged it.”

				“But there was a guarantee,” she corrected. “You.”

				“What are you talking about?”

				“Think back to the night you met them, Ryder. The Christmas party at the club. A lion walked right down the middle of the street in Nairobi, and in a club full of hunters and big brave men, you were the only one who stepped forward to take it down. Freddie knew exactly what sort of man you are. He would have known that there was no way you would stand aside and let a leopard attack a paying client. You would step in and let it attack you instead.”

				Ryder swallowed hard. “Give me some of that whisky.”

				She poured a small measure into a tooth glass and he drained it.

				“Don’t think about it anymore, Jude,” he ordered her. “I don’t want to think that anybody could be that evil.”

				“I don’t think he is,” she told him. “Not really. I think it was an impulse, something that took hold of him that he wasn’t strong enough to shake off. I think that’s why he got so upset, why he pissed himself. He’s been on safari before. He would have seen an animal taken down close. But if he gave in to the temptation to do the worst thing a human being can do to another and then realized too late what he was doing—”

				Jude did not finish. She turned away and when she turned back Ryder saw her eyes were bright.

				“Who are those tears for? Me or him?”

				“Him, idiot. If I’m right, he has to live with what he’s done, what he knows himself capable of. You got off rather lucky. You’ll have an armful of scars to attract a fresh pack of willing women. What do you think you’ll take this time?” she asked lightly. “A blonde? A redhead? Another one with black hair and very red lips?”

				He thought of Mademoiselle, twining herself about him in the dark and he thought about the sharp teeth of a jealousy that can gnaw at a man until he is capable of terrible things.

				He smiled. “I think a blonde. Anything with black hair has always been trouble for me.”

				* * *

				And at that moment, some seven thousand miles away, Delilah Drummond stepped from a Parisian taxi that had just drawn up in front of the Club d’Enfer. “Let’s make this a night to remember,” she told her companion as she slipped her slender white arm through his. “If you’re lucky, you might even last until morning.” And she patted her sleek black bob and followed the lure of the music inside.

				* * * * *

				Ryder White is about to get into more trouble than he ever imagined when glittering socialite Delilah Drummond arrives in his corner of Africa.

				


				Amidst the wonders—and dangers—of this beautiful continent, their vastly different worlds are about to collide.
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				Don’t believe the stories you have heard about me. I have never killed anyone, and I have never stolen another woman’s husband. Oh, if I find one lying around unattended, I might climb on, but I never took one that didn’t want taking. And I never meant to go to Africa. I blame it on the weather. It was a wretched day in Paris, grey and gloomy and spitting with rain, when I was summoned to my mother’s suite at the Hotel de Crillon. I had dressed carefully for the occasion, not because Mossy would care—my mother is curiously unfussy about such things. But I knew wearing something chic would make me feel a little better about the ordeal to come. So I put on a divine little Molyneux dress in scarlet silk with a matching cloche, topped it with a clever chinchilla stole and left my suite, boarded the lift and rode up two floors to her rooms.

				My mother’s Swedish maid answered the door with a scowl.

				“Good afternoon, Ingeborg. I hope you’ve been well?”

				The scowl deepened. “Your mother is worried about you,” she informed me coldly. “And I am worried about your mother.” Ingeborg had been worrying about my mother since before I was born. The fact that I had been a breech baby was enough to put me in her black books forever.

				“Oh, don’t fuss, Ingeborg. Mossy is strong as an ox. All her people live to be a hundred or more.”

				Ingeborg gave me another scowl and ushered me into the main room of the suite. Mossy was there, of course, holding court in the centre of a group of gentlemen. This was nothing new. Since her debut in New Orleans some thirty years before she had never been at a loss for masculine attention. She was standing at the fireplace, one elbow propped on the marble mantelpiece, dressed for riding and exhaling a cloud of cigarette smoke as she talked.

				“But that’s just not possible, Nigel. I’m afraid it simply won’t do.” She was arguing with her ex-husband, but you’d have to know her well to realise it. Mossy never raised her voice.

				“What won’t do? Did Nigel propose something scandalous?” I asked hopefully. The men turned as one to look at me, and Mossy’s lips curved into a wide grin.

				“Hello, darling. Come and kiss me.” I did as she told me to, swiftly dropping a kiss to one powdered cheek. But not swiftly enough. She nipped me sharply with her fingertips as I edged away. “You’ve been naughty, Delilah. Time to pay the piper, darling.”

				I looked around the room, smiling at each of the gentlemen in turn. Nigel, my former stepfather, was a rotund Englishman with a florid complexion and a heart condition, and at the moment he looked about ten minutes past death. Quentin Harkness was there too, I was happy to see, and I stood on tip-toe to kiss him. Like Mossy, I’ve had my share of matrimonial mishaps. Quentin was the second. He was a terrible husband, but he’s a divine ex and an even better solicitor.

				“How is Cornelia?” I asked him. “And the twins? Walking yet?”

				“Last month actually. And Cornelia is fine, thanks,” he said blandly. I only asked to be polite and he knew it. Cornelia had been engaged to him before our marriage, and she had snapped him back up before the ink was dry on our divorce papers. But the children were sweet, and I was glad he seemed happy. Of course, Quentin was English. It was difficult to tell how he felt about most things.

				I leaned closer. “How much trouble am I in?” I whispered. He bent down, his mouth just grazing the edge of my bob.

				“Rather a lot.”

				I pulled a face at him and took a seat on one of the fragile little sofas scattered about, crossing my legs neatly at the ankle just as my deportment teacher had taught me.

				“Really, Miss Drummond, I do not think you comprehend the gravity of the situation at all,” Mossy’s English solicitor began. I struggled to remember his name. Weatherby? Enderby? Endicott?

				I smiled widely, showing off Mossy’s rather considerable investment in my orthodontia.

				“I assure you I do, Mr.—” I broke off and caught a flicker of a smile on Quentin’s face. Drat him. I carried on as smoothly as I could manage. “That is to say, I am quite sure things will come right in the end. I have every intention of taking your excellent advice.” I had learned that particular soothing tone from Mossy. She usually used it on horses, but I found it worked equally well with men. Maybe better.

				“I am not at all certain of that,” replied Mr. Weatherby. Or perhaps Mr. Endicott. “You do realise that the late prince’s family are threatening legal action to secure the return of the Volkonsky jewels?”

				I sighed and rummaged in my bag for a Sobranie. By the time I had fixed the cigarette into the long ebony holder, Quentin and Nigel were at my side, offering a light. I let them both light it—it doesn’t do to play favourites—and blew out a cunning little smoke ring.

				“Oh, that is clever,” Mossy said. “You must teach me how to do it.”

				“It’s all in the tongue,” I told her. Quentin choked a little, but I turned wide-eyed to Mr. Enderby. “Misha didn’t have family,” I explained. “His mother and sisters came out of Russia with him during the Revolution, but his father and brother were with the White Army. They were killed in Siberia along with every other male member of his family. Misha only got out because he was too young to fight.”

				“There is the Countess Borghaliev,” he began, but I waved a hand.

				“Feathers! The countess was Misha’s governess. She might be related, but she’s only a cousin, and a very distant one at that. She is certainly not entitled to the Volkonsky jewels.” And even if she were, I had no intention of giving them up. The original collection had been assembled over the better part of three centuries and it was all the Volkonskys had taken with them as they fled. Misha’s mother and sisters had smuggled them out of Russia by sewing them into their clothes, all except the biggest of them. The Kokotchny emerald had been stuffed into an unmentionable spot by Misha’s mother before she left the mother country, and nobody ever said, but I bet she left it walking a little funny. She had assumed—and rightly as it turned out—that officials would be squeamish about searching such a place, and with a good washing it had shone as brightly as ever, all eighty carats of it. At least, that was the official story of the jewels. I knew a few things that hadn’t made the papers, things Misha had entrusted to me as his wife. I would sooner set my own hair on fire than see that vicious old Borghaliev cow discover the truth.

				“Perhaps that is so,” Mr. Endicott said, his expression severe, “but she is speaking to the press. Coming on the heels of the prince’s suicide and your own rather cavalier attitude towards mourning, the whole picture is a rather unsavoury one.”

				I looked at Quentin, but he was studying his nails, an old trick that meant he wasn’t going to speak until he was good and ready. And poor Nigel just looked as if his stomach hurt. Only Mossy seemed indignant, and I smiled a little to show her I appreciated her support.

				“You needn’t smile about it, pet,” she said, stubbing out her cigarette and lighting a fresh one. “Weatherby’s right. It is a pickle. I don’t need your name dragged through the mud just now. And Quentin’s practice is doing very well. Do you think he appreciates his ex-wife cooking up a scandal?”

				I narrowed my eyes at her. “Darling, what do you mean you don’t need my name dragged through the mud just now? What do you have going?”

				Mossy looked to Nigel who shifted a little in his chair. “Mossy has been invited to the wedding of the Duke of York to the Lady Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon this month.”

				I blinked. The wedding of the second in line to the throne was the social event of the year and one that ought to have been entirely beyond the pale for Mossy. “The queen doesn’t receive divorced women. How on earth did you manage that?”

				Mossy’s lips thinned. “It’s a private occasion, not Court,” she corrected. “Besides, you know how devoted I have always been to the Strathmores. The countess is one of my very dearest friends. It’s terribly gracious of them to invite me to their daughter’s big day, and it would not do to embarrass them with any sort of talk.”

				Ah, talk. The euphemism I had heard since childhood, the bane of my existence. I thought of how many times we had moved, from England to Spain to Argentina to Paris, and every time it was with the spectre of talk snapping at our heels. Mossy’s love affairs and business ventures were legendary. She could create more scandal by breakfast than most women would in an entire lifetime. She was larger than life, my Mossy, and in living that very large life she had accidentally crushed quite a few people under her dainty size-five shoe. She never understood that, not even now. She was standing in a hotel suite that cost more for a single night than most folks made in a year, and she could pay for it with the spare change she had in her pockets, but she would never understand that she had damaged people to get there.

				Of course, she noticed it at once if I did anything amiss, I thought irritably. Let one of her marriages fail and it was entirely beyond her control, but if I got divorced it was because I didn’t try hard enough or didn’t understand how to be a wife.

				“Don’t sulk, Delilah,” she ordered. “You are far too old to pout.”

				“I am not pouting,” I retorted, sounding about fourteen as I said it. I sighed and turned back to the solicitor. “You see, Mr. Weatherby, people just don’t understand my relationship with Misha. Our marriage was over long before he put that bullet into his head.” Mr. Weatherby winced visibly. I tried again. “It was no surprise to Misha that I wanted a divorce. And the fact that he killed himself immediately after he received the divorce papers is not my fault. I even saw Misha that morning and stressed to him I wanted things to be very civil. I am friends with all of my husbands.”

				“I’m the only one still living,” Quentin put in, rather unhelpfully, I thought.

				I stuck out my tongue at him again and turned back to Mr. Weatherby. “As to the jewels, Misha’s mother and both sisters died in the Spanish flu outbreak in ’19. He inherited the jewels outright, and he gave them to me as a wedding gift.”

				“They would have been returned as part of the divorce settlement,” Weatherby reminded me.

				“There was no divorce,” I said, trumping him neatly. “Misha did not sign the papers before he died. I am therefore technically a widow and entitled to my husband’s estate as he died with neither a will nor issue.”

				Mr. Weatherby took out a handkerchief and mopped his brow. “Be that as it may, Miss Drummond, the whole affair is playing out quite badly in the press. If you could only be more discreet about the matter, perhaps put on proper mourning or use your rightful name.”

				“Delilah Drummond is my rightful name. I have never taken a husband’s name or title, and I never will. Frankly, I think it’s a little late in the day to start calling myself Princess Volkonsky.” Quentin twitched a little, but I ignored him. The truth was I had seen Mossy change her name more times than I could count on one hand, and it was hell on the linen and the silver. Far more sensible to keep a single monogram. “It’s a silly, antiquated custom,” I went on. “You men have been forcing us to change our names for the last four thousand years. Why don’t we switch it up? You lot can take our names for the next few millennia and see how you like it.”

				“Stop her before she builds up a head of steam,” Mossy instructed Nigel. She hated it when I talked about women’s rights.

				Nigel sat forward in his chair, a kindly smile wreathing his gentle features. “My dear, you know you have always held a special place in my affections. You are the nearest thing to a daughter I have known.”

				I smiled back. Nigel had always been my favourite stepfather. His first wife had given him a pair of dull sons, and they had already been away at school when he married Mossy and we had gone to live at his country estate. He had enjoyed the novelty of having a girl about the place and never made himself a nuisance like some of the other stepfathers did. A few of them had actually tried on fatherhood for size, meddling in my schooling, torturing the governesses with questions about what I ate and how my French was coming along. Nigel just got on with things, letting me have the run of the library and kitchens as I pleased. Whenever he saw me, he always patted my head affectionately and asked how I was before pottering off to tend to his orchids. He taught me to shoot and to ride and how to back a winner at the races. I rather regretted it when Mossy left him, but it was typical of Nigel that he let her go without a fight. I was fifteen when we packed up, and on our last morning, when the cases were locked and stacked up in the hall and the house had already started to echo in a way I knew only too well, I asked him how he could just let her leave. He gave me his sad smile and told me they had struck a bargain when he proposed. He promised her that if she married him and later changed her mind, he wouldn’t stand in her way. He’d kept her for four years—two more than any of the others. I hoped that comforted him.

				Nigel continued. “We have discussed the matter at length, Delilah, and we all agree that it is best for you if you retire from public life for a bit. You’re looking thin and pale, my dear. I know that is the fashion for society beauties these days,” he added with a melancholy little twinkle, “but I should so like to see you with roses in your cheeks again.”

				To my horror, I felt tears prickling the backs of my eyes. I wondered if I was starting a cold. I blinked hard and looked away.

				“That’s very kind of you, Nigel.” It was kind, but that didn’t mean I was convinced. I turned back, stiffening my resolve. “Look, I’ve read the newspapers. The Borghaliev woman has done her worst already. She’s a petty, nasty creature and she is spreading petty, nasty gossip which only petty, nasty people will listen to.”

				“You’ve just described all of Paris society, dear,” Mossy put in. “And London. And New York.”

				I shrugged. “Other people’s opinions of me are none of my business.”

				Mossy threw up her hands and went to light another cigarette, but Quentin leaned forward, pitching his voice low. “I know that look, Delilah, that Snow Queen expression that means you think you’re above all this and none of it can really touch you. You had the same look when the society columnists fell over themselves talking about our divorce. But I’m afraid an attitude of noble suffering isn’t sufficient this time. There is some discussion of pressure being brought to bear on the authorities about a formal investigation.”

				I paused. That was a horse of a different colour. A formal investigation would be messy and time-consuming and the press would lap it up like a cat with fresh cream.

				Quentin carried on, his voice coaxing as he pressed his advantage. He always knew when he had me hooked. “The weather is vile and you know how you hate the cold. Why don’t you just go off and chase the sunshine and leave it with me? Your French lawyers and I can certainly persuade them to drop the matter, but it will take a little time. Why not spend it somewhere sunny?” he added in that same honeyed voice. His voice was his greatest asset as a solicitor and as a lover. It was how he had convinced me to go skinny-dipping in the Bishop of London’s garden pond the first night we met.

				But he flicked a significant sideways glance at Mossy and I caught the thinning of her lips, the white lines at her knuckles as she held her cigarette. She was worried, far more than she was letting on, but somehow Quentin had persuaded her to let him handle me. Her eyes were fixed on the black silk ribbon I’d tied at my wrist. I had started something of a fashion with it among the smart set. Other women might wear lace or satin to match their ensembles, but I wore only silk and only black, and Mossy didn’t take her eyes off that scrap of ribbon as I rubbed at it.

				I took another long drag off my cigarette and Mossy finally lost patience with me.

				“Stop fidgeting, Delilah.” Her voice was needle-sharp and even she heard it. She softened her tone, talking to me as though I were a horse that needed soothing. “Darling, I didn’t want to tell you this, but I’m afraid you don’t really have a choice in the matter. I’ve had a cable from your grandfather this morning. It seems the Countess Borghaliev’s gossip has spread a little further than just Paris cafés. It made The Picayune. He is put out with you just now.” That I could well imagine. My grandfather—Colonel Beauregard L’Hommedieu of the 9th Louisiana Confederate Cavalry—was as wild a Creole as New Orleans had ever seen, but he expected the women in his family to be better behaved. He hadn’t had much luck with Mossy or with me, but he had no trouble pulling purse strings like a puppeteer to get his way.

				“How put out?”

				“He said if you don’t go away quietly, he will put a stop to your allowance.”

				I ground out my cigarette, scattering ash on the white carpet. “But that’s extortion!”

				She shrugged. “It’s his money, darling. He can do with it precisely as he likes. Anything you get from your grandfather is at his pleasure and right now it is his pleasure to have a little discretion on your part.” She was right about that. The Colonel had already drawn up his will and Mossy and I were out. He had a sizeable estate—town houses in the French Quarter, commercial property on the Mississippi, cattle ranches and cotton fields, and his crown jewel, Reveille, the sugar plantation just outside of New Orleans. And every last acre and steer and cotton boll was going to his nephew. There was a price to being notorious and Mossy and I were certainly going to pay it when the Colonel died. In the meantime, he was generous enough with his allowances, but he never gave without expecting something back. The better behaved we were, the more we got. The year I divorced Quentin, I hadn’t gotten a thin red dime, but since then he had come through handsomely. Still, feeling the jerk of the leash from three thousand miles away was a bit tiresome.

				I felt the sulks coming back. “The Colonel’s money isn’t everything.”

				“Very near,” Quentin murmured. It had taken him the better part of a year to untangle the mess of inheritances, annuities, alimonies and settlements that made up my portfolio and another year to explain exactly how I was spending far more than I got. With his help and a few clever investments, I had almost gotten myself into the black again. Most of my income still went to paying off the last of the creditors, and it would be a long time before I saw anything like a healthy return. The Colonel’s allowance kept me in Paris frocks and holidays in St. Tropez. Without it, I would have to economize—something I suspected I wouldn’t much enjoy.

				I looked away again, staring out of the window, watching the rain hit the glass in great slashing ribbons. It was dismal out there, just as it had been in England. The last few months of 1922 had been gloomy and 1923 wasn’t off to much better of a start. Everywhere I went it was grey and bleak. As I watched, the raindrops turned to sleet, pelting the windows with a savage hissing sound. God, I thought miserably, why was I fighting to stay here?

				“Fine. I’ll go away,” I said finally.

				Mossy breathed an audible sigh of relief and even Weatherby looked marginally happier. I had cleared the first hurdle and the biggest; they had gotten me to agree to go. Now the only question was where to send me.

				“America?” Quentin offered.

				I slanted him a look. “Not bloody likely, darling.” Between the Volstead Act and the Sullivan Ordinance, I couldn’t drink or smoke in public in New York. It was getting harder and harder for a girl to have a good time. “I am protesting the intrusion of the federal government upon the rights of the individual.”

				“Or are you protesting the lack of decent cocktails?” Quentin murmured.

				“It’s true,” Mossy put in. “She won’t even travel on her American passport, only her British one.”

				Quentin flicked a glance to Nigel. “I do think, Sir Nigel, perhaps your initial suggestion of Africa might be well worth revisiting.” So that’s what they’d been discussing when I had come in—Africa. At the mention of the word, Mossy started to kick up a fuss again and Nigel remonstrated gently with her. Mossy hated Africa. He’d taken her there for their honeymoon and she had very nearly divorced him over it. Something to do with snakes in the bed.

				Nigel had gone to Africa as a young man, back in the days when it was a protectorate called British East Africa and nothing but a promise of what it might become someday. Then it was raw and young and the air was thick with possibilities. He had bought a tidy tract of land and built a house on the banks of Lake Wanyama. He called it Fairlight after the pink glow of the sunsets on the lake, and he had planned to spend the rest of his life there, raising cattle and painting. But his heart was bad, and on the advice of his doctors he left Fairlight, returning home with nothing but his thwarted plans and his diary. He never looked at it; he said it made him homesick for the place, which was strange since England was his home. But I used to go to his library and take it down sometimes, handling it with the same reverence a religious might show the Holy Grail. It was a mystical thing, that diary, bound with the skin of a crocodile Nigel had killed on his first safari. It was written in soft brown ink and full of sketches, laced with bones and beads and feathers and bits of eggshells—a living record of his time in Africa and of a dream that drew one good breath before it died.

				The book itself wouldn’t shut, as if the covers weren’t big enough to hold the whole of Africa, and I used to sit for hours reading and tracing my finger along the slender blue line of the rivers, plunging my pinky into the sapphire pool of Lake Wanyama, rolling it up the high green slopes of Mt. Kenya. There were even little portraits of animals, some serene, some silly. There were monkeys gamboling over the pages, and in one exquisite drawing a leopard bowed before an elephant wearing a crown. There were tiny watercolour sketches of flowers so lush and colourful I could almost smell their fragrance on the page. Or perhaps it was from the tissue-thin petals, now crushed and brown, that Nigel had pressed between the pages. He conjured Africa for me in that book. I could see it all so clearly in my mind’s eye. I used to wish he would take us there, and I secretly hoped Mossy would change her mind and decide she loved Africa so I could see for myself whether the leopard would really bow down to the elephant.

				But she never did, and soon after she packed us up and left Nigel and years passed and I forgot to dream of Africa. Until a sleety early April morning in Paris when I had had enough of newspapers and gossip and wagging tongues and wanted right away from everything. Africa. The very word conjured a spell for me, and I took a long drag from my cigarette, surprised to find my fingers trembling a little.

				“All right,” I said slowly. “I’ll go to Africa.”
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