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SURRENDER TO YOU
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ASTRAKHAN DISTRICT
RUSSIA
DECEMBER 1919


‘Almost there.’


‘I need a drink.’


‘And a bed – preferably with someone soft and warm in it.’


‘Jesus, Mahomet, don’t you ever think of anything else?’


‘What else is there?’


‘Right now I’ll settle for a fire to thaw my frozen feet.’


An affirmative murmur of deep male voices whispered through the score of riders like a light wind through dry leaves, followed by another silence born of exhaustion.


The weary cavalry troop cantered up the linden-lined driveway; elongated shadows cast by the flanking trees sketched inky patterns on the snowy sweep of open field on their right. At the end of the long drive, a three-story manor house sprawled along the crest of a rise, its bulk shining white in the clear winter moonlight, its numerous Palladian windows darkly shrouded except for two golden, lamplit casements on the main floor. From the base of the hill, stretching as far as the eye could see, fertile wheat fields lay dormant under a deep blanket of drifted snow. Dark fringes of forest rimmed the remote horizon of frozen steppe, and silhouettes of weeping willows bowed languidly over the icebound river cutting through the frosty, moon-drenched fields. All was crisp and still in the bitter December night.


The clinking of mouthpieces and the faint jingle of spurs sounded softly as the horsemen moved up the avenue. Each man rode by instinct, half-asleep, exerting a knee pressure only sufficient to keep him in the saddle with the least effort. Heavy shubas of marten, sealskin, and beaver were crisscrossed with cartridge bandoleers and belted with double-holstered Mausers. Wolfskin or astrakhan papakhas, pulled low against the raw air, framed youthful faces and tired, cynical eyes which had seen savagery and bloodshed on an epic scale. Held slack in leather-gloved hands, reins slapped gently against sweat-streaked horseflesh. Half a verst back the thoroughbreds had smelled the stables, snorted, lifted their elegant noses, and of their own accord broken into a canter. Food and rest were near; the fatigued animals could sense it.


‘Damned late to be bringing home twenty houseguests, Peotr,’ noted the young coronet keeping pace with the officer in the lead.


‘Kitty’s used to it,’ his companion grunted laconically.


‘We’re not in Piter1 anymore, Aliosha, and concerned with manners,’ someone behind them commented dryly. ‘There’s a war on, remember?’


‘As if one could forget,’ a low-pitched murmur halfway down the ranks lamented. ‘Bloody, depressing war.’


‘But not in the last few weeks!’ cried a triumphant voice. ‘We whipped their asses, by Christ! Two thousand roubles says those munitions depots we blew are still burning!’


‘And five hundred more says Budenny’s cavalry are still running toward Kamishin. Hip, hip—’


‘Hurrah!’ Twenty strong voices rose in exultant chorus to musingly finish the cheer.


Seldom in the last months had they been able to rejoice so roundly. Since mid-October, Denikin’s over-extended White Army had been in full retreat. Kolchak’s Siberian armies were finished, and General Yudenich and his small body of volunteers from Estonia had been defeated at the gates of Petrograd. On October 20, the Reds had retaken Orel, the Ukraine had fallen, and now Kharlov was threatened. The Bolsheviks were proving to be formidable opponents.


In spite of the recent disastrous reverses, General Mamontov had undertaken a deep raid behind Red lines. His cavalry mass, or koulak (fist), had smashed through the left flank of the Red Army and had reached Tambov, some 140 miles from where he had first broken through, then had turned westward and had moved along a zigzag route, dodging large Red troop concentrations for well over a hundred miles before turning back south and rejoining the main lines of the White armies. In the course of his daring raid, Mamontov had completely disrupted the rear of a wide sector of the Red front. He burned army supplies and depots, blew up bridges, destroyed locomotives and rolling stock, and executed captured Bolshevik commissars.2 Cheerful jubilation in the South Russian newspapers noted there hadn’t been anything remotely like it since the cavalry raids during the American Civil War half a century earlier.


The officers cantering up the snow-covered driveway had been part of that roving cavalry under Mamontov. They were one of the special cavalry units from Turkestan and the Caucasus incorporated into Mamontov’s IV Cavalry Corps; members of the Touzémnaya (Native) Division, unofficially known throughout Russia as the Dikaya (Savage) Division. They were regarded, by others as well as themselves, as the elite of the White Army divisions. Their outward appearance was at best irregular. Flamboyant riffraff of every race and creed was the polite description. Some called them a pack of killers. Whatever the definition, all acknowledged their incredible skill and bravery, as well as their remarkable loyalty to each other, which went well beyond the usual standards of courage. They never left their dead or wounded on the battlefield but brought them out regardless of the circumstances.


Although young, all had served a bloody apprenticeship in the Great War and there had learned to cast aside everything not essential to battle: idealism, military discipline, regulation equipment, tack, and polish. They were unorthodox in every way – even to a completely different style of riding. It was a style more sporting than military, for they all rode thoroughbreds on short stirrups with a long rein and no bits, enabling them to keep up a pace that no one else could rival.3 The riders had a variety of nagaikis (whips) and kinjals (knives) tucked into their boots which they used with a kind of effective carelessness that earned them their reputation for savageness.


‘That Balashov arsenal was sheer beauty, Apollo,’ said a hawk-faced Kurdistan dressed in sheepskin, leather, and silver-embroidered breeches to the tall, well-built rider slouched in the saddle of the magnificent Karabagh mare cantering alongside him. ‘But crazy, definitely crazy.’


‘I can count on Leda to get me out of any tight spot,’ the large man impassively replied. ‘A mullah once told me Leda and I were both touched by the sun … some mystical sort of thing. Not that I believe it, particularly, but it doesn’t hurt. I’ll take all the luck I can get.’ Mystical or not, it was an apt description, for the spectacular golden color of the mare and her master’s pale yellow hair – unseen at the moment, beneath the wolfskin papakha pulled down over his forehead – was a superb match.


‘Touched is right,’ his companion remarked facetiously, referring neither to mysticism nor coloring. ‘You’re a damned maniac, Apollo, going in to blow up that guarded arsenal smack in the middle of Budenny’s army.’


‘Hell, I couldn’t let an opportunity like that pass. Damn nice fireworks – good for night riding.’ An inner smile briefly lit hooded eyes.


‘It was like a full moon over the Erivan plateau …’


‘I thought you’d appreciate it, Sinko, brigandism being in your soul and all. Reminded you of the night raids so dear to your heart, eh?’ There was a teasing mockery in the timbre of the deep voice.


‘Nostalgic as mother’s milk, my friend.’


‘As you damn well know’ – the muscle in one lean cheek clenched momentarily – ‘it doesn’t hurt to be a maniac, fighting this war. All the truly rational men were done in long ago. And as for dealing with unpredictable situations and explosives …’ Throwing off the brief melancholy, the negligent drawl was restored: ‘Dare I make the cliché comparison to women? Handle them with a delicate touch and they’ll all make you feel good in the end.’ Turning his head slightly, he smiled at Sinko in that lazy, faintly ironic way that was so much a part of his character.


‘You should know, Apollo,’ the dark-skinned, showily dressed Kurd replied with a flash of white teeth. ‘Wherever we stop there’s some woman giving you the eye and more than willing to make room for you in her bed that night.’


‘War’s like that, Sinko. Take it while you can. Who knows if you’ll live to see morning.’


Sinko glanced at the man riding next to him, expecting to see the familiar teasing smile. The well-favored face was dead serious.


*

Even now, regardless of their recent successful raid, everyone in the cavalry troop knew the White armies were fighting a losing battle. Every week, every day and hour, the Red armies were becoming better organized and better equipped. They outnumbered the Whites by almost two to one, had vast reserves to cover their casualties, and had supplies vastly in excess of those of their adversaries.4 It was only a matter of time until the Whites were defeated, unless new Allied aid arrived – and since the French had evacuated Odessa and the Hampshires had sailed from Vladivostok for home in September, the promised support didn’t appear very likely.


Among the Whites, Alexeiev was dead. Kornilov was dead. Kaledin had committed suicide. Kolchak had been shot. Everyone gone after two years of war except Denikin and Wrangel. The end was near. But no one ever admitted the fact aloud. It was understood they were all committed to fight to the very last.


Every officer in the group on that chill December night had his own reasons for fighting, for staying when every practical consideration screamed its dissent. The reasons were as many and varied as the men riding together in this cavalry troop, the scions of aristocratic, leisured families who had ruled Russia unchallenged for a thousand years. Although the troop was highly irregular on the surface – a cross section of mountain tribes: Circassian, Kabardin, Ingushian, Chechen, Dagestan, and Tartar – each man had been trained in one of the empire’s elite Guard regiments, and all were superb horsemen, crack shots, skilled tacticians – and, by repute, the most wanted group of men in Russia. Each officer carried a price on his head guaranteeing its recipient a comfortable retirement. The Central Executive Committee in Moscow, as well as the General Staff of the Red Army, would breathe a collective sigh of relief if this renegade remnant of the dreaded Savage Division were ever captured.


Skirting the darkened west wing of the manor house, the men rode around to the stables and wearily dismounted. They had been in the saddle almost continuously for days, in bitter cold, moving through war-torn country where there was very little food or shelter. Back in safe territory now, the troop had been granted four days of rest before resuming the campaign. The koulak’s raid had been a very satisfying maneuver – well conceived, well executed, successful. A cavalry corps against an entire field army, and … a glowing success. They were all in a mood to celebrate, despite their fatigue.


Leaving the horses in the grooms’ care, the men strolled around to the main house, now laughing and joking, their guard down, the nervous tension so much in evidence during the last weeks had instantly dissipated once their feet had felt firm ground again, and gratifying thoughts of warm food and drink replaced the ruthless, bloody images of war.


‘Welcome! Welcome home, Your Honor,’ the old retainer, opening the door, happily greeted his master.


‘Thank you, Pavel. It’s good to be back.’ Colonel Peotr Radachek smiled, pulling off his stained leather gloves. ‘Some champagne and vodka, eh, Pavel?’ he remarked, shrugging out of his heavy fur coat. ‘We’ve some celebrating to do!’ Tossing aside his papakha, he sauntered down the darkened hallway, flicking lightly with his ever-present nagaiki at the caked-on mud gracing his boots, followed by the affectionate, voluble Pavel and a dusty, dirty group of suddenly loquacious cavalrymen.


Minutes later they were sprawled around the table in the hastily opened dining room. An enormous crystal chandelier dispelled the room’s midnight gloom and cast a brilliant glitter over a lengthy mahogany table, which was covered immediately by busy servants with a clutter of wine bottles, vodka decanters, zakuski, caviar, glasses, and cigar and cigarette boxes. A meal was being prepared belowstairs, the mistress of the house had been informed of their arrival, and the officers were counteracting the chill and rigors of the journey with generous draughts of Khahetian champagne and local vodka. Most of the men had cast off their tunics and now lounged in shirt-sleeves. Boisterous, joyful masculine voices rang out in toasts: to their cavalry division, to the White Army, to General Mamontov, to General Wrangel, to the success of their raid. They stood each time, as was the custom; tall, young, trim, their muscles honed to steel by years of warfare, their faces bronzed by the wind and sun of long months in the saddle. They stood proud and triumphant as they threw back their heads and tossed off the vodka for each toast in a single gulp. Servants quickly refilled the glasses; as soon as one toast was completed another raucous slur on the enemy would follow, or a pledge to honor and to country would be celebrated. In very short order, each member of the troop had jubilantly saluted his companions and the brilliant triumph over the formidable Budenny. After the fifth or sixth round, a great deal of grandiloquence and merriment accompanied the speeches.


*

A scant half hour later, Countess Radachek appeared in the doorway.


‘Good evening, gentlemen.’ Kitty Radachek was the kind of woman whose breathtaking beauty could silence a room – and very briefly it did.


The countess blushed.


The men jumped up.


Rosy-cheeked, she smiled diffidently. ‘Please, make yourselves at home. Supper will be served soon.’


The amenities observed, the men all resumed their comfortable sprawls, the buzz of conversation began again, and the young pretty countess quietly greeted each man as she walked the length of the room to welcome her husband home. Having dressed hurriedly when the servants woke her, she wore a simple but elegant, unornamented lilac-colored frock by Vorobiev and no jewelry. Her honey-gilt hair, catching the sparkle and glimmer of the chandelier, was undressed, simply pulled back with an embroidered ribbon to fall in silken waves down her back, giving her the appearance of a dainty schoolgirl.


‘What a nice surprise. Welcome home, Peotr.’ She smiled shyly at her husband. ‘Everyone’s so cheerful, you must have been victorious.’


‘We ran Budenny’s First Cavalry Army back to Kamishin.’ Peotr grinned, casually draping his arm around Kitty’s small shoulder and at the same time raising his glass to his companions.


They were an incongruous pair standing at the head of the table, for Count Radachek was as tall and swarthily dark as his wife was diminutive and fair. Leaning her head against her husband’s great bearlike chest, the countess half closed her sea-green eyes and murmured, ‘I’m happy you’re safe.’


Peotr had turned to respond to some bantering remark concerning the merits of horses and women and failed to hear his wife. Patting her shoulder carelessly, he turned back to her briefly to suggest, ‘Sit down, Kitty. Have some champagne with us,’ and then his voice rose in jesting comment, shouting across the table in reply to some vulgar inquiry.


Kitty sat down with a soft whisper of lavender wool and was gallantly handed a glass of champagne by a smiling lieutenant who bowed, clicking his heels together very smartly. Unfortunately, he was not exactly sober; having accomplished the adroit maneuver, he fell facedown on the table.


‘Hey, hey, Sandy,’ someone yelled. ‘Damn good form. Didn’t spill a drop.’ And indeed he hadn’t; infinitely polite, the lieutenant had landed eight inches to the south of Kitty’s glass. Efficient servants restored him to his chair and the countess quietly sipped from her glass while joking repartee, noisy songs, and shouts of laughter passed back and forth, and as high spirits riotously escalated.


‘To Apollo!’ someone shouted. ‘And to his devilish cool hand with dynamite!’


‘Hear, hear!’ The chorus stood and refilled glasses were tossed down once again.


‘There was a little bet concerning the possibility of infiltrating the arsenal at Balashov,’ Peotr explained to Kitty. ‘Apollo took up the challenge and somehow managed to get in. That munitions dump rose sky high. It lit up the heavens clear to Kabul. Apollo won himself a roan stallion – which he doesn’t need, since he’s enamored of that Karabagh mare he rides. We were all watching from the bluffs south of town, and when Apollo came racing out of that depot area riding hell-bent for leather, we knew the fireworks were about to—’


‘Hey, Apollo!’ Peotr’s narrative was interrupted by a booming voice. ‘Where’d you learn the technique? Some bloody anarchists in your family tree we don’t know about?’


A lazy drawl replied, ‘It helps, Azof, to have owned a munitions factory or two.’ Apollo was now elegantly disheveled and more than a trifle drunk. His clear, golden eyes glittered brilliantly. ‘Learned the finer points of blowing up the world at my papa’s knee,’ he added with a flash of a grin, his fine white teeth shining against his deeply bronzed skin. There was something demonic in his expression – the smile with the mouth alone, perhaps. The captain had the look of a great tawny mountain cat, sleek, powerful, lean. His eyes were cat eyes, sparkling and yellow, their corners lifted high in a bold, sensual slant beneath heavy brows many shades darker than his blond, sun-streaked hair, which was long and carelessly brushed back like some rough lion’s mane. He had the reputation of having the best hands in the world – an instinct he had been born with, and one which allowed him to deal gracefully and flawlessly with horses, cards, firearms, explosives, and … women.


‘He’s so wild tonight,’ a sandy-haired corporal said sotto voce to his table companion.


‘As usual’ was the dry retort. They both watched as Apollo carefully emptied a sizable portion of a bottle of vodka into his glass. Unaware of the scrutiny, and satisfied his task was accomplished when the clear liquid rinsed the rim, Apollo leaned back in his chair, one long-fingered hand curled around the perfectly filled glass. Abruptly, as an afterthought, he lifted the bottle to his mouth and drained the few remaining inches. Waving a servant aside, he very carefully placed the empty bottle at the end of a neat row arranged before him.


‘Holds his liquor like a Siberian peasant,’ the corporal said with a certain awe.


‘A pity at times,’ declared his more worldly companion. ‘Might save himself a lot of trouble if he’d pass out occasionally. Remember the time when, after two solid days of drinking, he set out for Moscow to assassinate Lenin? Got there, too. Amazing. Only Lenin was in Petrograd at the time, and Apollo was beginning to sober up by then so he came home. He said it was hair-raising, coming back through enemy territory stone-cold sober.’


Apollo was known to favor a mode of life wilder than most, and this predilection for dangerous play and drunken adventuring often required a nimble use of his wits, an instinct to survive, and occasional assistance from his two personal bodyguards, Karaim and Sahin.


Like noiseless shadows, these two mountain men guarded the Young Falcon – or As-saqr As-saghir, as Apollo was familiarly known in their mountain aul – at the request of Alex, Apollo’s father, and of Iskender-Khan, their leader and Apollo’s great-grandfather. In the course of battle one took one’s chances, but at least in the extraneous turmoil of civil war Apollo would be relatively safe from other forms of treachery – Karaim and Sahin would give their lives to protect their ward.


Now they sat impassively watching their handsome charge, who for some time had seemed detached from the raucous hum of conversation buffeting to and fro across the table. Suddenly his animal eyes came to life and a white blaze of vitality lit the golden depths.


Rising from his slouching sprawl in a deceptively fluid motion for one so inebriated, Captain Prince Apollo Kuzan lifted his glass to the table at large and, a malicious glitter now evident in the pale eyes, indolently saluted, ‘To the Bolskis.’


A stunned silence greeted his toast.


One dark brow rose sardonically at the sudden hush. ‘May they all be blown to kingdom come,’ he softly finished with a slow grin. Apollo’s yellow eyes were suddenly bland, his expression one of celestial affability. Raising the brimming glass to his lips without spilling a drop, he proceeded to pour the vodka down his throat.


‘To kingdom come!’ twenty rollicking voices shouted in unison and twenty throats were washed with fiery alcohol.


And so the celebration went its clamorous way in a surge of masculine bonhomie.


*

Forty minutes later, the countess excused herself to check on the preparations in the kitchen. The door had scarcely closed on her back when the count inquired of the table in general, ‘What say to a couple of days at Zadia’s little nest in Niiji? Ilya says she’s brought in six new girls from Georgia.’ He looked around questioningly.


A drunken roar of approval greeted his suggestion.


‘After we eat, then – off to Niiji,’ Kitty’s husband declared emphatically.


‘I’ll drink to that,’ decreed a slurred, sibilant Petersburg accent, perfectly on cue. ‘A woman, a meal, and a streak of luck – what else does a soldier need?’ And all glasses were emptied again in roguish agreement, anticipation of Zadia’s special brand of comfort running high.


After dinner, when port and cigars had been passed around, Peotr blandly announced to his wife, ‘We’ve a scouting mission beginning in the morning. Have my orderly pack some clean clothes for me. We’re off within the hour.’


‘Oh, Peotr, I thought you were staying for a few days.’ Kitty’s disappointment was obvious.


The count’s shoulders lifted in a Gallic shrug as he gazed at his pretty little wife, deciding absently she was not a pleasure he would ever appreciate. ‘Sorry, pet, we’re expected at Wrangel’s headquarters in the morning.’ The lie came easily. Zadia was one of Peotr’s favorite paramours. ‘I’ll be back in two or three weeks if all goes well. You’ll take care of things for me while I’m gone?’ He bent to brush his wife’s cheek with a kiss. A detached, obligatory kiss.


Kitty lowered her heavy lashes. ‘Of course, Peotr; you know I will,’ she answered dutifully, but her heart lost its warmth. What did she expect, anyway? she asked herself with sad frustration. Why had she thought it would be any different this time? She knew full well why Peotr had married her. Rationally, she understood the arrangement. She always had. A marriage of convenience, contracted by their parents years ago. The estates were adjacent; it was a profitable marriage for both parties – but Kitty, innocently shunning logic, had hoped and dreamed her dark, handsome husband with those beautiful gypsy eyes would come to love her. It hadn’t worked out that way. After three years of marriage she should have known better, should have learned the futility of romantic yearnings, been immune to disappointment.


Peotr always treated her with courtesy and a careless affection, much as one would treat a friend’s sister or a relative. Theirs wasn’t a conjugal relationship so much as a lack of a relationship altogether, a polite fiction of a marriage. Kitty had been orphaned while still in her teens, and during the remaining two years of her minority she’d been chaperoned by a paternal aunt reluctantly dragged away from Petrograd and brought south to ‘do her family duty.’ Kitty and her aunt had never more than courteously tolerated each other, unfamiliar as Kitty was with all the feminine graces, pastimes, and idle amusements so dear to her aunt – so dearly missed by her aunt. Kitty had been reared to take an interest in the estate and trained by her father in all aspects of stewardship; when her parents died in an accident on the Volga it was both natural and necessary for Kitty to take over management of Kuchin. As natural as becoming engaged to Peotr, whom she had known all her life.


Shortly after Kitty’s eighteenth birthday, on one of Peotr’s leaves from the western front, they had married. Immediately after the ceremony, Kitty’s aunt, her duty discharged, had climbed into a carriage loaded with her trunks and left for Petrograd. Two days later, Peotr had returned to the war, leaving Kitty alone, responsible for running both estates.


Peotr genuinely appreciated Kitty’s administrative abilities and often praised her competence and proficiency. But neither his careless, brotherly affection nor his compliments on her management acumen were what Kitty craved from her husband. She wanted his love. Sighing quietly, Kitty gazed at her raffish, ebullient mate – who was intent at the moment on emptying a decanter of vodka – and advised herself against such folly. After all, she understood the ways of the world as well as any other gently reared female. She understood the position of women in her class. Husbands loved and adored their mistresses but they didn’t marry them; they took chaste, respectable, fresh young girls for their wives. But the converse was depressingly true … they didn’t love them.


Several more bottles were emptied and another hour elapsed before chairs scraped back and the young cavalry officers rose to their feet, bid the countess a polite, if drunken, good night, and somewhat unsteadily mounted their horses for the twelve verst ride to Niiji.


Morosely returning to the house after seeing her husband off, Kitty dismissed the servants. It was late, almost three o’clock; the cleaning-up could wait until morning. After one last look about to see that no lamps or cigarettes were left burning, Kitty started upstairs.


She felt very much alone. Unhappy feelings resisted all practical attempts at composure. Prospects for the future with Peotr seemed bleak. Such reflections smacked of self-pity, Kitty realized, perturbed with herself, and she chastised herself for such selfish thoughts. It was mean and ungenerous to fret about her future when Peotr’s life was in mortal danger every day. In any event, with the war progressing as it was, what future did any of them have? Death, exile, servitude were the specters of the future – ominous thought. But for the moment, their district was still secure, and by busying herself with the supervision of the estate and trying to remain optimistic her mind would be distracted from the ghastly war, from her terrible fears for Peotr’s safety. In these awful times, she could be of service to her husband at least as an estate steward if not as a wife and lover.


Then the haunting dread, which managed to slip around the most meticulously constructed mental barricades, reappeared. Dear Lord, Kitty thought helplessly, what would ultimately come of them? The area under White control diminished each month despite the summer victories of Wrangel and cavalry units such as Peotr’s. The Red armies, well supplied, freshly reinforced, were tightening the ring each day. How much longer could they be beaten back? Kitty attempted to dismiss these morbid apprehensions, not wishing to contemplate the devastation of their estates or the fearful consequences of defeat any more than she cared to recall Peotr’s instructions to her when he’d left to fight with the White Guard at the very beginning, in 1918.


‘I’ve written everything down. Instructions are in a sealed folder in the study safe. Money’s deposited for you in Paris. If I’m killed and defeat appears imminent, promise me you’ll leave in time.’ He had looked at her very somberly, his gypsy eyes full of sadness, and had repeated, ‘Promise you’ll leave.’


Kitty had nodded, forcing herself to reply, ‘I will,’ although she had died a little then at the thought of losing Peotr and of leaving the land that had been her family’s for a thousand years.


‘And just in case …’ Peotr had added, leaving the sentence unfinished, handing her a vial of morphine. Stories of atrocities, of torture and rape practiced by the Red Army, hung malevolently in the silence like a gruesome corpse on a gibbet. Neither could bring themselves to comment further. Kitty had nervously taken the vial from Peotr, burying it in the depths of her vanity case. It had never been mentioned again.


All the memories and daunting anxieties for the future, freshly recalled, served to further depress Kitty’s spirit. Very near tears, she tightened her grip on the stair railing and steadied herself by sheer willpower against the coming attack of weeping. Damn the war, she swore silently. Damn all the senseless slaughter and misery. And damn, too, all the Zadias of the world, offering their kind of shameless, unconventional love, irresistible to husbands like Peotr.


Kitty knew very well where her husband and his friends had gone. Peotr’s voice had carried quite clearly through the dining room door. At the thought of Peotr’s indifference, Kitty’s long suppressed tears suddenly spilled over, like a quicksilver break in a weakened dike. Determinedly, she dashed them away with a tiny closed fist, sniffling and blinking in a resolute effort to regain composure. Not too long ago, Kitty had promised herself never to cry again over Peotr’s inconstancy – and damn, she didn’t intend to so easily forget her resolve and become a watering pot tonight. Three years of shedding tears over the impossible dream of a loving husband were enough. Kitty had pragmatically jettisoned all but logical considerations regarding love and loving; for the future, she had intrepidly determined, all romantic illusion was to be summarily quashed.





2



Kitty walked into her dressing room and discarded the lilac frock, slipping back into the white, lace-trimmed batiste gown she’d so hastily discarded when Peotr and his troop had arrived. Untying the ribbon binding her hair, she padded barefoot into the adjoining bedroom and began extinguishing the lamps left burning in the large, pine-paneled room. The pungent fragrance of sweet peas wafted through the air, their redolent perfume rising like whispers of summer from several large famille verte bowls filled with massive bouquets of the delicate pastel blooms replenished daily from Aladino’s hothouses.


But another faint, disparate aroma drifted indistinctly to Kitty’s senses as she moved to dim the lamps. A scent not vivid enough to enter her consciousness; an odor only vaguely noted. Approaching the bed, the elusive, earthy essence, previously indistinguishable, became remarkably clear – faintly leather, vaguely horsey, and … decidedly alcoholic.


In the shadowy glow of the small brass bedside lamp Kitty saw a man sprawled facedown on her pristine white coverlet. A tunic jacket lay in a heap on her carpet, along with a glistening cartridge belt, holster, and sword strap. The officer slept with his face buried in the pillow, clad in a shirt, elkskin breeches, boots, and spurs. His tall, powerfully muscled body, revealed so blatantly beneath close-fitting elkskin and white silk, took up a great deal of space on the birchwood bed. Although most of his face was concealed in the pillow, the long, sun-streaked hair and the portion of dark, winged brow and stark cheekbone verified the usurper as Prince Apollo Kuzan, one of her husband’s young captains. Kitty glanced quickly around the bedroom, half expecting to find Karaim and Sahin hovering in the shadows, but Apollo was alone.


It looked as if she’d be sleeping in another bedroom tonight, Kitty rapidly decided. The prince was much too large for her to move, and it was senseless to wake him simply to ask him to transfer to another room. The cavalry troop would still be at Zadia’s in the morning. Apollo could rejoin his companions after a good night’s rest. However, consideration for the delicate, embroidered counterpane Apollo was lying on induced Kitty to conclude that pulling off his boots before she left might be wise. Those wicked spurs would wreak havoc with the padded silk if he tossed and turned during the night.


One moment Kitty’s hands were grasping a grimy cavalry boot, and the following moment she was lying on her back in the center of the bed, her hips straddled by muscular, leather-clad thighs. A lifetime of training in the Caucasus Mountains, as well as the last few years of war, had instilled a finely tuned sense of survival in Apollo. He was a very light sleeper.


‘Ah-h-h.’ He relaxed the harsh grip of his fingers around Kitty’s slender throat and smiled warmly at the soft female beneath him. No enemy. The adrenaline ceased its furious pumping through his nervous system. ‘Forgive me, dushka,’ he said, exhaling softly, soothing the angry red marks his fingers had left. The lean, brown hands massaged her neck lightly with apologetic caresses.


Apollo looked down on the beautiful perfumed woman lying under him, felt a fleshy female body between his legs, and the familiar scene stimulated reflexes schooled to perfect response by countless incidents in the past. To wake after drinking and find a woman in bed with him was no novelty – and his need for a woman’s warmth was achingly real after weeks of campaigning in the unpopulated steppes.


Without a word he bent to kiss her, not a gentle caress, but a barbaric kiss that shook Kitty’s spine, a dangerous kiss that ate at her lips, her tongue; teased the soft interior of her mouth; suffocated the cry of alarm which died in her throat. His hands moved up swiftly, lost themselves in her golden tresses, and held her captive as he lowered his body. Kitty couldn’t move, couldn’t cry out; she was trapped beneath Apollo’s powerful frame while he savored her mouth with a greedy, sharp-set passion – savored her with the avid hunger of two weeks’ abstinence, his lips warm and soft, his tongue languidly probing, his sensitive hands leaving their indelible imprint, until a small flame of response, unwonted and disturbing, began to smolder in Kitty. Apollo felt it, the infinitesimal acquiescence, and he lifted his mouth to trace a path downward, lowering his head to kiss the crest of a pale, rounded breast.


Released from those dangerous, encroaching lips, Kitty cried, ‘Apollo! No! Please stop! Apollo … you mustn’t—’ She ended in a wail, struggling to push the heavy body away.


There was amusement in his voice. ‘Why did you tumble into bed with me, little Marousia, if I mustn’t? Ah, dushka, hush. Hush, you always say no, at first; I know you.’ He laughed softly. ‘No games tonight, ma petite, not tonight,’ he murmured into the hollow beneath her ear while his hands played down her waist and over her slender hips. His fingers slid under her. Large hands grasped firm buttocks, pressing her fiercely, impatiently, against his body. Kitty gasped at the imprint of his hands burning through the sheer material of her nightdress and inadvertently whimpered in response to the urgent hardness pressing into her belly.


Catching her breath, she frantically whispered, ‘Apollo! Please! I implore you!’ But her agitated request was strangely breathy.


Raising his head, Apollo smiled teasingly and laughed again. ‘You needn’t beg, little Marousia. I’m more than willing.’


Kitty was seized with both outrage and a terrible excitement. What was he talking about? Who was Marousia? Kitty nervously searched the amused face so close to hers and looked into half-closed, tawny eyes; eyes strangely opaque, dimmed by alcohol. She realized with a sudden sinking feeling that Apollo didn’t know who she was. Good God, he didn’t know!


The tearful ‘No!’ the gentle resistance, like a scented gauntlet thrown down in the game of love, was a piquant challenge to the prince, whose brain was being forcefully guided by the tightness of his breeches. His head dipped to kiss his little Marousia again, and while his lips stifled a muffled protest, his hand slipped beneath her nightdress, gently touching the smooth flesh inside her thighs. Kitty pressed her legs together, but one strong, bronzed hand, remorseless as a steel wedge, nudged them apart and the light strokes resumed, moving slowly upward. Apollo was enjoying the feel of velvety skin, taking his time, touching, rubbing, his lean, experienced fingers fondly playing with the sensitive fragrant flesh; wooing the lady. Kitty’s brain was reeling uncontrollably; she was incapable of protest as inexplicable emotions terrifyingly mingled with guilt and common sense all cascaded headlong down a turbulent whitewater of desire while those questing hands took liberties, leisurely explored.


Apollo’s tongue claimed her mouth without haste, alternately demanding and cajoling, lingering to experience the sweet pleasure it gave him. Then his fingers encountered damp silken hair and a great heat. Kitty moaned, a shattering surge of passion and soaring pleasure burning through her trembling body.


It appeared – the prince’s inebriated brain registered from vast experience in these matters – it appeared the lady was ready. Rolling over, he sat up to pull off his boots and breeches.


When Apollo moved away from her, Kitty was left breathless, feeling strangely bereft. But freed as she was from his disturbing embrace, in a few cool moments, commanding purpose was restored to her fevered mind.


‘I’ll scream,’ Kitty hissed in a stage whisper. ‘Every servant will be here in a minute!’


Apollo looked over his shoulder at her briefly and considered the threat for a moment. His sense of situation in these boudoir encounters flawless, he resumed unbuckling his spurs.


‘So help me, I swear I’ll scream,’ Kitty continued lamely, but even as she threatened, she knew she wouldn’t scream. How could this scene possibly be explained to the servants who would come running to her rescue?


And Apollo also knew, however drunk he was, however vague and hazy his senses, that the threat was quite empty. He had divined the lady’s desires with a sure libertine’s expertise. He recognized the signs – could feel, taste, smell that delicious stirring of female response. He knew it from one end of Russia to the other. Yes, the lady was ready. No, the lady wouldn’t scream.


Apollo stood for a moment or so unbuttoning his shirt and breeches, then, discarding his clothes, moved back to the waiting woman. Broad-shouldered, lean-hipped, he displayed an arousal so blatant the sight sent a quiver melting down Kitty’s spine, half fear, half anticipation. The illumination from the bedside lamp played over bronzed skin and rippling muscles as he came toward her, splendid as a half-tamed leopard.


Kitty had known Apollo casually for years, but Captain Prince Apollo Kuzan asserting his full powers at close range she had never known. He was so near she could feel the warmth of his skin; his hair seemed in the fragmented light like spun gold. Without touching her, he swept his gaze over her body, his pale eyes attentive, flaming with gathering violence. She was held fast by those heated eyes, by his physical magnificence, by the sight of him naked and aroused, and a sudden turbulence exploded quietly within her like a blaze on a cool autumn night.


The silence of the room, breathlessly still, remained unbroken except for the faint whisper of the bed dipping under its new weight. Apollo’s hands reached out to deftly untie the ribbon on the neckline of the white batiste gown. He opened the lacy décolletage, smoothing laces and ribbons aside with a sensuous brushing motion, soft as a held breath, and smiled in a lazy, leisurely way, his untamed, smoldering eyes sweeping the full gleaming ivory curves now rising and falling in breathy agitation. His dark fingers slid peacefully inside to gently cup the heavy breasts, his gilded head bending toward her upturned face.


Kitty’s lips opened submissively and Apollo Kuzan found warm haven after weeks of war.


With teasing lightness he nibbled at the fullness of her lower lip, slid the tip of his tongue over the fleshy moist verge, ran tantalizingly over Kitty’s small white teeth, across the delicate arch of her upper lip, teasing, tempting her, his smell of alcohol pungent and sweet, close enough to taste. The devastating tongue danced and incited and asked for more, but still his mouth remained a millimeter away, only brushing her lips occasionally with a touch light as dandelion down in the wind.


Then his intent, busy hands released her nipples, now taut and achingly erect, and slid up over the flushed fullness of her breasts, squeezing gently, listening to her breathing, pausing to hold the weight of each breast in each of his hands, moving to drift up to the smooth whiteness of her neck, lean, splayed fingers softly gripping her small chin. Kitty, warming, breathlessly yearning for the feel of his kiss, twisted upward. With her small movement his grip tightened almost fiercely and suddenly his mouth moved swiftly down, fastening over hers like an animal with its prey. Kitty cried softly in surrender, overwhelmed by the burning contact, her lips crushed by the hunger of a man who has waited too long. Apollo’s golden eyes closed for a moment in homecoming before he stretched his long body over hers. Supporting himself on his elbows, Apollo rained little kisses of welcome, thanksgiving, and ungentle desire on Kitty’s eyes, forehead, cheeks, ears, always returning lingeringly to her achingly eager lips, taking her breath away with his searing kiss.


Kitty responded with an unexpected hunger previously unknown to her, and while it excited and tantalized, it also shamed. She tried then, in a fit of conscience, to stop, to pull away … anything but give in to this madness. But when she struggled briefly, saying, ‘No, no,’ in a despairing whisper, turning her mouth away, twisting beneath him, pushing at his muscular torso, Apollo took one of the hands beating at his chest and pulled it slowly down until it touched his rampant hardness. He drew in his breath sharply, his own hand shaking on hers.


‘Yes,’ he said in a soft, ragged voice, knowing nothing could stop him from possessing her now – not the threat of hell itself. Then his mouth closed over one nipple, biting softly, tugging gently with teasing teeth, and Kitty, almost paralyzed by the electric flashes of desire tearing through her body, stopped her ineffectual struggles. For dazed, breathless moments Kitty was lost to everything but the glorious heat stealing over her.


Apollo lifted his mouth when she whimpered a little, and when he moved to recapture her mouth her moans were lost in his breath. ‘So quiet tonight, Marousia,’ he whispered. ‘Unlike you.’ He laughed softly, possessively, assured. ‘Soon you’ll be screaming, dushka, soon.’ His knee buried itself between Kitty’s legs, his aroused male force beyond further waiting. She was hot-blooded and ready, and he needed to bury himself into her, feel her close around him.


All Kitty could think of was the enormous size of him, the hardness and length she felt under her fingers. ‘It’s too big … I can’t,’ she faltered, a little frightened.


Oblivious to her hesitant murmurs, Apollo swung over her and positioned himself. ‘You know very well you can, Marousia, my pet. You’ve been abstinent too long, that’s all.’ He smiled faintly. ‘And I as well.’


‘No … I can’t. I mustn’t … I don’t want to.’


‘You want to, darling. It’s very clear,’ he said softly, probing the opening that lured him, touching hot, sticky dampness. ‘Now there.’ Apollo sighed softly, feeling the velvety-smooth tightness. ‘I’ll go slowly … only a little at a time,’ he soothed, having learned while still very young to use care in order not to hurt. His hands moved under Kitty’s hips and he lifted her. ‘Welcome me home, Marousia,’ he whispered, ‘as only you can.’ As her thighs parted to make way for him, he began sliding into Kitty’s slick wetness and warmth. ‘See,’ he said hoarsely, ‘how easy it is’ – with melting skill he drove himself deeply into her – ‘to take it … all.’


Kitty’s breath suddenly lapsed as he buried himself, and a long denied blazing sensuality opened, exploded, flamed into ravenous need. With a plaintive whimper she threw her arms around his neck and, arching high, held him with all her strength, drawing in the exquisite pleasure. Her eyes, dark with desire, saw nothing, her ears were only tuned to his low, murmured lovewords, and the sense of ecstasy beginning to overwhelm her throbbed like a raging storm out of control.


Once he was completely fitted into the shape and feel and contour of her body, driving upward Apollo nudged gently, a delicate skilled little nudge, meant to give pleasure, guaranteed to give pleasure, and Kitty’s world exploded, every excruciatingly tingling nerve, all sensation trembled on the edge. She reached for him countless times to pull him deeper, wanting the blissful oblivion, whimpering for the tantalizing delight she felt so near. But he broke gently away each time, withdrawing slightly, forcing the disciplined pauses, whispering as softly and quietly as a northern landscape at dawn, ‘Wait, Marousia. Don’t rush, little kitten … I’ll make it better.’ And while her mind was screaming, No, I can’t wait another minute, not another angel breath of a second, he made her wait, knowing from long practice the importance of patience, knowing that the quivering holding back only made the eagerness peak more acutely.


Each time he moved back on the withdrawal stroke, small fingers dug into his back, trying to hold him close, not wanting to lose the pleasure, and the clawing, passionate female desire triggered his own ardor, sending new blood into the engorged maleness, swelling him larger and longer. With only a slight pause on the brink of withdrawal to savor the frantic woman whimpering, moaning, clawing at his back, he sank in once again, hard, rigid, penetrating deeply. She was tight, silky as rose petals, and he drove home with a soft sigh of pleasure. His hands slid lower on her hips, he nudged her thighs slightly wider and, bracing himself, settled into a familiar rhythm of thrust and withdrawal that brought them both insensate enchantment. And he was right, of course. He did make it better. Much, much better.


Abruptly, for their own private reasons of urgency, neither was interested in further delay, only in flesh-to-flesh convulsive need, raging passion, surge and countersurge. When Apollo’s breath broke against her cheek, Kitty, reaching her own rapturous paradise, sobbed quietly and opened wide to receive his seed pouring into her. Then, from a great distance, as if muffled through mountains of cotton wool, Kitty heard a panting scream. Too lost to everything but the pleasure searing the whole of her being, she never knew the unprecedented cry was hers.


Apollo gazed down at the ripe lips half-open in ecstasy and, well pleased, afforded himself the smallest smile. There. He knew Marousia always screamed. Gratified with her obvious satisfaction, he tipped his head down to draw in the last dying sigh and, pulsing out his own profound release, spilled into the quivering, luxurious woman.


With Apollo still inside her, Kitty, all warmth and contentment, lazily drifted away from a pleasure unlike any she had ever felt; and when, only moments later, Apollo, growing again, thrust delicately against the exact tingling focus of her bliss, shocked and surprised, she whispered a protest. ‘No …’ She couldn’t again; she was too drowsy, too sore. But Apollo didn’t listen to her, as he hadn’t before, and within a quiveringly short time the building carnal sensations caught Kitty’s breath in her throat. Several careful, skillfully proficient movements later, maddened by long, slow strokes that teased and caressed, Kitty, astonished, unbelieving, with a low, keening cry experienced another violent climax.


Swollen with blood, Apollo rode her still, bringing her up again and again, slowly, leisurely, exquisitely, until finally Kitty sank into a trembling exhaustion. Only then did Captain Prince Apollo Kusan, having politely pleased the lady, decide it was his turn again, and with a shuddering groan he ground into her, filling and filling and filling the lovely countess with a long suppressed orgasm so intense his hands shook.


Neither spoke as they both lay there, momentarily overwhelmed with a delicious lassitude. Only the fire crackled in the ornate porcelain stove. The soft light from the small lamp played gently over the entwined figures on the rumpled bed; the long-limbed, bronzed male form almost completely covering the small, white woman. The embroidered counterpane Kitty had been so concerned about lay crushed under their feet. Kitty’s nightgown trailed forgotten, half-on and half-off the bed. Her delicate face, eyes closed, lay framed by gilded waves, and her tiny feet were dwarfed by muscular, tanned calves. The scent of sweet peas floated like a serene goddess over all.


Apollo’s sweat-sheened body lay sprawled over Kitty, pinning her beneath him, throbbing and diminishing within her. His face was buried in her throat. After long, awkward moments, Kitty moved a little, but he didn’t stir except for a soft exhalation warm against her neck, the tiny motion rasping his stubble across her skin. She tried to ease away, murmuring softly, and only then realized Apollo had fallen asleep. His weight was heavy on her, his hands in sleep gripping involuntarily. Even the slightest movement brought a tightening of those sun-dark fingers. He could not be wakened, moved, or dislodged. And very soon, because she had no choice and it was very late and she was very tired, Kitty drifted into sleep, thoroughly astonished at what had taken place, but pleasurably, contentedly satisfied, Apollo’s sperm warm between her thighs.


She woke to the feel of him swelling, an infinitely languid sensation that slowly filled her. And when he woke, too, to the realization that the warming flesh, the gentle urgency, was not a dream, his half-lidded eyes gazed indolently for a moment and then closed again as he concentrated on the rhythm set by the moist, tight sheath enfolding him. Small hands came up to pull his face down, and Apollo felt only the deprivation of a long starved man. Later she touched him and he touched her in every delicate, succulent, shameless way possible, and far into the night they explored the depth, height, and breadth of conventional and unconventional love-making. It was close to dawn in the dim grayness of the room before Apollo rolled away, flooded with a luscious, ringing weariness, and even then the delicate, soft woman nestled near into the curve of his arm. With the casual familiarity of well-versed practice, he gathered her close and peacefully fell asleep.
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The bright winter morning insinuated itself through triple-paned windows into the master bedroom on the second floor; the late morning sun, creeping in all golden and scintillating past the lace curtains, cast a wayward beam across Apollo’s face. Like an unwelcome visitor the light woke him, and Apollo slowly became aware of two unpleasant facts: he had a violent headache, and his right arm was stiff and cramped. Opening his eyes with a certain reluctance, he glanced down at the small woman cradled in the crook of his arm and became aware of a third slightly staggering fact. He swore softly under his breath.


My God! Bozhe moi! It was Peotr’s wife! The dainty honey-blonde with a face of jewel-like purity, breathing gently in his arms, was none other than his superior’s wife. Wonderingly and half-dismayed, he said ‘Christ’ quietly several times. He knew he shouldn’t have had that last bottle of champagne. Then, like genial Mediterranean breezes, the events of the past night swam pleasurably into his brain and voluptuary memory warmed him. Christ, he breathed again, why had Peotr always talked of his Kitty in wifely terms, describing her as chaste and uninspiring? Were they talking about the same woman? A pensive frown creased his brow, adding to the pounding in his head. Maybe, he speculated with a neutral dispassion, she’d had some instructors since Peotr rode her last, for Sacristi, the countess he had reveled in bed with last night had been as uninhibited and passionately spontaneous as the most practiced whore. But whatever the circumstances, he acknowledged ruefully, he shouldn’t have bedded Peotr’s wife. It wasn’t good form. Actually, it was frightfully bad form. In the cold soberness of morning, several hours too late, he reminded himself reprovingly of the requirements of civility and good manners.


Kitty woke at that moment, her lashes feathering open, and gazed into cool, golden Tartar eyes, scrutinizing her thoughtfully. The keen examination was sufficient to render the countess very uncomfortable.


There was a long moment’s silence.


But even in this most unusual of situations, the prince’s exquisite good breeding did not desert him, although he did look a slight bit disconcerted. ‘Accept my apologies, madame,’ Apollo offered pleasantly in the sibilant French of the Petersburg aristocracy. ‘I had too much to drink.’ She at least didn’t look surprised, he thought, which meant one of them anyway must have been sober.


Kitty’s cheeks blushed rosy at the bland, dégagé apology. Did he think …? Oh, Lord. Stammering in embarrassment, she said, ‘I’m not in the habit … I mean … I usually don’t … I mean, I never—’ She didn’t know how to continue. The entire episode, the whole night, her incredible behavior, was unbelievable.


‘Nor I, madame,’ the young captain murmured politely. Contemplating the arresting, widely spaced emerald eyes, the gentle grace of her shapely mouth, he found himself enchanted. A small voice reminded him pertinently that one of the few rules he had chosen to observe was that of staying out of any superior’s wife’s bed. It had always seemed a sensible maxim, a small enough concession to society’s conventions by a man otherwise distinguished for his unorthodoxy, and one likely to guarantee the least possible trouble in the long run – but then Apollo looked once more into those marvelous green eyes, as deep and clear as a tropical lagoon, and the sensible precepts began to lose their grip. Prudence was slipping out the door without so much as a backward glance while hot blood started pulsing through his veins, irresponsibly, iniquitously, with a completely unprincipled disrespect for good manners.


His body was beginning to respond in defiance of his mind’s command. Jesus, why did she have to be so beautiful? And married? Then his focus drifted onto dangerous ground – so warm … and soft … and enticingly … sensual. He tried briefly to order his vagrant libido, and failed. The taboo on commanders’ wives suddenly seemed inconvenient.


In the space of a few seconds and rather to his own surprise, Apollo’s mind was made up. Zadia’s could wait.


Kitty found herself unable to resist the penetrating attraction of those pale golden eyes, primitive in their need, tentative and suggestive, probing to her very soul. It was those eyes particularly – in all that golden, bronzed, supplely muscled perfection – that drew her. Luminous, vital eyes like those of a nervously elegant, gold-encrusted icon; bold, dramatic, dark-centered eyes pervaded by an underlying extraordinary sensuality. Then Kitty felt Apollo’s newly aroused body stir and come to life against her warm thigh, and an answering heat, wayward and inexplicable by any previous standards of her circumspect life, coursed through her senses. She shivered slightly from fear, helplessness, and a piercing sense of susceptibility.


Apollo, feeling her tremble, drew her closer into the circle of his arms, very gently, so she could stop him if she wished. His muscles tensed as their bodies touched, but she didn’t move. His heart beat faster.


His nearness, the heat from his body, the intimacy of expert fingertips tracing a delicate pattern down her spine, intensified the discomposure Kitty was experiencing. Apollo was holding her so close she could feel the pounding of his heart through the musculature of his chest. ‘This is … all quite ridiculous,’ Kitty whispered nervously, trying desperately to overcome her mindless, melting physical reaction to this virtual stranger.


‘Yes … quite ridiculous,’ Apollo softly agreed, his eyes caressing her face, coming to dwell on her inviting pink mouth, knowing, in defiance of what was right, that he could not stop himself from what he was about to do. Lowering his golden head to kiss those full, cherry lips, he murmured very, very gently, ‘Absolutely … ridiculous.’


Kitty tried to pull away but it was already too late. She felt the sudden springing surge of his body and her senses reeled beyond caution, reminded of all she had discovered in the long night hours. Strong brown hands slid down to her hips and crushed her tightly against a pulsing hardness. Kitty heard faintly a groan of pleasure against her hair, and from that moment she could not have obeyed her fleeting instinct to escape had she even wished. And when his mouth crushed down recklessly over hers, she no longer cared. Apollo’s lips and tongue pillaged and despoiled, greedy for a renewed taste of her, for the woman taste, sweet, pungently libidinous. While their mouths clung and tongues intertwined, his hands lingeringly explored the curves and contours of her body, savagely efficient, sparing nothing. With a quicksilver shiver Kitty responded, the memories of last night provocatively lush, all Apollo had taught her of audacious, delectable passion between a man and a woman still piercingly fresh. Before the kiss was over, inescapable, perfect, unutterably disturbing, she let him know without speaking that what he wanted, he could have.


In an incredibly short time, Apollo was delighted to enjoy – perfectly sober – all that he had only vague recollections of having enjoyed the previous night. The countess had enormous proclivities as a courtesan, he thought pleasantly, adjusting her legs on his shoulders. His headache was quite forgotten.


*

An hour later they lay content, wrapped in each other’s arms. Kitty was feeling a compelling need to say something about her behavior, her mind a shambles of conflicting emotions. Stumbling skittishly over the words, she said, ‘Apollo, I want to explain. That is … well, I’ve never behaved – you must believe me … I don’t know what came over me!’ she ended plaintively.


The prince, who had been dozing lightly after his latest exertion, slowly eased his eyelids open and regarded the lovely, flushed countess whose glorious cloud of buttercup curls was bewitchingly tousled from hours in bed. Just basic sexual desire, my pet, Apollo thought to himself, amused at Kitty’s sudden restoration of modesty. But his bland social mask, schooled to perfection in drawing rooms and boudoirs across Russia and Europe, betrayed none of his reflections. ‘No need for hysterics, Kitty,’ he soothed comfortingly, his voice still drowsy. ‘It happens to everyone.’
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