

  

    

      

    

  




  Author’s Note




  Before 1919 the Balkans consisted of numerous small countries, besides several larger ones. The countries themselves were, and still are, extraordinarily beautiful, their peoples are courteous, proud, good-natured but capable at times of extraordinary violence.




  They are poets, musicians, weavers and shepherds in countries of wild extremes.




  The summers are very hot, the winters very cold, the rivers overflowing or dried up with tall mountains and flat plains everywhere.




  Most Balkan people are intriguers and plotters. But they are also intelligent, impetuous, brave and fascinatingly dashing.




  The major groups are Croats, Serbs, Montenegrins, Bosnians, Slovenes and Macedonians and the numerous minorities include Turks, Rumanians, Albanians, Hungarians, Slovaks and gypsies.




  My favourites are the Hungarians – a war-ravaged nation for centuries, they have survived as an heroic people. It is a country of beautiful women, handsome men, outstanding horsemen, famous musicians and persecuted but indestructible and colourful gypsies.




  CHAPTER ONE


  1869




  Princess Viktorina Jasmine Eugenija was walking along the corridor humming quietly on her way to her music lesson.




  As usual she was what her family called ‘daydreaming’ and was telling herself a fantasy where she galloped over the Steppes on a magnificent stallion pursued by a gypsy Prince who intended to carry her away into the mountains.




  It was the sort of story that the Princess, who was always called ‘Tora’ because when she was tiny it was the best she could make of her own name, enjoyed so much and which she tried to express in the music she composed when she was on her own.




  She had almost reached the music room when a footman wearing the elaborate and colourful livery of her father, the Grand Duke, stopped her.




  “Excuse me, Your Highness, but you are wanted immediately by His Royal Highness!”




  Coming back to reality with a jerk, the Princess looked at the lackey for a moment with unseeing eyes and then she asked,




  “Did you say ‘immediately’, Jovan?”




  “Yes, Your Highness.”




  Tora made a little grimace to herself. She could not imagine what her father wanted that could not wait until after her lesson was over.




  The one thing she enjoyed more than anything else was her music lessons with Professor Lazar Srejovic who was without doubt the best musician in the whole of the small Grand Duchy of Radoslav.




  The Professor was growing old, but in his heyday he had been applauded in all the great Capitals of Europe besides those of the small Kingdoms and Principalities of the Balkan Peninsula.




  Because the Princess was exceedingly musical, it was for her a joy and delight to be taught by him.




  Although at the age of eighteen she had finished with the majority of her Tutors, she had no intention of allowing either her father or her mother to dispense with the Professor’s services.




  She had in fact been looking forward all the morning to discussing with the Professor some new music that had just arrived at the Palace and which was being played in Paris by Offenbach.




  However, she knew that she dare not disobey her father’s summons and she hurried back hastily towards the centre block of the Palace where the more formal rooms were situated.




  She was aware that her father would be in what he considered his special sanctum, a large over-decorated room filled with a miscellaneous collection of pictures that Tora thought should have been sorted out years ago.




  The Grand Duke’s Palace was exactly the same as it had been when he inherited it from his father and indeed was little changed since his grandfather’s day.




  “We should move with the times, Mama,” Tora had said to her mother once.




  But the Grand Duchess merely replied,




  “You know how your father hates change and there is no point in upsetting him by suggesting it.”




  This was palpably true, for the Grand Duke was liable to fall into a violent rage if requested to do anything he disliked and change was one of the things he disliked more than anything else.




  A good-looking man, he had been exceedingly handsome when he was young and many women’s hearts had beaten more quickly when he smiled at them.




  Now he had settled into what Tora privately thought was a rut in which it was impossible for him to assimilate new ideas or even be willing to hear about them.




  He still, however, appreciated beauty in a woman.




  As his daughter came into the room and walked towards him, he thought with a feeling of intense satisfaction that she was not only exceedingly beautiful but had a grace which was unusual and which he compared favourably in his mind with that of the ballerinas he had known in the past.




  “You wanted me, Papa?” Tora asked as she stopped by his chair and her voice was as soft and musical as the pieces she composed.




  “Yes, Viktorina, I want to speak to you,” the Grand Duke said formally.




  Tora raised her eyebrows, knowing that he never addressed her by her proper name unless it was on State occasions or concerning a matter of great importance.




  “What has happened, Papa?” she asked. “Actually I am in a hurry as the Professor is here to give me my music lesson.”




  “Your music lesson can wait,” the Grand Duke replied. “What I have to say to you concerns your whole future.”




  The way he spoke sounded so serious that Tora stiffened and her eyes seemed to fill her small pointed face as she waited for what her father had to say to her.




  Because Radoslav was situated between Serbia and Rumania with Hungary on its Northern border, it was not surprising that the Radoslav women were exceptionally beautiful.




  It often appeared to a newcomer that they had assimilated the best of the countries with which their blood was mingled and produced a race of their own that was unique in the whole of Europe.




  Tora had touches of red in her hair, which was characteristic of Hungarian women, while her eyes held the mystery and the loveliness of the Rumanians, her skin and the athletic grace of her figure undoubtedly owed a good deal to Serbia.




  But still that did not wholly account for the sensitivity and mysticism that was so much part of her personality.




  While the Grand Duke had always been a positive and matter of fact character, the Grand Duchess, although she came from Bosnia, had a certain amount of Russian blood in her veins, which perhaps accounted for it.




  Now, as she waited, Tora was perceptively aware that not only something unexpected had happened, but it was something that she would not like.




  She immediately felt apprehensive and this feeling was intensified when she realised that her father, when he continued speaking, was not looking directly at her.




  “I have just been talking with our Minister in Salona,” he began, “and he has given me what I consider most welcome news.”




  “What is that, Papa?”




  There was a little pause before the Grand Duke replied,




  “King Radul has intimated to him that he would like to marry you!”




  “King Radul?” Tora replied quickly. “Surely you mean his son?”




  “I mean nothing of the sort!” the Grand Duke said sharply. “Prince Vulkan is a waster and a ne’er-do- well, who no longer has any contact with his father. In fact he left Salona years ago and has never returned.”




  There was silence.




  Then Tora said,




  “But you said – the King wanted to – marry me.”




  “His Majesty has made the suggestion, which would certainly be to the advantage of our country,” the Grand Duke replied. “I need not explain to you that Salona, which is very much larger than we are, could help us commercially and I have often thought that without the protection of a large State we might easily be swallowed up by the Austrian Empire.”




  As Austria was a subject he could be very long-winded about, Tora said quickly,




  “I still don’t understand, Papa. The King is a – very old man!”




  “Nonsense!” the Grand Duke answered sharply. “He is several years younger than I am, in fact he cannot be more than fifty-five or six.”




  “But – Papa – I am only just eighteen!”




  “That is immaterial!” the Grand Duke said loftily. “What is, of course, in the King’s mind is that he should have another son to succeed him now that Vulkan is obviously out of the running.”




  “Do you mean to say that he has disinherited his own son?” Tora asked.




  “From all I hear and what my Minister has told me, Prince Vulkan has disinherited himself,” the Grand Duke replied. “There is another candidate for the throne, but that need not concern you.”




  “I am concerned,” Tora said. “At the same time you cannot really mean that you wish me to marry a man who is so much older than I am.”




  As she spoke, she sat down in a chair opposite her father’s as if her legs would no longer carry her.




  “My dear child,” the Grand Duke said, “I do not have to tell you how much, if you become Queen of Salona, it will help us here in Radoslav. It would certainly enhance our prestige at the other Courts, which far too often treat us as if we were insignificant nonentities.”




  The anger that rose in the Grand Duke’s voice proclaimed all too clearly that he had been extremely incensed at different times by the attitude of the other reigning Monarchs and Princes who surrounded them.




  Tora remembered that only quite recently at the funeral of a member of the Serbian Royal Family her father had considered himself insulted when he had been forced to walk behind the King of Montenegro to whom he considered himself superior.




  At the same time her mind, which seemed unable to work at all clearly at the moment and was in a state of shock, was asking her how she could possibly marry a man who was almost as old as her father.




  As if she hoped to be told that it was not true, she asked a little childishly,




  “Surely you are not really – saying, Papa – that King Radul – wishes me to be his – wife?”




  “I cannot put it more plainly,” the Grand Duke retorted. “When he arrives here in two weeks’ time, Tora, and asks formally for your hand, you will accept him graciously.”




  As his daughter did not reply, he continued,




  “There are few unmarried Monarchs around at the moment, so you should be grateful not to be palmed off on some unimportant Princeling who could not help Radoslav as Salona will be able to do.”




  The way he spoke swept the protest she was about to make from Tora’s lips.




  She knew that once her father had made up his mind anything she might say would only put him into a rage and this would end in his shouting at her and refusing to listen to anything she might say on her own behalf.




  As she did not speak, the Grand Duke went on,




  “Of course in the meantime you will not mention this to anybody except your mother and myself. I shall be making plans for the King’s visit and that in itself should make the Prime Minister keep better order among his Ministers!”




  The Grand Duke spoke irritably and Tora was aware that there had been a great deal of dissension in Parliament lately.




  It was due mainly, she thought, to the fact that her father always vetoed any innovations that the younger and more ambitious members suggested with the consequence that the country was less prosperous than it might have been had it adopted new inventions and new ideas from other parts of Europe.




  Still she did not speak and after a moment, as if the Grand Duke was a little apprehensive of her reaction to his news, he said,




  “I thought, as this is a very special occasion, you should order yourself some gowns to look your best in.”




  Then, as if he was reassuring himself that he was not spending money unnecessarily, he added,




  “They can always form part of your trousseau, for I don’t suppose that His Majesty would want a long engagement.”




  Tora rose to her feet.




  She was very pale and anybody more observant than the Grand Duke would have seen the expression of horror in the depths of her eyes.




  She went to her father’s side and kissed his cheek before she curtseyed saying,




  “I must go now, Papa. I am late for my music lesson.”




  “Well, you will not need them once you are married,” the Grand Duke replied, “so make the most of them!”




  His daughter did not answer.




  In fact, while he was still speaking, she had left the room, closing the door very quietly behind her.




  Then she was running frantically, almost as if she was pursued by demons, back along the corridor that led to the part of the Palace where the music room was situated.




  Only as she reached the door did she stand for a moment fighting to gain her breath before she turned the handle and walked in.




  The music room, which had been added when the Palace had been redecorated in her grandfather’s time, was very large and in her eyes very attractive.




  At the far end was a platform, which Tora often thought of as a theatrical stage, on which a huge Steinway piano stood in front of an exquisitely executed mural of the snow-clad mountains of Salona.




  There were Ionic pillars on either side of the platform of a pink-veined marble, which came from the mountains.




  Tora found it much more attractive than the valuable green malachite that was to be found in other parts of the Palace.




  The chairs, covered in red plush, which were used when the Court listened to a concert or when on rare occasions they were entertained by opera singers, were now pushed to one side.




  Tora walked over the polished parquet to the platform where the Professor was sitting playing a beautiful folk song.




  It was one sung by the Radoslavs when they were working in the fertile valleys or cutting down fir trees on the lower slopes of the mountains.




  Intent on what he was playing, the Professor did not look up until Tora was standing beside him.




  Then he rose to his feet, his face illuminated by a smile of delight.




  She was his favourite pupil and, as he had taught her now for nearly ten years, Tora thought of him as one of her family and she knew that he loved her more than his own children or any of his relatives.




  “Forgive me for being late,” she said, “but Papa sent for me.”




  The Professor bowed.




  “I was worried in case I should not see Your Highness,” he replied, “because I have news to tell you that I know will please you.”




  “News?” Tora questioned, biting back her news that she had intended to give him as soon as they met.




  Her father had said that King Radul’s intentions were to be kept secret, but she had no secrets from the Professor.




  He was, in fact, not only her teacher of music but also her Father Confessor, her advisor and somebody she thought of as her only friend.




  It was impossible to be really friendly with anybody in the Court because she suspected that both her mother and her father often questioned them about what she was doing and what she was thinking.




  Because she was far more adventurous than her brother, who was very like the Grand Duke and as he grew older was beginning to think along exactly the same lines, they were always a little apprehensive about Tora.




  She had always been unpredictable even as a child.




  While she lived as they thought in her dream world, she would also behave very unconventionally when it suited her and in the Court anything unusual was automatically considered a mistake.




  Because she loved the Professor, Tora now deliberately forced herself to hear his news before she told him her own.




  As she listened, she sat on a chair beside the piano and this meant that he too could sit down again on the music stool.




  He was a fine-looking man with clear-cut features and a wealth of white hair brushed back from a square forehead.




  The lines of age on his face, Tora often thought, made him look more compassionate and more sympathetic than detracted from his appearance.




  It was the face of an idealist and a man who like herself lived more in a land of fantasy than in reality.




  His long, thin, sensitive fingers could create the most exquisite sounds, which pulled at the heart and expressed what was in his mind and soul in a way that she had found in no other person she had ever met.




  Now there was a light in his eyes as he began,




  “Sometimes, Your Highness, as you well know, I feel that since I am old I am forgotten. A new generation has grown up since the days I was famous and I seldom hear from any of the Courts of Europe where at one time I was so much in demand.”




  “I am sure they have never really forgotten you, Professor,” Tora said softly.




  “That is what I like to think,” he replied.




  “At the same time I admit that they seldom get in touch with me.”




  There was an expression of sadness in his eyes before he went on quickly,




  “But now, when I least expected it, I have had a request to play at a Court where I have not been for at least twenty years!”




  “And where is that?” Tora enquired.




  “Salona!” he replied. “The King has asked that I should take my quartet – I must say I am surprised he has even heard of it! – to the Palace in three days’ time to play, I understand, to a distinguished guest he is entertaining and who has asked specially for me.”




  When he named the place he was going to Tora had given a little gasp, but the Professor had not noticed it and he continued,




  “It is gratifying, very gratifying. There is only one difficulty – ”




  He would have said more if Tora had not interrupted by saying,




  “It is very strange, but it was of Salona that I wished to speak to you.”




  The Professor looked at her enquiringly as she said,




  “The reason I was late for my lesson was that Papa had sent for me to tell me that King Radul with be arriving here in two weeks’ time to ask for my hand in marriage!”




  The Professor stared at her as if he could not have heard aright.




  Then he said in what appeared to be a strange voice,




  “The King has asked for you to be his wife?”




  “Yes.”




  “But it cannot be true! His Majesty is an old man!”




  “I know that,” Tora said. “I wanted to tell Papa I would not marry him, but he had no wish to listen to me because an alliance between Radoslav and Salona would be so very much in our favour.”




  She spoke like a child repeating a lesson.




  Then suddenly her voice changed and she cried out,




  “Oh, Professor, what can I do? I cannot marry an old man! How could I bear to give up all the dreams I have had of finding somebody I could love, somebody who would understand what I express in music, as you understand what I am trying to say?”




  The Professor put his hand up to his forehead.




  “I cannot credit, Your Highness, that what you are telling me is the truth!”




  “It is true! It is true!” Tora replied. “It is everything Papa has always wanted for Radoslav and, whatever I may say, he will not allow me to – refuse the King who only wants a – young wife in order to give him – another son.”




  She spoke bitterly.




  Then, as if it was not bitterness she felt but misery, her eyes filled with tears and clasping her hands together she cried out,




  “Save me, Professor, save me from something that I know is – wrong and would destroy – everything in which I – believe!”




  The note in her voice was to the Professor that of a child who was frightened and who turns to somebody grown-up for comfort and security.




  He put out his hand to cover hers and said in a voice that was as emotional and deeply moved as hers had been,




  “How can I help you? What can I do? You know I would give my right arm, my life, rather than that you should suffer.”




  “It is not only that he is so – very old,” Tora murmured, “but I feel sure he will be – like Papa – and living in his Palace will be like being incarcerated in a – tomb and there would be no – escape.”




  She knew that the Professor would understand, because so often, when for some reason she had been unhappy or distressed, he would said to her,




  “Forget what you are feeling. Escape on a magic carpet that will carry you into a world that is so exquisitely beautiful that all you will think of are the flowers at your feet, the stars overhead and the snowy peaks of the mountains which can be reached with the mind.”




  Then they had played music together until Tora knew that she was transplanted into another world where nothing could hurt her and there was nothing ugly or cruel.




  How could she feel like that when she would belong to the man who would be her husband, who would expect her to be continually with him and when her duties as Queen would inevitably occupy her whole time.




  “What can I – do?” she asked in a whisper. “How can I – refuse him?”




  “I don’t know,” the Professor said heavily.




  He took his hand from hers and ran his fingers over the keyboard almost as if he asked the music for an answer to her problem.




  Then, as if she thought she was being selfish in thinking only of herself, Tora said,




  “But you are going to Salona and you will be able to tell me what it is like and if the King is as – frightening as I – believe him to be.”




  It was difficult to say the last words, but the Professor heard them.




  He played a loud note almost deafeningly and then exclaimed angrily,




  “It is too much to bear! I will not go to Salona! I will send my apologies and stay at home!”




  “No, no, Professor, you cannot do that, not on my account. It is too important for you. Besides, if I have to go, if I have to obey Papa, perhaps sometimes I should be able to see you and hear you play.”




  “Sometimes!” the Professor repeated.




  She knew he was thinking that such occasions would be rare and it was most improbable once she was Queen that they would get the chance to speak as informally to each other as they did now.




  As if he was translating his thoughts into words, he said,




  “Although it would be a great honour for you to marry the King of Salona and you would be acclaimed by everybody in Radoslav, I know that you, my precious Princess, are far too vulnerable and sensitive to be married to a man who belongs to a different generation from yourself.”




  There was a little silence.




  Then Tora asked,




  “What do you remember about the King when you last saw him?”




  “As I said, it was a long time ago,” the Professor replied, “but, of course, I have heard of him since. He is often talked about.”




  “In what way?”




  The Professor was silent, as if he was choosing his words before he said,




  “Perhaps it is better for you to know the truth. He quarrelled with his son because Prince Vulkan found the constrictions of life at his father’s Court intolerable.”




  “Papa has a different description of him,” Tora murmured.




  “I think the Prince was progressive-minded as well as adventurous,” the Professor said. “Anyway, he left his own country some years ago and I understand that he has never returned.”




  Tora knew how he felt.




  “That is – why,” she said in a voice that trembled, “the King wants – another son.”




  The Professor’s face darkened as he said,




  “It is intolerable, that you of all people, should be married not for your beauty, your intelligence or your personality which shines like a light, but just because you are young and able to produce children.”




  He spoke angrily and Tora covered her face with her hands with what was a superhuman effort forced back her tears.




  She had learned self-control ever since she was a small child and her intelligence told her there was no point in crying, even though it was something she longed to do.




  Instead she had to think clearly to find some way out of the situation she now found herself in.




  “Perhaps,” she said after a moment, taking away her hands from her eyes, “when the King arrives I could manage to look so ugly and be so unpleasant that he would refuse to marry me.”




  The moment she spoke she knew that she was just playing games with her imagination and making up a story that could have no substance in reality.




  Besides, she had the uncomfortable feeling that it would not matter what she looked like.




  All the King was concerned with was a young wife, who must, of course, be suitable by birth and breeding to bear him a son.




  The Professor must have known what she was thinking and, as if the tension was too intolerable to be endured, he said in a different tone of voice,




  “There is nothing we can do, my Princess, but I will go to Salona and bring back, I hope, some information that will cheer you and make things seem less unpleasant and frightening than they are now.”




  He struck a note on the piano before he added,




  “Nothing in life is ever without its difficulties. Nothing for any of us ever runs smoothly.”




  “That is certainly true,” Tora replied bitterly.




  “I too have my difficulties,” the Professor said, as if he wanted to take her mind off her other troubles, “and as I am to leave for Salona the day after tomorrow, I have to find quickly another musician for my quartet.”




  “Why is that?” Tora asked.




  She forced herself to appear interested simply because she loved the Professor and she told herself that whatever her own feelings were at the moment his difficulties were hers as well.




  “It seems incredible that it should happen at this moment,” the Professor replied, “but Simonida has had an unfortunate fall and fractured a bone in her right arm. It will be at least a month before it is fully healed.”




  Tora knew that Simonida, who was a relative of the Professor, was a woman of nearly forty who played the cello in his quartet and was greatly in demand everywhere in Radoslav and in several of the neighbouring countries.




  Everywhere they played they received an ovation and the newspapers went into eulogies about the quality of their music.




  This, Tora knew, was all due to the Professor.




  At the same time the three people he had chosen, trained and fired with some of his own genius were very professional artistes.




  “Oh, poor Professor!” she exclaimed now in her soft voice. “I am so sorry for you and I know it will be difficult for you to replace Simonida who has been with you for so many years.”




  “She is devastated, as you can appreciate,” the Professor said, “and, although there are several young musicians, I could consider asking to come with me to Salona, there is unfortunately so little time for us to rehearse and this occasion is very important.”




  He paused to add, almost beneath his breath,




  “Not only from my point of view, but from Your Highness’s.”




  “Then you must certainly find somebody – ” Tora began.




  Then she stopped and gave a little cry.




  “I have an idea! Of course, this is the hand of Fate, and we cannot – refuse it!”
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