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  Secret Danger




 Taking Belinda by the arm, he moved, she thought, rather quickly through the garden and across the road to where their horses were tied up.


To her surprise Lord Ian lifted her into the saddle before she was ready for it.


Then mounting his own horse, he ordered sharply,


“Move quickly forward, but not the way we came!”


Belinda was astonished at the way he was speaking and the urgency he was showing.


But, as he rode ahead of her, there was nothing that she could do but follow him.


They went down the road which as far as she could see came to an end.  It would have been far quicker for them to go back the way they had come.


After they had travelled some way down the road without there being a house in sight, Lord Ian drew in his horse and looked back.


“Why are we stopping and why are we not going back the way we came?” Belinda asked him.  “I am sure that this road does not lead anywhere.”


“Wait for a moment and I think you will have an answer to that,” Lord Ian replied.


“To what?” she enquired.


As she spoke, there was a strange rumbling sound.
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  “Throughout the ages love has inspired great men to great achievement.


If a man and a woman are truly in love, there are no boundaries for them in this life and the many lives there are to come.”




  Barbara Cartland




  





CHAPTER ONE ~ 1880


Lord Ian Cheddington walked down the stairs.


As he did so, his hostess came out of the drawing room followed by several of her House Party.


“I am sorry you are going so early, Lord Ian,” she said.  “We hoped that you would have stayed to luncheon and come with us to the Horse Show afterwards.”


“I would have loved to have stayed,” he replied, “but unfortunately I have a most important engagement in London tonight which I dare not put off.”


They all laughed.


Then someone who had joined the others said,


“I hope she’s very pretty.”


Lord Ian laughed too and answered,


“Of course, what else would you expect?”


They started to tease him as he walked towards the front door.


The hostess was still protesting that it was very sad that he should leave the party so soon.


Watching everything from the top of the stairs was a small thin figure in a black dress.


She had seen Lord Ian about to descend the stairs as she had come down from the floor above.


She thought, as she had thought last night, that he was without exception the best looking man she had ever seen.


It was not surprising that the women of the party all clustered around him.


She was quite certain that they had all been fighting to partner him last night when there had been a large dinner party with dancing afterwards.


She, unfortunately, had not been able to go.


She was staying here with her mother’s cousin, who had said to her firmly,


“It’s no use, my dearest.  I know you would like to be at the party tonight, but you are still in mourning and I really think that a black dress would look terribly grim at the table when we have all promised to wear pink or blue and make it like a bower of flowers.”


She paused for breath before she went on,


“A bower of flowers.  That is such a beautiful name for a party especially when it is given, as you know, for Lord Ian.”


Belinda had sighed.


“I feel after six months of mourning I will never smile again.”


“Of course you will, my dearest,” her cousin said.  “But, as this was a very special party which I wanted to be unusual for Lord Ian, you can understand that someone draped in black would really be out of place.”


“I will be able to take my black off in three weeks’ time,” Belinda pointed out.


“Then we will just have another party,” her cousin promised, “and I know it will be as amusing as this one.”


Belinda thought that this was unlikely.


She had learnt that Lord Ian Cheddington was the most sought after young man in the whole of London.


Although she rather doubted the stories about him before he arrived, after she had seen him she could really understand why women spoke about him almost with bated breath.


Each of them was determined that he would partner her at the next ball and she would captivate him.


Although, according to gossip, there was already a crowd of beautiful women competing for his attention.


‘I don’t believe a word of what I have heard about him,’ Belinda said to herself before he arrived.


Yet when she saw him she could appreciate why he had caused such a sensation amongst the elite.  According to her cousin, no party in the Beau Monde was complete without him.


Now he was shaking hands with the members of the party and then he kissed his hostess on both cheeks.


“It has been wonderful to come here to stay with you,” he said, “and I can only hope you will ask me again.”


“But, of course, I will,” Lady Harrington replied.  “In fact your bed is always waiting for you.”


He laughed.


Then with a final wave of his hand he stepped into the carriage drawn by two fast horses, which were to carry him as quickly as possible back to London.


His luggage was already strapped on behind and his valet was sitting in the driving seat between the driver and the footman.


The girls standing on the steps gave out a loud cry of ‘goodbye’ as the carriage moved off.


His Lordship waved his hand until they could see him no more.


Lady Harrington gave a sigh of relief.


“I am so glad the party went off well,” she said to the people standing near to her.  “As Lord Ian has an invitation to every party given, and those who bore him are black-listed, you can easily imagine that he found you all adorable. I genuinely believe that he will look forward to another invitation.”


She walked into the hall.


She did not notice that her cousin Belinda had now joined the rest of the party.


“What frightens me,” Lady Harrington went on, “is that Lord Ian will be spoilt by the adulation he has from beautiful women like you and so not realise it is important that he must aim to get married.”


She paused for a moment before she explained for those who did not understand,


“When his father, the Duke, dies, he is the heir to his enormous estate in the North of England and will not be able to spend his time in London, so we will lose him and who, I ask you, could take his place?”


“No one!” two or three of the women chorused.


Belinda thought that she had heard all this before.


When they moved into the drawing room, Belinda, because she was interested in what her cousin was saying, hid behind the sofa so that she would not see her.


At the same time she could hear clearly what was being said about Lord Ian Cheddington.


She had been bitterly disappointed that she had not been able to go down to the party last night.


She could readily understand that her cousin was determined, as she had said, to make it a bower of flowers for the most handsome man in London.


Her plain black dress would certainly have spoilt her cousin’s effort to make her party alive and colourful.


It was Queen Victoria, who still mourned for her husband, Prince Albert, who had insisted that mourning for relatives should be worn for six months and, if it was for a husband, then it had to be half-mourning for the next five months.


It had been unpopular with many attractive women, but no one dared to defy the Queen.


Belinda had to wait another three weeks before she dared discard her black dress.


She had hated black from the first time she wore it, but that was the Social law and she was certainly not brave enough to ignore it.


Now, sitting behind the sofa, she heard her cousin saying,


“I am so thrilled and delighted that Ian will come again.  I am planning a party for him in two months’ time, which I am sure he will find as amusing and entertaining as this one has been.”


“You arranged it all brilliantly,” one of her friends said.  “I thought that the band last night was exceptionally good.  When we were all dancing, we certainly looked like the bower of flowers you were determined to create.”


“Now I will have to think of something different for the next party,” Lady Harrington said.  “But perhaps I am counting my chickens before they are hatched. By that time Ian may not be so eager to come to the country as he has been this time.”


One or two of the women had moved away while she was speaking and had let themselves out of the French windows into the garden.


The Countess on the sofa next to Lady Harrington, said suddenly,


“I suppose you have heard about the Princess?”


“No!” Lady Harrington replied.  “Which Princess?”


“The Russian Princess.  Who is doing everything in her power to attract Lord Ian and, if the gossip is to be believed, he is already infatuated by her.”


“I have heard about her but I have never seen her,” Lady Harrington answered.


“She attends all the smartest parties,” the Countess went on, “although we are not quite certain who introduced her in the first place.”


“Do tell me more,” Lady Harrington asked.  “This is all news to me.”


“Well, the most mysterious woman has appeared in Mayfair, who I do have to admit is not only beautiful but sensational in her appearance and so are the horses that she rides in Rotten Row.”


“Tell me more,” Lady Harrington encouraged her.


“She calls herself Princess Natasha of Karlov, but she appears not to know very many people in London.  But apparently her appearance and her charm is just captivating everyone who has met her.”


The Countess paused for breath before she went on,


“Her parties are distinguished by the most fantastic food and wine and a Russian band which has never been heard in Mayfair until now.”


“It sounds really intriguing,” Lady Harrington said.  “Please go on.”


The Countess lowered her voice as she resumed,


“One or two men have already told me that they are suspicious that she is actually a Russian spy!”


“And she is a Princess!” Lady Harrington cried.  “I don’t believe it.”


“There are thousands and thousands of Princesses in Russia,” the Countess went on, “so it is impossible for us to decide whether she is genuine or whether she is using the title merely to suit whatever her purpose may be.”


Lady Harrington laughed.


“It sounds like a story from a novelette and quite frankly I don’t believe one word of it.”


“It is true,” her friend answered.  “She has appeared from just out of nowhere.  Apparently she had Continental introductions from one or two people and she has become so popular simply because her parties are so fascinating and she herself is an undoubted beauty.”


“You are intriguing me.  Go on!” 


The Countess lowered her voice a little more,


“And my husband, Anthony, is most suspicious and thinks that she might be a spy in disguise, even though she is a very expensive one.”


“Do you really think that is true?” Lady Harrington asked.  “Surely if she has just appeared in London Society someone and I suppose it would be the Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, who should know if she is  genuine or not.”


“Well, I just hope that Lord Ian will be careful what he says and what he tells her,” the Countess replied.  “You know quite as well as I do that the Russians are behaving abominably in the Balkans and Her Majesty keeps sending brides with Royal blood to save the Principalities.”


She paused for a moment.


Then she said,


“It is also whispered, although no one dares to say it aloud, that they think the Czar has his greedy eyes on India.”


“You astound me!” Lady Harrington exclaimed.  “I cannot think why all this has been kept from me.”


“It is best not to talk about it,” her friend replied.  “My husband, when he heard I was coming here, instructed me to be very careful and not to worry you with the stories that are only whispered about in London and so are not known to the ordinary person.”


“Of course I would want to know the truth,” Lady Harrington said hurriedly, “and I think that your husband should warn Lord Ian, if no one else.”


“You can be quite certain that Anthony would not do anything like that,” the Countess replied sharply.  “He often said to me that it is not his business, although he is at the War Office, to interfere with what is happening in the other Offices of State.”


She coughed before she added,


“As you know, the Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, Earl Granville, is very touchy and does not like to be told by anyone what he considers his own business.”


Again she hesitated before she went on,


“At the same time I would not like dear Ian to be involved in anything which is scandalous or dangerous.”


“He should be able to look after himself,” Lady Harrington replied.


“When you do see the Princess,” the Countess said, “you will realise how exceptionally beautiful she is and, although I have never really cared for the Russians, she has made herself pleasant to a great number of people who say openly that they find her delightful and charming.”


“But suppose she really is a spy,” Lady Harrington said tentatively, “and obtains information from Ian which would be very damaging.”


“Oh, I expect that Ian can manage,” the Countess answered airily.  “Although those sort of women have a way of extorting money from a man when he least expects it.”


“I know quite well what you are suggesting,” Lady Harrington told her.  “But are you telling me that Ian is already her lover?”


“I have not the slightest idea whether he is or not,” the Countess said.  “But I am quite certain of one thing, the Princess is like every other woman, but being Russian she is far more intense.  She intends to captivate Ian one way or another.”
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