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Livia Lacey came to the house she inherited in London’s Cavendish Square with  her two friends, Lady Cornelia Dagenham and Lady Aurelia Farnham, to experience  the excitement of city life. With Cornelia now happily married, Livia and Aurelia are on their own. But dashing Prince Alex Prokov, a newcomer to London, seems enchanted by Liv the moment they meet.

Disarmed by the prince’s determined pursuit of her, his exuberant joy of living, and the desires he awakens in her, Liv agrees to marry him. But while night is a time for passionate embraces, Liv discovers that her irresistible husband can be as autocratic as he is extravagantly generous. While Alex balks at Liv’s independent ways, he refuses to explain his own comings and goings. When Liv learns one of Alex’s secrets she only loves him more. But when she learns the other secret, will she feel wickedly betrayed?


Prologue

CORNWALL, AUGUST 1771
THE CRASH OF THE SURF on the rocks far below was the only sound in the chamber in the stone house on the cliff top. The room’s occupants were each absorbed in their own silent reflection. The woman in the bed was gazing down into the face of the sleeping babe in her arms. The man stood by the open latticed window, looking out into the summer night.
A knock at the door disturbed the quiet. The man turned and looked at the woman, who gave an almost imperceptible nod. He called softly, “Enter.”
The door opened to admit a man dressed in the green uniform of a major in the elite Preobrazhensky regiment of the czarina of Russia’s palace guard. “Forgive me, Prince, but it is past time for the rendezvous.” The words were courteous, the tone almost conversational, but no one was under the illusion that this was anything other than a final demand.
“I’ll be down in five minutes,” the prince said, and waved a hand in dismissal. The major left, closing the door softly in his wake.
The woman in the bed looked up to meet her companion’s steady gaze. Tears glittered in her eyes, accentuating their blue brilliance, but her voice was firm. “Go, then,” she said quietly. “Take him now.”
“If there was another way…” The words trailed off as he shook his head helplessly. “You could still come with me, Sophia. We could be married…”
She shook her head in response. “You know that’s not possible, Alexis. The empress would never forgive you. Your career would be in ruins, your family’s honor destroyed.” A smile softened her set expression for a fleeting instant. “You forget, my love, how well I know you. I know you could not live forever in exile, it would break you.”
“With you I could,” he said simply.
She tried to smile again, but it was effortful and did nothing to hide the pain and grief in her eyes, or lessen the deep purple shadows beneath them. “The empress will embrace your son, where she would not embrace either your wife or your mistress.” She looked down at the child again. “Catherine does not hold illegitimacy against children, she takes the greatest care of her own, does she not?”
“True enough,” Alexis agreed somberly. “Her son is brought up at court, given every advantage. Catherine has a certain fondness for children.”
“And she will be fond of your child, because he is your child,” she said. She touched the baby’s cheek with a lingering fingertip, tracing the soft curve of his jaw. Her voice was thick with unshed tears as she said, “Alexis, this little one must have a future. The best possible future. If he stayed with me, the stigma of illegitimacy would deny him that future. He would grow up in obscurity, with an outcast mother.”
She looked up at him and met his gaze this time with an almost ferocious stare. “I have nothing to give him. You have a noble name, a position of power in your society. You can give him education, opportunities, everything that I can’t.”
“I would go into exile with you, Sophia,” he repeated. “Together, we could make a life.”
She shook her head and a hint of iron entered her voice. “You would condemn our child to a life in the frozen wastes of Siberia at Catherine’s whim. You know she would never forgive you…or me. And our child would suffer.”
She shook her head again, more vigorously than ever. “I cannot give our son the opportunities you can give him. And I will not sacrifice you and him for an ephemeral ideal of romantic happiness.”
A smile touched his mouth. “Ah, Sophia, you are a woman made of steel. Catherine would appreciate that in you.”
“I doubt that,” Sophia stated with a touch of derision. “She would see me as a rival for her bed, no more, no less. And while you might with tact and skill avoid being her bedfellow again, she would banish you rather than see you in the arms of another woman. You know how jealous she is of her erstwhile lovers. They must still dance attendance on her, even if she doesn’t want them in her bed any longer.”
Alexis inclined his head in acknowledgment of this truth. They had been over and over it for so many months now and they both knew there was no escape from the inevitable. “Well, then…” He took a step towards the bed.
Sophia lifted the child and kissed his brow, then closed her eyes on her tears as she held him out. “Take him and go. Quickly.”
He hesitated. “My love…”
“For God’s sake, Alexis, have pity. Go.” There was no concealing the agony in her voice.
He took the child from her, cradling him close, as he bent and kissed Sophia’s lips. They were cold and unresponsive, so unlike the warm, deeply passionate woman he loved that he felt his own tears prick behind his eyes. But to linger now would merely prolong the pain. He turned on his heel and left, closing the door behind him.
She lay listening to the sound of his steps receding on the stairs. And when she could no longer hear him, then and only then did she allow the tears to flow, as she cursed the woman in her grand palace in St. Petersburg whose thoughtless power had destroyed all possibility of happiness for a woman of whose identity she was probably unaware, and whose existence she considered merely a nuisance, as irritating as a mosquito and as easily dealt with.



Chapter One

LONDON, SEPTEMBER 1807
LIVIA LACEY TAPPED HER CLOSED fan into the palm of her hand, trying to conceal her impatience as the orchestra struck up the beginning strains of the cotillion that as always made her toes twitch. Her dance card was full, but her designated partner for this dance was conspicuous by his absence, and the music was going to waste.
She was vaguely aware of the interested glances from a group of elderly chaperones gathered in a circle at the far side of the ballroom and she knew she was the subject of their chatter. They must have heard the story of her indecorous jaunt to the masked route at Vauxhall the other evening. Ordinarily she was the soul of discretion, obeying the constraints of this etiquette-ridden society, but just once in a while the urge to throw off the traces took her by storm. An excursion to Vauxhall in the company of a group of young bloods, dressed as one of them, had seemed irresistible at the time, but the thrill had palled soon enough and she was left with the irksome consequences.
Of course, if Aurelia had been in Cavendish Square instead of visiting Nell and Harry in Scotland, Livia reflected in hindsight, she would never have indulged such a ridiculous scheme for an instant. But loneliness and boredom had overcome her customary common sense. However, she told herself firmly, it would be a nine-day wonder. The gossips would soon find something else to amuse them, and she would conduct herself with impeccable correctness from now on.
She looked across the ballroom where couples were forming for the elaborate dance. If Bellingham didn’t claim her soon, the sets would all be formed and there’d be no place for them. And the cotillion was her favorite dance.
“Lady Livia, you’re not dancing. May I present Prince Prokov as a partner.”
Livia turned her head and looked in surprise at her hostess, the duchess of Clarington, who now stood beside her with a slender, fair-haired gentleman.
The gentleman bowed. “Would you do me the honor, Lady Livia.” He extended his hand. He had a slight accent that she found attractive and as exotic as the massive ruby carbuncle in his signet ring. A gentleman of means, it would seem, and there was something about the lean physicality of his frame that promised a competent dance partner.
Livia consigned Bellingham to the devil. He was a dreary partner at best, always watching his steps and expatiating on the origins and social significance of the dance. He would never have been her preferred choice for the cotillion, but unfortunately he’d been the first to mark her card, so short of refusing to dance altogether, she’d had no option but to resign herself to half an hour in his somewhat tedious company. However, if he couldn’t do her the courtesy of presenting himself for the dance in a timely fashion, then he had only himself to blame if she accepted another offer.
She smiled and took the proffered hand as she rose to her feet. “I’d be delighted, sir.”
His fingers closed over hers as he led her to the floor and she was aware of a certain frisson in a warm, dry clasp that felt strangely authoritative. He guided her to her place in the set and bowed with a little flourish that made her smile. She responded with the requisite curtsy as the dance began.
He was a very good dancer. As good as herself, she reflected without false modesty. She knew herself to be graceful and light on her feet and her present partner certainly matched her in the complex steps of the set piece. Conversation was not the point of this particular dance, and he seemed content to exchange complicit smiles as they came together and parted according to the stately rituals of the dance. When it was over, they exchanged salutations once more and he offered his arm to lead her off the floor.
“I enjoyed that, thank you,” she said as he led her towards a window embrasure where the light summer curtains were drawn back to let a cool breath of air into the overheated ballroom. “You’re a good dancer, Prince…Prokov, is that right?”
“Absolutely correct, Lady Livia,” he returned with another little bow. “Alexander Prokov, at your service.” He held the curtains aside so she could step onto the narrow railed balcony that looked down over the rear garden of the mansion. “May I procure you a glass of lemonade…or champagne, perhaps?”
“Champagne, I think,” Livia said definitely. There was a tingle in the air, rather like champagne bubbles, she caught herself thinking, and instantly castigated herself for such a romantic fancy. It must have something to do with the huge harvest moon hanging over the garden.
“Yes, it’s an evening for champagne,” he agreed with a solemnity belied by the gleam in his eyes, which were an astonishingly deep blue. “Wait here.”
Livia watched him move through the crowded ballroom; a hand on a shoulder here, a soft word there, and the crowd parted like the Red Sea for Moses. Where on earth had he sprung from, this Prince Prokov? London had been bare of company all summer and only now, towards the middle of September, were people beginning to trickle back, so perhaps it wasn’t surprising she hadn’t met him before.
She watched his return, two glasses in hand, the same deft progress through the throng, and then he was beside her, handing her a glass.
“A toast,” he said, raising his glass. “To new friends.”
Livia touched his glass with her own and drank the toast, eyebrows raised a trifle at such an unambiguous statement. “So, we’re to be friends, are we?” she said, her tone a little dry.
He looked at her, his eyes narrowed. “Is there a reason why we shouldn’t be? I see none.”
Livia shrugged and delivered what she hoped was enough of a snub to puncture a confidence that now struck her as arrogant. “I don’t choose my friends lightly, sir. I like to take my time before making up my mind about something so important.” She regarded him through slightly narrowed eyes and he returned the look with a quizzical air that discomposed her somewhat. Her snub appeared not to have hit its mark.
After a minute she turned away from him to look back into the ballroom. “I don’t understand what could have happened to Lord Bellingham. He was supposed to partner me in the cotillion.”
“Ah, Bellingham, so that was his name,” her companion murmured, nodding his head thoughtfully. “I’m afraid I didn’t know it when we met a little while ago.”
Livia spun around in surprise. “You met him…where?”
“Oh, forgive me. I should have mentioned it earlier. I’m afraid Lord Bellingham met with a little accident, which prevented him from claiming your hand in the dance,” he returned.
Livia stared at him. “A little accident?”
“Yes, he…uh…he fell into the fountain,” the prince informed her with a sorrowful shake of his head. “Most unfortunate.” He gestured towards the spouting water in the middle of the garden below.
Livia began to feel as if her hold on reality was slipping. She was convinced the man was laughing, although his expression remained grave, but he could do nothing to hide the deep-seated gleam of amusement in his eyes. “I think you had better explain,” she said, trying to inject a little frigidity into her voice but aware that she was failing miserably. The image of the stout and pompous Bellingham falling into the fountain was too absurd.
The prince waved one hand in an all-encompassing gesture. “There’s nothing really to explain, ma’am. The unfortunate gentleman just happened to topple into the basin.” He shook his head. “Most unfortunate for him. I daresay he’s had to return home for dry clothes and was thus unable to keep his appointment with you.”
Livia looked at him in startled and dawning comprehension. “Uh…you wouldn’t perhaps have had anything to do with this accident, Prince?”
“Oh, very little,” he assured her, taking a sip from his glass.
Livia’s voice trembled with laughter as she said, “Exactly how little would that be?”
He shrugged. “Just a touch to the shoulder, a mere brush, I assure you. Unfortunately it appeared to be sufficient to throw the gentleman off balance. I’ve noticed that some people are less well balanced than others. Perhaps you’ve noticed the same thing?” He raised an arched eyebrow as he looked at her over the lip of his glass.
“Just why would you push Lord Bellingham into the fountain, Prince Prokov?” Livia demanded, trying to control her mirth. It would be too unkind to laugh at the unfortunate Bellingham, a man for whom dignity was more important than anything.
“Well, he was in my way,” her companion explained, as if it were the most natural and logical way of removing obstacles in his path. “And the fountain was there, and he was standing beside it…indeed, I believe he had one foot on the rim of the basin. It seemed an obvious thing to do.”
“How could he possibly have been in your way if he was standing by the fountain? It’s a good five feet from the path,” Livia demanded, feeling once again the reins of reality slipping from her grasp. It was the most ludicrous conversation.
“Ah, no, you misunderstand. He wasn’t in my way to anywhere, he was in the way of my desire to dance with you. I requested most politely that he yield his place on your card but he saw fit to give me a lecture on the dire impropriety of altering the order of the dance. He had rather a lot to say on the subject, and most of it struck me as somewhat irrelevant…I have never cared to be lectured.” He smiled benignly as if all must now be explained to her satisfaction.
“You wanted to dance with me?” Livia was incredulous. It was flattering, or would be if the compliment weren’t coming from someone who had clearly lost his mind.
“Yes,” he said. “I have been watching you all evening, and I wished for an introduction.”
“And you couldn’t simply have asked our hostess for one? You had to push someone into a fountain instead?”
“Well, it seemed to kill two birds with one stone,” he said, sounding apologetic. “I wanted an introduction, but I also wished to dance with you, and it seemed the only way to do that would be to remove one of your prospective partners. And since I particularly enjoy the cotillion, that seemed the obvious choice. Besides,” he added, “I didn’t consider this Bellingham to be much of a dancer when I saw him in the country dances. You were much better off with me. And he was most inconveniently intransigent about a perfectly civil request, you understand.”
Livia didn’t know whether to give way to the gales of hilarity threatening to overcome her, or deliver an icy snub for his impossible arrogance and stalk off. The problem was that he spoke only the truth. And while she knew she should feel sorry for Lord Bellingham, she’d often enough been tempted to douse his pomposity herself with a jug of very cold water.
She laughed, and he stood leaning against the railing, watching her and smiling until she had herself in hand again. He took her fan from her slack grasp and flipped it open, fanning her until the flush on her cheeks had faded somewhat and she’d dabbed at her eyes with a flimsy lace handkerchief.
“Oh, dear,” she said. “That’s so unkind of me to laugh…poor Bellingham.” She shook her head as if to dispel the last threads of amusement and looked at him. “I have to tell you, Prince Prokov, that that’s a very un-English way of handling an inconvenience.”
“But of course I’m not English,” he pointed out, giving her back her fan. “The Slav temperament tends to the impulsive. We choose the quickest and most efficacious solution to our…our inconveniences.”
She looked at him more closely now, noticing the high, broad cheekbones, the long, thin nose, the finely drawn mouth, and the luxuriant head of wheat-colored hair brushed back from a broad, intelligent forehead. It was a refined face dominated by those amazing blue eyes.
And there was that slight, attractive accent. Slav? Strangely, she’d always thought of dark complexions and black hair in such a context. But there were exceptions and she made a guess. “Are you Russian…or perhaps Polish?”
“Mostly Russian,” he told her. He took her glass and set it on the balcony rail. “Shall we dance again?”
“I’m afraid I can’t,” Livia said, glancing at her dance card, suspended from her wrist on a silken ribbon. “Unless you think you could arrange for the next six gentlemen on my card to have a contretemps with the fountain.”
“Whom should it be next?” he asked promptly, and she went into another peal of laughter. But she turned from him and resolutely went back into the ballroom, where her next partner was looking rather disconsolately around the floor.
Alexander Prokov remained on the balcony gazing down into the garden, a fairy-tale garden on such a beautiful late summer evening, lit by pitch torches and myriad little lamps suspended from the trees. He had no interest in dancing with anyone else tonight.
 
Livia found it difficult to pay attention to her partner and was glad that her feet at least performed the steps without too much mental guidance.
“So, I was thinking that Gretna Green would be best…we could elope the day after tomorrow. How would that be, Livia?”
Her gaze focused abruptly and she blinked at her partner, Lord David Foster. “What, David? Sorry, I didn’t quite catch that.”
“Gretna Green,” he said gravely. “I was suggesting we elope the day after tomorrow and drive straight to Gretna Green.”
She stared at him. “What?”
“You haven’t listened to a word I’ve said for the last twenty minutes, Liv,” he declared. “I’m beginning to feel like a wooden doll with moveable feet.”
“Oh, David, I’m sorry.” She was instantly remorseful. “I admit it, I was miles away. But I’m listening now. Do you really want to go to Gretna Green? This is all very sudden…but I’ve always wanted to elope, climb down from my chamber on a rope made out of sheets. And you could wait in an unmarked carriage in the alley…”
“Enough,” he said, laughing with her. “Not that I wouldn’t marry you in a heartbeat if you’d have me.”
“That’s very gallant of you, David, but you couldn’t possibly afford to marry me. I don’t have nearly enough of a fortune,” she said with blithe candor.
“Alas, I fear you’re right,” he said, sighing. “I shall just have to live with a yearning heart.”
Livia kept her mind on her partners for the remainder of the evening, but she was also looking around for the mysterious Russian. He appeared to have vanished as discreetly as he’d appeared, and as the orchestra finished the last dance, she excused herself from her partner and went in search of her hostess, ostensibly to make her farewells.
The duchess was holding court at the head of the sweeping staircase, greeting her guests as they prepared to descend to the hall below, where maids scurried to retrieve evening cloaks and footmen stood in the doorway, calling out the names of departing guests to coachmen and grooms waiting for their own summons in the carriages lining the street.
At last Livia was close enough to the duchess to offer her own thanks and farewell. “I did enjoy dancing with Prince Prokov,” she said, shaking her grace’s silk-mittened hand. “Is he new to town? I don’t recall meeting him before.”
“Oh, yes, quite an asset I think he’ll be,” the duchess trilled. “One grows so tired of the same faces every season. And such a distinguished addition to our little circle. Of course, Russian princes are ten a penny,” she added in a stage whisper, “but nevertheless there’s a certain cachet in the title, don’t you agree, my dear?”
“Oh, yes, I’m sure,” Livia murmured. “I look forward to meeting him again. Thank you, Duchess, for a delightful party.” She moved away, yielding her place, and turned to descend the stairs. A hand came under her elbow and a voice murmured, “Ten a penny, are we? I’m crushed.”
She glanced up at the prince, who had somehow materialized on the staircase and was now escorting her steadily downwards. “Not my words,” she said.
“Ah, but you agreed with them,” he chided. “I heard you.”
“I was merely being polite,” she returned smartly. “And if you will eavesdrop, you can only blame yourself if you hear things you don’t like.”
“True enough,” he agreed, sounding cheerful about it. “I wish to escort you home. You don’t have a chaperone here, I trust?”
“Someone else to be disposed of in the fountain?” she queried. “As it happens, my chaperone tonight was purely nominal, and Lady Harley has already returned home with her daughters. My carriage is waiting for me and I have no need of an escort, thank you.”
“Oh, I disagree,” he stated, turning to beckon a waiting maid. “Lady Livia Lacey’s cloak.”
The girl curtsied and hurried off to the cloakroom to retrieve the garment. The prince walked to the door and instructed the footman, “Lady Livia Lacey’s coach.”
The footman bellowed to a linkboy on the street at the bottom of the steps. “Lady Livia Lacey’s coach.” The boy, with his torch held aloft, went off at a run, calling out the name as he ran along the line of carriages.
A huge round berlin separated itself from the line and progressed in stately fashion to the front door of the Clarington mansion. The groom jumped down to let down the footstep and open the door.
“My carriage,” Livia said, accepting her cloak from the maid with a smile and a discreetly palmed coin. “Thank you for the dance, Prince Prokov.”
“That’s your carriage?” For once he sounded startled. “What an astonishing equipage.”
“We call it the teacup,” she informed him, gathering up the folds of her cloak and ball gown and moving down the shallow flight of steps to the pavement.
“Oh, yes, that’s exactly what it is,” he agreed with huge amusement. “Allow me, ma’am.” He was by her side, taking her elbow to ease her upwards into the carriage before she could muster any objections. And then he had climbed in beside her, pulling the door firmly behind him. He sank down on the faded crimson squabs and looked around the interior with an air of fascination. “When did these go out of fashion? It must have been at least twenty years ago.”
“At least,” Livia said, deciding that objecting to his presence was going to be futile at best and undignified at worst. Besides, she wasn’t certain she did object to it. “It belonged to a distant relative of mine. I think she insisted on a degree of state when she went out and about.”
He looked at her closely, his eyes suddenly a bright glow in the dim interior. “Did she? How interesting.”
“Why should you find that interesting, Prince? I’m sure she was a woman of her time. She died at the end of last year,” she added.
“Ah, I’m sorry to hear it,” he murmured.
“I never knew her,” Livia said. “As I said, she was a distant relative…I’m not even sure how we were connected, but we shared a surname and for some reason that was important to her, so she made me her heir.” Even as she gave this explanation, Livia wondered why she was being so expansive; it was none of this gentleman’s business. Yet somehow he seemed to provoke confidences.
“So, tell me about yourself, Lady Livia.”
“There’s nothing to tell,” Livia said shortly, deciding that there’d been enough confidences for one evening. “But you could tell me why a Russian prince is in London at a time like this. Don’t you expect to find yourself looked upon with suspicion? Russians are hardly persona grata since your czar signed a treaty with Napoleon.”
“Oh, politics, politics,” he said, waving a hand in dismissal. “Dreary stuff. I want nothing to do with it. Besides, I am only half Russian.”
“Oh? And what’s the other half?”
“Why, English, of course,” he declared in a tone of such delightfully smug satisfaction that Livia couldn’t help another chuckle. The man made her laugh too much and too often.
“I would never have guessed,” she said. “Apart from your fluency in English, of course.”
“Oh, we Russians are fluent in many languages except our own,” he said airily. “Russian is spoken only by the peasants.”
Livia was about to question this when the carriage came to a halt and the groom opened the door. “Thank you, Jemmy,” she said, accepting the lad’s hand to assist her down to the pavement.
“Well, Prince Prokov, here is where we part company. Thank you again for the dance, although I by no means condone your methods of achieving it.” She gave him her hand with what she hoped was a purely friendly, if firmly dismissive, smile.
He raised her hand to his lips, however, turning it over to press an unambiguous kiss into her palm. “You will permit me to call upon you, my lady.” It was a statement rather than a request.
Livia could see no reason to object to the declaration except that she preferred to feel that her wishes were in some way to be taken into account in such matters. She contented herself with a vague smile, another murmured good night, and turned from him to hurry up the steps to her own house. Tonight of all nights it would have been nice if Morecombe, the ancient butler, had been on the watch for her return. Of course, as she’d expected, she had to bang the knocker three times before she heard the shuffle of his carpet slippers across the parquet within, and the slow, painful drawing back of the bolt, before the door opened a crack and the old retainer peered suspiciously around.
“Oh, ’tis you,” he declared, as if it could have been anyone else.
“Yes, Morecombe, it’s me,” Livia said impatiently. “Open the door, for heaven’s sake.”
“Oh, patience, patience,” he muttered, opening the door wider. “Come you in, ’tis time respectable folk were in their beds.”
Livia whisked herself inside and resisted the urge to look back to see if the Russian prince had been watching this little sideshow from the pavement.
 
Alexander waited until the door had closed and then he stepped back into the street to look up at the house. It was a handsome building, in keeping with its fellows around the gracious London square. There were signs that work had been done on the brickwork and the window frames, and the railings were black-leaded, the door knocker glowing copper, the steps white-honed. Its care-takers were clearly fulfilling their responsibilities, he thought.
He sauntered away, smiling slightly at the memory of the evening. His informant had been quite correct about Livia Lacey. She would do. In fact she would do very well indeed. And unless he was wildly off the mark, that irreverent bubble of laughter that she had such difficulty suppressing promised an amusing and somewhat unconventional collaboration.
He paused on the corner of Cavendish Square, debating his destination. Home, or one of his clubs? He found himself disinclined for further social chitchat and had little interest in cards tonight, so he turned his steps towards his lodgings on Bruton Street.
He had a commodious and comfortable suite of rooms attended by his manservant, and a bootboy. An excellent cook reigned in the small kitchen. An all-male household suited the prince’s temperament. His father had preferred it and the young Alexander, once he’d outgrown the wet nurse, had been surrounded exclusively by male minders and tutors, until the Empress Catherine had taken him under her wing as an older companion for her grandson. But even then, in the royal schoolrooms, women had been few and far between, and the boys had grown up under the watchful eyes of the military tutors and senior diplomats chosen by the empress, in order to give her heir an education suited to a boy destined for an imperial throne. Once his unsatisfactory father had been disposed of, of course.
How successful an education that had been was a question Prince Prokov often asked himself these days when he contemplated the actions and decisions of his friend and emperor, Alexander I.
The prince let himself into his lodgings and grimaced at the sound of voices coming from the small drawing room to the right of the hall. His man appeared as soundlessly as always from his own quarters.
“Visitors, sir,” he said, bowing. “Duke Nicolai Sperskov, Count Constantine Fedorovsky, and one other. They said they wished to await your return.” He moved to take his master’s evening cloak, cane, and gloves.
Alex nodded briefly. “What are they drinking?”
“Vodka, Prince.”
“Then bring me cognac as well.” Alex opened the door to the drawing room.
“Ah, Alex, I trust you don’t object to our waiting for you.” A plump, pink-cheeked gentleman turned from the fireplace, vodka glass in hand. He waved the glass appreciatively. “Excellent vodka, I congratulate you. Did you bring it with you from St. Petersburg?”
“A dozen or so bottles, Nicolai,” Alexander said easily, using French, the first language for all of them. “You’re welcome to one.”
The duke twirled a magnificent moustache, black as coal, and beamed. “Generous as always, my friend.”
Alex smiled and extended a hand in greeting to Constantine Fedorovsky. “Constantine…I didn’t know you were in England…and…” He turned with a faint questioning smile to his other visitor.
“Ah, allow me to present Paul Tatarinov, Alex,” Constantine Fedorovsky said. “We arrived from the court two days ago.”
“You are most welcome, monsieur,” Alex said courteously. “Ah, thank you, Boris.” He acknowledged the soundless arrival of his manservant, carrying a decanter and goblets. “Set it down there.” He gestured to a console table. The man did so and bowed himself softly from the room.
“I find I prefer cognac these days,” Alex said, filling a goblet. “May I tempt anyone else?”
“No, no, thank you…vodka’s the stuff,” Constantine said appreciatively, raising his glass to examine the clear liquid in the lamplight. “Smooth as silk, this one, Nicolai’s quite right.”
“You shall have a bottle,” Alexander said, seating himself comfortably in an armchair beside the fire. He crossed his legs and sipped cognac, regarding his visitors with an air of polite attention.
“Ah, you wonder why we’re here, I daresay,” the duke said with a tug at his moustache.
“It’s always a pleasure to see my friends,” Alex demurred with a twitch of his eyebrows that spoke volumes.
Tatarinov frowned and went quickly to the door. He opened it sharply and stood peering into the dimly lit foyer. After a minute he closed it and turned back to the room. His eyes darted to the heavy velvet curtains drawn tight at the windows, and he strode across, opening them a few inches to gaze into the darkness of the street beyond.
“Tatarinov is a cautious man,” Duke Nicolai murmured.
“Wisely so, I’m sure,” Alex returned, regarding his visitor through slightly narrowed eyes. “You suspect eavesdroppers, Tatarinov?”
“Always…one can never be too careful,” the other man said. “Ever since the czar established that damnable Committee for General Security, their secret police are everywhere.” He stood in front of the fire, his legs braced as if on the deck of a moving ship, and glowered into his vodka.
“Well, if you’ve satisfied yourself on that score, perhaps we could come to the point,” Alex prompted, taking another sip of cognac.
“Tatarinov brings some disturbing news from court,” the duke said. “It seems that the emperor has heard some whispers about our little enterprise.”
Alex’s relaxed posture didn’t change but his eyes sharpened. “Does he have names?”
Tatarinov shook his head. “Not as far as I know, he’s become aware simply that there are some around him who are…dissatisfied, shall we say…with his imperial performance on the world’s stage.”
“Which is only the truth,” Constantine stated. “While the emperor preens and postures on the banks of the river Niemen, making much of his treaty with Bonaparte, Bonaparte laughs behind his hand. He will use Russia and drop her the minute he’s wrung her dry, and the czar can’t or won’t see it. As far as he’s concerned the Treaty of Tilsit made Napoleon his bosom friend, and unassailable ally.”
His voice rose with his frustration as he paced the small room. “He won’t even listen to his mother on this. The Dowager Empress makes no secret of what she thinks of this rapprochement with Bonaparte.”
“It’s true. Normally Alexander listens to her, but not on this subject.” Nicolai shook his head dolefully. “If he can’t be persuaded, he must be removed…one way or another.”
“Gently, gently, my friend,” Alex admonished. “Some things are best left understood but unsaid.”
“Quite right,” Tatarinov agreed. Constantine grunted and refilled his glass, draining it in one swallow.
“You’re the one man he will never suspect, Alex,” Nicolai said. “You grew up with him, you shared a schoolroom, you’re his most trusted confidant.” He looked closely at Alex from beneath thick gray brows. “It can’t be easy for you to contemplate such an act of betrayal.”
A tense silence fell over the room until Alex said quietly, “I don’t see it as betrayal. That’s an ugly word and we are talking here of saving our country, even if it must be at the expense of one man.”
“The czar’s an arrogant fool,” Constantine stated. “Too much of his father in him and not enough of his grandmother, the Empress Catherine. If you ask me, I’d say we need to get rid of the czar, his wife, and his mother…give the throne to the czar’s sister, Grand Duchess Catherine, she’s the only one of them with the old woman’s brains and spirit.”
Alex said nothing as the debate went on around him. He was thinking of the czar’s childhood, of the way he had been protected, cosseted, encouraged to consider himself almost a god, as near to perfection and infallibility as any human could be. His mistakes had never been acknowledged, his wishes always took precedence. What chance had a grown man to achieve wisdom in such circumstances? It had long struck him as strange that the czar’s grandmother, the great Empress Catherine, a woman of surpassing wisdom, intellect, and education, who corresponded freely with the greatest minds in the civilized world, should have so bungled the molding of her heir.
“You’re very quiet, Alex.”
Nicolai’s question brought Alex out of his reverie. “I beg your pardon, I was thinking.”
“Useful thoughts, I trust,” Tatarinov said somewhat sourly.
“Maybe, maybe not.” Alex regarded this newcomer to the London émigré scene with interest. It was a world that attracted all sorts, fools and wise men, rich or poor, but they were all aristocrats who either were compelled or chose to leave Mother Russia. Tatarinov was of a different kind—he was a rough diamond lacking the polish of the usual émigré—the kind of men like those in this room, who loved their country and their country’s honor above all else. What motivated a man like Tatarinov? He would bear watching.
“I was thinking it would be helpful to discover exactly what the czar knows…or suspects,” Alex said.
“You have his ear. Can you find out?” Constantine asked.
Alex nodded. “I was intending to write to him in the next day or two anyway. I’ll bring up the subject and see what it leads to.” He stifled a yawn.
“Ah, we’re keeping you up,” Nicolai said, getting to his feet. “Forgive us.”
“Not at all,” Alex denied, but he rose to his feet with his visitors. Indeed, he wasn’t in the least fatigued by anything except present company. He had several hours’ work ahead of him and was anxious to get started.
He saw his visitors out and returned to the drawing room, where Boris was clearing away glasses. “Make up the fire, Boris, and leave the cognac decanter,” Alex instructed as he went to the secretaire. “Then you may lock up and go to bed.”
“As you wish, Prince Prokov.”
Alex drew a sheaf of paper towards him and picked up his quill. He sharpened the nib, frowning in thought. His visitors were not aware that he was in London at the emperor’s bidding, about to become Russia’s unofficial eyes and ears in London. The czar was going to recall his ambassador in the next few weeks and once diplomatic relations with England were officially broken, he would need someone placed to keep him informed of the English political and diplomatic schemes and opinions. Alex, playing for society’s benefit the part of a carefree aristocratic émigré, uninterested in politics, intent only on the pursuit of idle pleasure in the glittering ballrooms and salons of London’s society, was perfectly positioned as that informant. He had just a few weeks in which to get thoroughly established in the right circles.
But he had another string to his bow. An entrée to the secret association of Russian revolutionaries based in London. Information he gleaned from them would also be of vital interest and importance to the czar.
Alex began to write.
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