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    Thanks, Star Trek Discovery for the sinful Captain Pike, without whom I would never have found inspiration for Major Montgomery. 


Captain Dimples, ftw.


Also, Brianna, you sparked this story idea. I lay the blame at your feet. You're the best writer friend a girl could ask for. Thanks.

      

    


Dear Readers,

Welcome and thank you for selecting Seduction on the Alpine Express for your reading pleasure. I truly hope you enjoy the story and fall in love with the characters. 

My motto as a historical romance author has always been:  If I can’t be completely historically accurate, then I will at least make it historically feasible. On that note, I beg a few indulgences in the accuracy of all my stories. My love has always been for the characters first and then the setting. I use the second only to enhance the first. 

I did research on the Orient Express for this story and took some liberties with the route and design of the cars. Forgive me. I tried to interfere as little as possible while still keeping it feasible. 

Enjoy the adventure and the romance, let it whisk you away if only for a short time. We all need a little escape sometimes. 

Sending warm regards and best wishes your way. Remember to be kind and love one another. 

All my love,

Kirsten S. Blacketer
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Chapter One
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London, England

November 14, 1888 

On her tenth birthday, Matilda Hudson wanted a cake, perhaps a gift or two, but instead, she discovered her first love. Outlined by the bleak winter sky, Major Montgomery stood in the doorway of her parent’s home. When he glanced down, his bewildered expression shifted to amusement at her presence. His smile revealed a pair of dimples, one on each cheek, and his storm gray eyes softened a shade.

“You must be Miss Matilda.” His deep voice echoed in the hallway as he stepped inside and closed the door behind him. “It is lovely to see you again.”

“Have we met?” She cocked her head to the side, her curls bouncing. He did not resemble the man her father mentioned. No, this man looked too handsome.

“On several occasions, but you were much younger. I doubt you would remember me.” 

She scrunched up her nose and shook her head. “No. I would remember someone as handsome as you.”

His booming laugh made her grin.

“Papa is waiting for you in the study. He bade me to answer the door as Anderson is helping in the kitchen.” Matilda pointed to the coatrack and danced from one foot to the other, unable to contain her excitement. “You may hang your hat and coat there.” 

He removed his overcoat and hat, placing them where she indicated. With his dark hair, gray-blue eyes, and broad shoulders, the major resembled her father. Yet, he seemed different. She could not figure out why.

“Come along.” She snatched his hand and tugged. “I am starving. Nancy, our cook, has made me the most wonderful birthday dinner.” 

“That reminds me.” He released her and reached into his coat to remove a small, rolled parchment tied with a pink bow. “Happy birthday, Miss Matilda.” He knelt down with the gift.

“A present for me?” Matilda squealed with delight and took it. She unfurled the yellowed paper. A detailed sketch of Versailles surrounded by a maze of gardens filled the page. Her heart blossomed with joy. “It is lovely.” She gasped. “I hoped to see it in person, but this is nearly as good.”

“I am glad you approve.” He chuckled. She swore his eyes sparkled.

Matilda hugged him. “It is perfect. Thank you.” The warm scent of cloves and cinnamon and leather mixed with soap tickled her nose. Not only was he kind and handsome, but he smelled like Christmas morning. 

“You are quite welcome.” He gently removed himself from her embrace and stood. “Shall we see about supper then?”

“Oh, yes.” Matilda took his arm. She led him into the study where her father and mother waited. 

“I found him, Papa.” She beamed as she clung to their guest.

“Wonderful.” Her father clasped hands with the major in a firm handshake.

“Hello, Jacob.” He turned to her mother who pressed a kiss to his cheek. “Diana, you look radiant as ever.”

“Oh, stop, you charmer.” Her mother blushed. “I see you have met Matilda.”

“We are already old friends.” He winked at Matilda, whose cheeks warmed. 

She giggled behind her hand. They were friends. How wonderful!

“I am delighted you could join us for dinner. When does your ship leave?” Her father poured the major a drink.

“In the morning.” He lifted the glass in salute. 

“Can I go with you?” Matilda bounced on her toes. “Papa said you are going to live in Paris. I long to see Paris and Versailles.”

“Matilda!” Her mother’s chastisement crushed her hopeful spirits.

Major Montgomery’s laughter filled the room. “I do not think you would find it quite the adventure you are hoping for. This is for business, not a holiday.”

Matilda pouted but nodded in understanding. 

“I will visit many cities all across Europe. But I doubt I will find time to enjoy the sights and entertainment they offer.” The major took a drink. 

“Will you write to me and tell me all about your travels?” Matilda swished her skirts.

“Matilda Agnes Hudson. Have you taken leave of your manners?” Matilda’s smile disappeared at her mother’s pointed reprimand.

“It is quite all right, Diana. It would be an honor to correspond with someone who enjoys traveling as much as I do.”

“I promise to treasure your letters forever.” She crossed her heart. “I swear.”

The major and her father chuckled at her serious declaration, while her mother shook her head. A faint smile pulled at the corners of her mother’s mouth.

“Very well. I am at your service, Miss Matilda.” The major dropped into a reverent bow.

A warm mixture of elation and excitement bubbled deep in her chest. Matilda’s mind spun with promise of the endless tales he would tell her. She wished to explore the cities herself, but this would suffice in the meantime. At least until she was older and able to travel.

Full of adventurous daydreams, Matilda sat in the window seat as her parents and the major fell into conversation. 

“I wish there was more I could do,” her father said.

“You have already done too much. I cannot ask you to persist in making yourself, and your family, a target.” The major paused. “I am in your debt.”

“You would have done the same for me.”

Matilda yawned and her stomach growled. Was supper ready? She would sit next to the major.

“You would never have put yourself in such a situation.” The major laughed. “I shall miss London.”

Her gaze drifted to Major Montgomery. The flash of dimples made her heart leap. Hunger and dreams of adventure aside, Matilda vowed that one day they would travel the world together.
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Vienna, Austria 

Early Summer 1896

Anson leaned against the large stone column. From this vantage point, he managed to view the full scope of the gargantuan ballroom. The portly ambassador wove his way through the crowd, his wife on his arm, and greeted fellow guests amidst the opulent surroundings. The archduke spared no expense catering to the visiting dignitaries. 

The orchestra’s melody floated down from the balcony. A delicate touch of longing wove around his heart at the waltz’s familiar strains. He could not remember the last time he indulged in a dance. He focused on his mission. Observe, protect, and report. Nothing more.

His gaze narrowed. He scanned the room, making mental notes of those in attendance. When someone unfamiliar came into view, he pulled his notebook from inside his coat and jotted a line for each, to whom they spoke, and a brief description. Research came later. 

Anson tucked his notebook back in his pocket and resumed his eagle-eyed perusal. 

“Does that ever prove useful?” A deep Russian accented voice broke through his thoughts. The man’s profile remained in shadows.

“Once or twice.” He patted the pocket as to ensure it remained safe there. 

The man slid from the shadows into the glittering light from the crystal chandeliers. “Will you put me in your little book?”

“Of course.” Anson smiled. “Nikolai.” He thrust his hand out and the Russian took it in greeting, his grip formidable and relentless. “What the hell are you doing here?”

“Working.” Nikolai did not bother to explain further.

The years had been good to the Russian. His hair darkened, his eyes had become sharper and more aware, and his physique much broader than it was the last time Anson saw him.

His shrewd gaze raked over Nikolai. “Last we met, you were a guard at the Winter Palace. How long has it been? Seven, no eight years?”

Nikolai’s expression reminded Anson of a wolf in winter, all teeth and hunger. “Nine. I now serve the whim of the Count and Countess von Breunner.”

“Vash angliyskiy uluchshilsya.” Anson complimented Nikolai’s improved grasp of the English language. 

A small smile pulled at the corners of his mouth. “My English may have improved, but your Russian is still shit.” 

Anson chuckled. “I see charm and tact still evade you.” His attention returned to the room and the ambassador.

Nikolai shrugged. “As they have you.”

A companionable silence fell between the men. They stood side by side on the elevated platform watching the nobility partake in the evening’s decadence. Although they came from decidedly different backgrounds and he knew very little about Nikolai, one fateful night years before sealed their bond.

Fourteen years of faithful service to Her Majesty earned him the rank of Major as well as the honor of escorting the British envoy for diplomatic unity to the capital of Russia. In St. Petersburg, Anson played his part perfectly until it all went to hell. His reward was full culpability for an international incident. 

Anson owed his life to the young Russian soldier who threw himself into the fray. They often exchanged correspondence but had not met in person since that fateful night.

“How long have you been in Vienna?” Anson stole a sidelong glance at his friend. 

“Long enough.”

“How long do you intend to stay?” Persuading Nikolai to speak at any length proved more work than balancing a basket of kittens on one’s fingertips. 

“As long as I am needed.” 

“You are a difficult nut to crack, surely you realize this.”

“I have no wish to be cracked.” Nikolai’s expression remained impassive. 

“How do you do that?”

“Do what?” 

“Remain so serious and use humor simultaneously without effort.” 

“All Russians possess this ability.”

Anson shook his head. “There it is again.” 

The ambassador spun his wife on the dancefloor. At least he made an effort in public. In the privacy of their own home, they barely spoke to one another. A flash of crimson and silver fabric drew his attention from the ambassador. 

The curvaceous, dark haired beauty glided through the crowd with intent, her eyes fixed on the platform where Anson and Nikolai stood. The tiny hairs on his neck prickled as though a cold breeze drifted around him. Beside him, Nikolai tensed, his hand flexing.

As she climbed the steps, her dark eyes flickered between the two men. Her red lips curved into a salacious smile. 

“Ciao, bello,” she purred. “Why do you stand here like toy soldiers lined up for battle?” Her hand rested delicately on her hip. A silken Italian accent wrapped around each syllable in a loving caress. “Can you not dance?”

Anson swallowed hard. The gown’s beading trailed over her ample bosom and generous expanse of hip. He jerked his gaze away and cleared his throat uncomfortably. 

The heat in her eyes lingered.

Nikolai remained silent. 

“We are not here to dance.” Anson glanced around her in an effort to dismiss her unwanted attention. 

“Come now.” She pressed closer, ignoring his dismissal, and snaked her arm through his. “Dance with me.”

Anson shot a furtive glance at Nikolai who smirked in response. He would rub that bastard’s face in the muddy banks of the Danube. The seductress pulled him down the stairs and onto the dancefloor. 

The orchestra struck a lovely Viennese Waltz. Anson cringed.

“Perhaps you should find a more suited partner for this dance,” he murmured. 

“You make the perfect partner, Major Montgomery.” She flashed her teeth in a radiant, knowing smile.

They swept into the motions, and Anson fell into the rhythm of the music and the dance itself. 

“You have me at a disadvantage, signora.” Anson glanced at the woman in his arms. “You know my name, but I have not had the pleasure of learning yours.”

Her rich laughter surrounded him. “Signora Sophia Castellan.”

Anson heard stories of the Italian ambassador’s beautiful wife which highlighted her cunning and seductive nature. It appeared she deemed him a worthy conquest.

“Signora, a pleasure. But why are you not dancing with your husband?”

“He bores me.” She blinked her wide, dark eyes. “I prefer a challenge.” 

“What makes you think I can provide you with that challenge?” His grip tightened as they spun on the dancefloor. 

“The company you keep.” Her gaze drifted to the platform where Nikolai stood watching.

“We are two former soldiers doing what we do best.” Anson shook his head. This woman surely possessed a touch of madness.

“A soldier, yes, but also a spy.” Humor and hunger sparkled in her eyes.

Anson laughed.

“Nikolai Voronia is not who you think.” 

“I believe I would know if he were a spy.” Anson brushed off her comment.

“He is Okhrana.” Her voice carried low between them. “Russian secret police.”

“You are mistaken.” He pulled her to a stop just as the music came to an end and bowed. “Thank you for the dance. I must return to my duties.”

She waved a hand. “As you wish. Until we meet again, bello. Ciao.” 

Anson returned to his perch in the shadows. By the time he reached the top, Nikolai had vanished. 

Disappointment settled in his chest. He searched the room, barely noting the location of the ambassador left in his charge.

“Damn it.” With a sigh, he resumed his position against the stone pillar. What other secrets did Nikolai keep? Perhaps he really did not know the man as well as he thought.
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Chapter Three
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London, England

June 25, 1898

Matilda cared little what day it was. What did it matter? Shut inside her room with the curtains drawn, she lay curled on her bed staring at the polished wooden wardrobe. Her gaze traced the inlaid design around the door’s edges. 

“Darling.” A soft voice filtered through the door. The handle turned and a gentle light filled her room. Matilda’s gaze remained fixed on the wardrobe. 

Her mother sighed and sat on the bed beside her. “Matilda, you must come down and eat. It has been five days, my love. You cannot remain shut up forever.” 

Matilda blinked, impassive, as her mother stroked the tangled curls away from her face.

Her mother spotted the tray on her desk. “You have not even touched your food from last evening.” She exhaled in defeat. “What can I do to coax you back to life, my darling?”

Emptiness filled her chest. A hollow, bitter hole that refused to be filled. She blamed herself, of course. She knew better than to believe his passionless promises. Two years, wasted on a man who never loved her. A man she never loved. The realization struck her just after she received news of his decision to break their engagement. 

She anticipated heartbreak, complete with unrelenting tears and anguish. But it never came. Relief overshadowed every other emotion. The emptiness descended later when she closed herself in her room. 

A void consumed her heart when she realized the man she really loved, whom she cherished since childhood, did not love her in return. But how could he know. In all the letters they shared, they only discussed their mutual love of travel. An indulgence on his part to be certain. How could a man of age and experience possibly think anything of a correspondence born of a child’s whim?

“Perhaps if you tell me your thoughts, I can help.” Her mother brushed her fingertips against Matilda’s cheek. 

She feebly shook her head. 

“Well, ring for me if you change your mind. I will fetch some tea. You need your strength, my love.” She crossed the room and removed the tray containing last evening’s supper.

When the door closed, Matilda took a deep breath. Her mother made a valid point. She could not waste her time in such a state. Her mother’s advice rang in her ear. 

“‘Tell me your thoughts.’ Of course.” Matilda rushed to her desk and drew out a piece of stationary. Her pen hovered over the page.


Dear Major Montgomery,

I hope my letter finds you well. Over our years of correspondence, I’ve come to realize you may be the only person who truly understands me. Today, I find myself in need of a friend, someone who is not bound by the constraints of society. Your correspondence has been a comfort to me over the years. So much so, I feel I may confide in you even with my darkest secrets. However, I fear my words might alter your regard for me.

My engagement has come to a most unpleasant end. After two years, he has cast me aside for the daughter of an earl. Yet, do not feel pity for me or fury toward his actions. I have come to realize this is exactly what I need. 

I thought I loved him. And I assumed he loved me too. His words made me believe such, and yet now as I look back on our time together, I realize his actions never reflected his admiration or consideration for me. So, this broken arrangement is truly a blessing in disguise.

I never loved him, because I have always held someone else in high esteem. Someone who captured my affection from the very moment I met him. What shall I do? I fear he does not love me. 

I fear no one shall love me in the way I love him.

I have dreamed of him more vividly than I have of anyone. Handsome and charming, a prince drawn from a fairy tale, he remains in my mind day and night. I can think of no one but him.

Truthfully, I worry at my parents’ reaction to the gentleman. I have no wish to disappoint them, but it would be wrong of me to go against my own heart. 

Would it be imprudent to confess myself to him?

I beg of you, offer your guidance. I shall eagerly await your reply. 

With fondness,

Matilda





After blotting, neatly folding, and addressing the letter, she sealed it. There. She set the stage. His response would surely put her heart at ease. 

“Miss.” Elsie’s voice sounded through the door. “I have your tea.”

Matilda opened the door and smiled. “Thank you, Elsie. You can set it on the desk there.” 

Elsie’s eyes widened at the sudden shift in Matilda’s mood. “You seem much revived, miss. I am relieved to see it. We were worried about you.”

“I believe I have come to terms with what has happened and am ready to move forward with my life.” She inhaled, savoring the aroma of the tea and sandwiches sitting on the tray. 

“Oh, would you mind posting this for me, Elsie?” She handed her maid the letter for Major Montgomery. 

“Of course, miss. Right away.” Elsie smiled. “It is good to have you back in high spirits again.”

Once Elsie left, Matilda sat at her desk and enjoyed every morsel. Her hunger returned, as did her strength and resolution.

Anticipation coiled in her chest. His response would be the confirmation she required. Then she could finally tell him of her love.
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Chapter Four
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Vienna, Austria

July 7, 1898

A warm summer breeze swept through the room as Anson stepped across the threshold of his small home in Vienna. Tucked in a neat row of homes barely a stone’s throw from the Danube River, the location suited for both work and pleasure. Not that he ever indulged in pleasurable pursuits. 

After dinner with his colleagues from the British consulate and the Austro-Hungarian delegates, Anson longed for a reprieve. After all his years with the embassy, he thrived on political intrigue and collecting intelligence. Yet, the constant vigilance weighed more heavily on him with each passing year.

His mind drifted to his friends and family who remained in England. He sacrificed his life in service to the crown but carried no remorse in his decision. Such morose longings often struck him in quiet moments, like returning to his empty home.

He placed his walking stick into the stand and his hat on the rack. With ease, Anson walked through the dark house, tugging the fabric from the knot at his throat and freeing the buttons of his waistcoat. He wandered toward his study, intent on making some notes in his journal while the evening remained fresh in his mind. 

He kept a meticulous log of every event he attended, along with a list of honored guests he encountered there. A habit he began early in his career to ensure he could recall any and all information if required. One could never be too cautious. 

The gentle breeze blowing through the curtains cooled the room significantly. The warm summers in Vienna sometimes made him long for the temperate reprieve of his homeland.

A flicker of movement behind the curtain brought him up short. He slipped his hand inside his jacket and rested his palm on the hilt of his pistol. 

“Show yourself.” Anson scanned the room.

“Going to shoot me, are you?” A breathy, familiar voice floated through the room. 

Anson relaxed, dropping his hand to his side. “Signora Castellan.” He shook his head. “You could knock like everyone else.”

Her silhouette appeared behind the curtained balcony. “I could have left the consul’s dinner party with you and saved myself the inconvenience.”

He stiffened at her words. “Signora, you know as well as I do, that would not be prudent for either us.”

“Would it truly be so terrible, Major?” She stepped from the shadows into the light of the gas lamp he lit moments ago. Mischief danced in her soulful, dark eyes. “I thought you enjoyed my company.” A pout settled on her red lips. 

What could he say? He desired her. He enjoyed conversation with her. After her husband’s death, she made her pursuit of him quite obvious. The woman emanated intelligence and cunning, and it made her as attractive as it did dangerous. Every time they flirted, he tempted a fate worse than a lifetime of loneliness. A wise man would not dally with Sofia Castellan. She played for possession. Anson wanted no part of such a game.

“You are a beautiful woman, Sofia. I cannot deny it.” He clenched his hands into fists to keep from reaching for her.

“Why fight it? I can see how much you want me.” Sofia’s sultry voice wove a spell around him. She pulled the pins from the dark coil of hair at the base of her neck. It spilled like liquid ink over her silk-clad shoulders.

“I believe you can find your way out.” He stepped aside and gestured to the door. “Good evening, Signora Castellan.”

A tense moment passed between them. Sofia arched her brow and nodded. “Good evening, Major Montgomery.” She passed him, but paused in the doorway and glanced over her shoulder. “Should you change your mind...” She let the implication of her unfinished sentence linger between them before leaving. 

Once the front door closed, Anson ripped the tie from around his neck and removed his tailcoat, tossing it over the back of the chair near the fireplace. Desire surged through him. His arousal pressed against his trousers, insistent. He hung his head. 

Every passing encounter made it more difficult to resist her. Her status demanded propriety on his part. An affair with the widow of the late Italian ambassador would lead to nothing but ruin. 

Anson collapsed in the chair behind his desk. He ran his hand over his face before reaching for the bottom drawer. A nearly-full bottle of scotch beckoned him. He withdrew it and a glass, then poured himself a healthy dram. 

He hissed as it burned a path to his gut. Instantly, the apprehension faded, as did the burning need echoing through his body. He took two more drinks before the world came into focus again. 

He pulled the small journal from his desk drawer and jotted down details of the evening before they faded from his mind. As he wrote, the effects of the alcohol relaxed him.

Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted the letter on the silver tray where the housekeeper always placed his mail. He cursed himself for not noticing before. He recognized the flowing script on the parchment.

Letters from Matilda always brought a smile to his face. Over the past decade, his best friend’s daughter, whom he last saw on her tenth birthday, became his most steadfast correspondent. While their correspondence consisted mainly of discussions concerning travel and culture, the letters gave him a small measure of consolation. She became a beacon of light and innocence, reminding him good still existed in the world, and that knowledge kept him steadfast with hope.

He pushed his journal aside and took the letter in hand. Thoughts of his evening and Sophia flew from his mind when he opened Matilda’s letter.

Anson’s smile faded as he read. His heart ached with every word. 


Your correspondence has been a comfort to me over the years. So much so, I feel I may confide in you even with my darkest secrets. However, I fear my words might alter your regard for me.





He knew of her broken engagement and took comfort in knowing she found peace with the situation. However, her words stung. How could anything she say alter his regard for her?

I never loved him, because I have always held someone else in high esteem. 

Anson found himself proud of her resiliency, but she was still young and inexperienced. Perhaps such a strong visceral reaction should be tempered. He wished he were able to better give her guidance and continued reading. 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
| B A B

\//\

| O ///u/ /' ;; ;a

" u //// ///u/

14 /

A FINE R

L V) G GULIy ey Wy

KIRSTEN S BLACKE






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





