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INTRODUCTION



In 1789, directly after the French Revolution, the great powers, despite their hostility toward the new republican government, were too involved elsewhere to intervene. Austria and Russia were at war with the Ottoman Empire in a grandiose effort to partition the Turkish state. Prussia and England opposed this expansion and encouraged Sweden to attack Russia. War seemed imminent when the Prussian emperor signed a treaty with the sultan calling for the liberation of all Turkish territory.


But England refused to support Prussia since the British themselves were on the verge of war with Spain over the control of Nootka Sound on the Pacific coast.


Fortunately all this bickering allowed France a measure of respite.


By the spring of 1791, the eastern crisis had been settled by diplomatic means and Austria was prepared to intervene in France. However, another year passed before all the powers interested in invading France could agree on strategy, vital interests, and the division of spoils.


The French Assembly was equally divisive and selfserving. Most French leaders regarded war primarily as a means of attaining political power at home. Strategic and diplomatic considerations played a secondary role. To compound French problems, the nation’s armed forces were in such disarray that it was doubtful if the army could carry out the task of defending the state from invasion. Overlooking such critical issues, the Assembly voted overwhelmingly for war on April 20, 1792.


The allied army’s main invasion force against France consisted of a huge, slow-moving supply train, obsolete artillery, and many Prussian officers who hadn’t experienced serious combat for thirty years. Regardless of their deficiencies, including their cautious, methodical tactical system, the allies won battle after battle, advancing inexorably toward Paris. The French army, comprised essentially of inexperienced, untrained volunteers, proved unreliable in battle. Until the morning of September 20 at Valmy, when the French lines and field guns repulsed two waves of Prussian attack.


Valmy was a watershed, a momentous victory for the new French nation. The first effort of the European powers to crush the Revolution had been defeated.


Over the course of the next twenty-three years, until Napoleon’s final defeat at Waterloo, various combinations of nations made war against the French Republic. England was the driving force behind the First Coalition, organized in early 1793 with Austria, Prussia, and Spain. Other powers eager for spoils hastened to enter the alliance: the Papal States, Naples, Tuscany, Parma, Modena, Sardinia, Portugal. But mutual suspicions, differing ambitions, and deepening rivalries plagued the participants. By mid 1795, only Austria and England continued to fight, and in October 1797, Austria signed a peace treaty with France. France was now the dominant power in western Europe.


But Napoleon’s disastrous Egyptian expedition in 1798 changed the balance of power and gave new hope to France’s enemies. Russia and Turkey temporarily ended their age-old rivalry and together went to war against France. Austria saw the French defeats as an opportunity to reenter the war on advantageous terms. And England found itself in an excellent position to devise a new coalition. By the end of 1798, Austria, Russia, and England had agreed on a set of common war aims.


And in Paris dawned the realization that hostilities would begin as soon as the Russian corps reached Austria.


This is the precipitating factor for the events in the novel you are about to read. As the story opens, a French army division has been headquartered in Sargans, Switzerland, and General Andre Duras is preparing for the renewal of war.
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FRENCH ARMY HEADQUARTERS SARGANS, SWITZERLAND MARCH 3, 1799


‘Beauve-Simone brought in Korsakov’s wife.’


General Duras looked up from the maps spread over his desktop, his dark gaze piercing. ‘Korsakov’s wife?’


‘In all her glory,’ his aide-de-camp said, grinning. ‘She’s in your parlor. Beauve-Simone couldn’t think of another room in camp suitable for a Russian countess wrapped in sables.’


‘How the hell did she turn up fifty miles behind enemy lines?’


‘Her Cossacks apparently took the wrong turn at Bregenz. Her carriage is elaborate – a bed, food, a maid … very self-sufficient. They had no need to stop anywhere so weren’t aware of their error. Beauve-Simone’s troop intercepted them at the bridgehead north of town.’


Duras leaned back in his chair and sighed. ‘Her timing could have been better. We’re attacking along the whole front in three days. Jesus, I can’t send her back now.’


‘Maybe Korsakov’s corps will be in retreat by next week.’


‘And?’


‘I thought – I mean …’ Colonel Bonnay’s voice trailed off under the general’s sharp scrutiny.


‘I could send her back through the chaos of a retreating Russian army?’ Duras coolly inquired, his brows raised in cynical speculation. ‘Even her Cossacks couldn’t protect her in that anarchy. How many does she have with her?’


‘Four.’


‘Four fucking men between her and the rabble. Perfect,’ Andre Duras disgustedly muttered.


‘Could the Countess Gonchanka look after her?’


‘I don’t think so,’ he sardonically replied. ‘Natalie isn’t known for her kindness to women. In fact,’ he went on, quickly glancing at the clock on the wall, ‘you’ll have to divert Natalie posthaste. She’s planning on having dinner with me very shortly.’


‘She doesn’t listen to mere colonels.’


‘Relay a note from me,’ the general said, reaching for paper and pen. ‘I’ll postpone dinner tonight … and don’t mention Korsakov’s wife is here.’


‘She may have heard already. News like that travels swiftly.’


‘Which means the Austrian spies will soon have the information. Merde,’ General Duras swore, swiftly scrawling his regrets to his current mistress. ‘I don’t need this added problem right now. All the men and supplies have to be in place by the morning of the fifth,’ he declared, waving the sheet of paper briskly for a moment to dry the ink before folding it and handing it to Bonnay. ‘Will the trestle bridge at Trubbach be finished in time?’


‘The engineers promised to have it ready by midnight of the fifth.’


‘Good. Give Natalie my note and offer her my sincere regrets. How strong do you think the fort’s northern defenses will be at St. Luzisteig?’ he went on, his mistress dismissed from his mind, his gaze once again on the maps before him. His energies the past two months had been consumed with planning the offensive.


‘The spies say it’s impregnable.’


The general studied the topographical drawings for a moment more, and then his head lifted and he smiled at his young subaltern. ‘Then I’ll have to lead the attack myself.’


‘The fort is as good as ours then, sir.’ Henri Bonnay’s smile flashed in the room shadowed by the winter twilight closing in.


‘It better be. We need that river crossing. Now off with you. I don’t want the countess descending on my household with Korsakov’s wife there.’


‘Perhaps they’re acquaintances.’


‘Let’s hope not. One temperamental Russian countess is enough to handle.’


‘You should go and see the woman, sir.’


‘You handle it, Bonnay.’ Duras turned back to his maps.


‘There’s nowhere else to put her, sir.’


‘I’ll sleep in your lodgings, then. How would that be?’


‘She seemed frightened, sir.’ His aide-de-camp’s voice held the merest remonstrance.


‘Well, console her, then. She has her attendants, doesn’t she? I’m not playing nursemaid to Korsakov’s wife, Bonnay, no matter how woebegone a look you cast my way.’


‘How could it hurt to offer her your assistance? Tell her she’ll be returned once the offensive is past. Korsakov would do the same for your wife.’


‘My wife doesn’t journey beyond Paris, my dear Henri. So unless the Russians march into the city, Korsakov won’t be required to play courtier to her. Not that she wouldn’t be accommodating should he prove the victor in this contest,’ the general softly murmured. His marriage had been bereft long ago of all but chill politesse; his wife’s indiscretions were legion. But one did not divorce the niece of Talleyrand, political adviser to the Bourbons and the Directory alike, without jeopardizing a hard-won career. And his wife gloated on the position of consort to France’s most victorious general.


‘Five minutes, sir. I’ll tell her you’ll stop by.’


Duras’s mouth twitched into a half smile. ‘Still trying to make me a gentleman, Henri?’


‘You’re more of a gentleman than the Bourbons, sir. The young lady seemed anxious, that’s all.’


‘With good reason, I suppose. Very well, Henri, tell her I’ll offer her my compliments.’


‘In five minutes.’


Duras grinned, his handsome face taking on a boyish cast, the weight of his command disappearing for a moment. ‘Ten minutes, Henri, because I’m still in command here, but don’t ask me to bow to the lady,’ he added, his dark eyes full of amusement. ‘My corsair father would never approve.’


‘No, sir, very good, sir, I’ll tell the lady, sir.’


*

It took more than ten minutes, though. In fact Colonel Bonnay had to remind Duras twice more before he set his maps aside and left his makeshift office. Dark had descended by the time he crossed the frozen mud that passed for a street in the small border town on the upper Rhine, the night air damp, chill. His thoughts were on his engineers working around the clock in the icy waters of the Rhine. Two days of warm sunshine had melted enough snow so the river was in flood, the fords impassable. He desperately needed that bridge to move his men and matériel across the river to attack General Korsakov’s Russian corps, Austria’s newest allies.


What exactly did one say to the wife of the man one hoped to destroy in three days? Not the truth certainly.


There were guards at the front entrance of the burgomaster’s house he used as quarters. Bonnay was always thorough – a prime requisite in an ADC. Duras chatted with the men briefly, his easy rapport with his troops the reason they’d follow him anywhere. And they had since he’d first earned his general’s stars at twenty-nine and in the years before as well, his success due in part to their devotion. Although those who knew him well understood he had certain natural gifts of leadership separate from the loyalty of his troops – the power of quick decision, faultless judgment, boldness, dynamic tactical skill, and an indefatigable determination.


All of which fueled jealousies not only in Napoleon but in the War Ministry where political intrigues motivated promotions and assignments more often than ability. But they needed him here in Switzerland. He knew it and they knew it. He’d been given command of the single outflanking position between France and its enemies; the possession of Switzerland was of vital strategic importance.


And in three days he began his offensive.


*

He knocked once on the parlor door before opening it and stepping into a blaze of candlelight. He didn’t realize he had so many candles. And on second glance he saw he didn’t; the scented tapers were all set in heavy silver Russian candelabra.


A servant watched him from the fireside with wary, timorous eyes, her features Asiatic, her costume Russian. There was no sign of the countess.


‘Where’s your mistress?’


‘In here, General,’ a clear, direct voice replied in French. ‘Have you eaten? Do you play chess?’


And when he crossed the carpeted floor and stood in the open doorway to the small dining room, he saw the countess for the first time, seated before a small chess table, apparently playing both sides in the game.


Her dark brows arched delicately against her pale skin as she gazed at him. ‘Your engravings don’t do you justice, General Duras. You’re much younger.’


‘Good evening, Countess Korsakova. And you don’t appear to be frightened. Bonnay led me to believe my presence was required here to allay your fears.’ If she thought him young, she was younger still, he reflected, and exotic-looking. With Korsakov’s family well connected at the Russian court, Andre didn’t doubt that Korsakov had his pick of women.


‘The young colonel mistook my reticence for fear,’ the countess replied, a luscious small smile lighting up her brilliant green eyes.


‘You’re not afraid, then.’


She made a small moue of negation. ‘Certainly, General, we both understand the rules. You’ll exchange me for one of your officers now languishing in Austrian hands – when the opportunity arises. He’ll be glad to come home and I’ – her dark lashes lowered marginally – ‘will return to my husband’s household. Do you play chess?’


‘Yes.’


Her mouth curved upward in amusement. ‘Will you play chess?’


‘I’m sorry. Perhaps some other time.’


‘Have you eaten?’


He hesitated, debating the lie.


‘You haven’t, have you? You must eat sometime tonight, General. Why not now?’


He was a gentleman despite his disclaimer to Bonnay and it would have been rude to refuse when they both knew he’d have to have dinner at some point that evening. ‘Something quick perhaps,’ he agreed.


Clapping her hands, she called for her maid, giving her directions for serving the general. ‘I’ll join you at the table,’ she graciously said, rising from her chair in a shimmer of absinthe velvet.


She waved away his offer to help seat her across from him and sat instead to his left. ‘I recommend the ragout and the wines of course are wonderful here. My husband is quite sure of his victory, you know. So sure, he ordered me here to keep him company,’ she went on, leaning casually on the tabletop, meeting his swift, searching glance with a smile. ‘I’m just making conversation. He doesn’t confide in me but my maids know everything.’


Lifting a spoonful of ragout to his mouth, he said, ‘How old are you?’


She spoke with a girlish candor that he couldn’t decide was coquettish or artless. ‘I’m twenty-eight.’


‘You look younger.’ He dipped his spoon back into the savory dish. Her porcelain skin and black hair, her wide, ingenuous gaze and lithe slenderness evoked a youthful delicacy.


‘He likes that.’


Was her tone jeunesse dorée or just cynical? ‘Do you miss your husband?’ he bluntly asked, tipping a tender piece of meat from his spoon into his mouth.


‘Do you miss your wife?’


He gazed at her for a telling minute while he chewed and then swallowed. ‘Will your husband want you back?’ he softly inquired, ignoring her question.


‘Yes, definitely.’ She sat back, a new coolness in her tone. ‘I’m too valuable to misplace. My husband has his own selfish reasons for—’


‘Let’s just leave it at that,’ Duras interjected. ‘I’m not interested in family controversy.’


‘Forgive me, General. I lack reserve, I’ve been told.’


He ate for a few moments without replying, not inclined to discuss a relative stranger’s reserve or its lack and when he spoke, his voice was impersonal. ‘I can’t exchange you now with the state of the war, but we’ll endeavor to make you comfortable.’


‘How long will I be here?’


‘Two weeks to a month, perhaps. We’ll keep you safe.’ He put his spoon aside, the campaign once again intruding into his thoughts. He’d moved his troops up to Sargans only two days ago and there was immense work to be done before the offensive began.


‘Thank you. You didn’t eat much.’


He shrugged and pushed his chair away from the table. ‘I’ll eat later. If you require anything, ask for Bonnay,’ he added, rising to his feet. ‘Good night, Countess. It was a pleasure meeting you.’ And with a nod of his head he turned and left. That should satisfy Bonnay, he thought, striding back to his office.


*

It was well after midnight. Only Duras and Bonnay were left at headquarters when a guard rushed into the maproom, apologizing and stammering, obviously agitated, his broken phrases finally merging into a decipherable account.


The Countess Gonchanka, it seemed, was in Duras’s bedroom accosting General Korsakov’s wife.


Swearing, Duras decided Natalie must be his penance for his multitudinous sins and then, breaking into the guard’s disordered recital, briskly said, ‘Thank you, Corporal. Bonnay and I will take care of it.’


‘Why me?’ Bonnay instantly protested.


‘Because I’m ordering you to,’ Duras said with mock severity, ‘and I can’t handle two women at once.’


‘Rumor suggests otherwise,’ his subordinate ironically murmured.


‘Not, however, tonight,’ Duras crisply retorted. ‘Now move.’


*

The noise emanating from the burgomaster’s second-floor rooms facing the street had drawn a crowd and ribald comments greeted Duras and Bonnay as they approached at a run.


‘The show’s over,’ Duras said, sprinting through the parting throng.


‘Or just beginning, General,’ a cheerful voice retorted.


‘Everyone back to quarters,’ Bonnay shouted.


‘He wants them all to himself,’ another voice called out and the crowd roared with laughter.


‘That’s an order, men.’ Andre Duras spoke in a normal tone from the porch rail. ‘Back to quarters.’


The laughter instantly died away and the troopers began dispersing.


‘I hope the ladies obey as easily,’ Bonnay drolly said, motioning Duras before him into the house.


‘Wishful thinking with Natalie,’ Duras replied.


*

Moments later at the sound of the men entering the bedroom, Countess Gonchanka turned from her prey. ‘Damn you, Andre!’ she screamed, hurling the bronze statuette intended for Korsakov’s wife at him. ‘Damn your blackguard soul!’


Swiftly ducking, Duras avoided being impaled by the upraised arms of a Grecian Victory and lunged for Natalie’s hands before she could gather fresh ammunition. He caught her wrists in a steely grip. ‘Behave yourself, Natalie,’ he brusquely ordered.


‘So you can’t have dinner with me tonight,’ she shrieked, fighting his grasp. ‘And now I know why, you bastard, you deceiving, libertine knave! You’ve someone new in your bed!’


‘Christ, Natalie, calm down. She’s a guest,’ he asserted, trying to retain his hold as she struggled in his hands.


‘I know all about your guests,’ she hissed, twisting and turning, attempting to knee him in the groin. ‘There’re always new ones in your bed, aren’t there?’


‘That’s enough, Natalie,’ he snapped, forcing her toward the door. ‘Bonnay will see you home.’ The Countess Gonchanka had overstepped even his lax sense of propriety tonight. He abhorred scenes.


‘So you can sleep with Korsakov’s wife undisturbed!’ she screeched.


‘No, so everyone can get a night’s rest,’ he answered with great restraint, his temper barely in check. And transferring his charge to Bonnay’s hands, he watched the Russian countess who’d entertained him so pleasantly the last few months escorted out of his life. He’d see that she was on the road back to Paris in the morning.


‘Did she hurt you?’ he inquired, turning back to Korsakov’s wife, who’d found shelter behind a semainier.


‘Does this happen often to you?’ she pleasantly said, emerging from her burled-walnut barricade.


‘No, never,’ he acerbically retorted. ‘You’re fine, I see.’ Immediately after he uttered the words, he realized he shouldn’t have verbalized his thoughts. But her slender form couldn’t be ignored; it was blatantly visible through the sheer batiste of her gown.


‘Yes, I am.’ Her voice was amiable, not seductive, and the odd disparity between her sensuous appeal and her frank response suddenly intrigued him.


‘What’s your name?’ he said when he shouldn’t.


‘Teo.’


Her voice was genial and melodious although the contrast to Natalie’s termagant shrieks may have enhanced its sweetness. ‘What’s your real name?’


‘Theodora Ostyuk.’


‘Not Korsakova?’


‘No, never.’ She smiled as she repeated the words he’d so recently spoken.


‘Would you like a robe?’ he abruptly said, because he unexpectedly found her smile fascinating.


‘Do I need one?’ And then she laughed – a refreshing, light sound. ‘Do you scowl like that often?’


‘Natalie’s too fresh a memory.’


‘I understand. Have you ever been just friends with a woman?’


It took him so long to answer, she teasingly said, ‘You must be ignoring me, General, although your reputation precedes you. But I’m not like Natalie,’ she lightly went on. ‘I’m actually faithful to my husband so I’m not going to seduce you. Do you mind?’


‘No, not at all.’


‘How ungracious,’ she mocked.


‘I meant, no, not with Natalie’s screams still echoing in my ears. Why are you faithful to your husband?’ It was a novel attitude in the current flux and upheavals of society.


‘Will you play a game of chess with me?’


‘Now?’


Evasive but not a no, she decided, and she found she didn’t want to be alone in the middle of the night with her husband’s image freshly brought to mind, so she cajoled. ‘I could tell you about faithfulness while we play and Natalie has rather disrupted my sleep,’ she reminded him.


‘A short game, then, while you define a faithful wife. A rarity in my world,’ he softly declared.


‘And in mine as well. Men of course aren’t required to be faithful.’


‘So I understand.’


‘A realistic appraisal. Should I put on a robe?’


‘I think it might be wise.’


*

He played chess the way he approached warfare, moving quickly, decisively, always on the attack. But she held her own, although her style was less aggressive, and when he took her first knight after long contention for its position, he said, ‘If your husband’s half as good as you, he’ll be a formidable opponent.’


‘I’m not sure you fight the same way.’


‘You’ve seen him in battle?’


‘On a small scale. Against my grandfather in Siberia.’


‘And yet you married him?’


‘Not by choice. The Russians traditionally take hostages from their conquered tribes. I’m the Siberian version. My clan sends my husband tribute in gold each year. So you see why I’m valuable to him.’


‘Not for gold alone, I’m sure,’ he said, beginning to move his rook.


‘How gallant, Andre,’ she playfully declared.


His gaze came up at the sound of his name, his rook poised over the board, and their glances held for a moment. The fire crackled noisily in the hearth, the ticking of the clock sounded loud in the stillness, the air suddenly took on a charged hush, and then the general smiled – a smooth, charming smile. ‘You’re going to lose your bishop, Teo.’


She couldn’t answer as suavely because her breath was caught in her throat and it took her a second to overcome the strange, heated feeling inundating her senses.


His gaze slid down her blushing cheeks and throat to rest briefly on her taut nipples visible through her white cashmere robe and he wondered what was happening to him that so demure a sight had such a staggering effect on his libido. He dropped his rook precipitously into place, inhaled, and leaned back in his chair as if putting distance between himself and such tremulous innocence would suffice to restore his reason.


‘Your move,’ he gruffly said.


‘Maybe we shouldn’t play anymore.’


‘Your move.’ It was his soft voice of command.


‘I don’t take orders.’


‘I’d appreciate it if you’d move.’


‘I’m not sure I know what I’m doing anymore.’ He lounged across from her, tall, lean, powerful, with predatory eyes, the softest of voices, and the capacity to make her tremble.


‘It’s only a game.’


‘This, you mean.’


‘Of course. What else would I mean?’


‘I was married when I was fifteen, after two years of refinement at the Smolny Institute for Noble Girls,’ she pertinently said, wanting him to know.


‘And you’re very refined,’ he urbanely replied, wondering how much she knew of love after thirteen faithful years in a forced marriage. His eyes drifted downward again, his thoughts no longer of chess.


‘My husband’s not refined at all.’


‘Many Russians aren’t.’ He could feel his erection begin to rise, the thought of showing her another side of passionate desire ruinous to his self-restraint.


‘It’s getting late,’ she murmured, her voice quavering slightly.


‘I’ll see you upstairs,’ he softly said.


When he stood, his desire was obvious: the formfitting regimentals molded his body like a second skin.


Gripping the chair arms, she said, ‘No,’ her voice no more than a whisper.


He moved around the small table and touched her then because he couldn’t help himself, because she was quivering with desire like some virginal young girl and the intoxicating image of such tremulous need was more carnal than anything he’d ever experienced. His hand fell lightly on her shoulder, its heat tantalizing, tempting.


She looked up at him and, lifting her mouth to his, heard herself say, ‘Kiss me.’


‘Take my hand,’ he murmured And when she did, he pulled her to her feet and drew her close so the scent of her was in his nostrils and the warmth of her body touched his.


‘Give me a child.’ Some inner voice prompted the words she’d only dreamed for years.


‘No,’ he calmly said, as if she hadn’t asked the unthinkable from a stranger, and then his mouth covered hers and she sighed against his lips. And as their kiss deepened and heated their blood and drove away reason, they both felt an indefinable bliss – torrid and languorous, heartfelt and, most strangely – hopeful in two people who had long ago become disenchanted with hope.


And then her maid’s voice drifted down the stairway, the intonation of her native tongue without inflection. ‘He’ll kill you,’ she declared.


Duras’s mouth lifted and his head turned to the sound. ‘What did she say?’


‘She reminded me of the consequences.’


‘Which are?’


‘My husband’s wrath.’


He was a hairsbreadth from selfishly saying, Don’t worry, but her body had gone rigid in his arms at her maid’s pointed admonition and at base he knew better. He knew he wouldn’t be there to protect her from her husband’s anger and he knew too that she was much too innocent for a casual night of love.


‘Tamyr is my voice of reason.’


He released her and took a step away, as if he couldn’t trust himself to so benignly relinquish such powerful feeling. ‘We all need a voice of reason,’ he neutrally said. ‘Thank you for the game of chess.’


‘I’m sorry.’


‘Not more sorry than I,’ Duras said with a brief smile.


‘Will I see you again?’ She couldn’t help herself from asking.


‘Certainly.’ He took another step back, his need for her almost overwhelming. ‘And if you wish for anything during your stay with us, feel free to call on Bonnay.’


‘Can’t I call on you?’


‘My schedule’s frenzied and, more precisely, your maid’s voice may not be able to curtail me a second time.’


‘I see.’


‘Forgive my bluntness.’


‘Forgiven,’ she gently said.


‘Good night, Madame Countess.’ He bowed with grace.


‘Good night, Andre.’


‘Under other circumstances …’ he began, and then shrugged away useless explanation.


‘I know,’ she softly said. ‘Thank you.’


He left precipitously, retreat uncommon for France’s bravest general, but he wasn’t sure he could trust himself to act the gentleman if he stayed.
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As the general walked back to Bonnay’s lodgings, he forcibly suppressed the seductive images of Teo – lush and willing, trembling like a young girl on the brink. How odd that she could still evoke such winsome youthfulness after years as Korsakov’s wife.


Her husband’s reputation for brutality was well known. Duras had personally witnessed an episode years ago when France had been wooing Catherine the Great’s enormous supplies of gold. He’d been sent to the provinces east of the Urals in General Guibert’s entourage, their mission to negotiate a useful method of exchanging gold for French cannon. Was it in ’83 or ’84? The exact date escaped him but he’d never forget his first sight of Korsakov. The scene was etched on his memory, not for its uniqueness – flogging took place in the French Royal Army as well – but for the obscene pleasure evident on Korsakov’s face. Korsakov had personally administered the flogging, putting the full weight of his powerful physique behind every blow, taking delight in the man’s torture.


The soldier had died under the savage punishment, at which point Korsakov had simply handed over the whip to his aide, wiped the sweat and spattered blood from his face with his embroidered handkerchief, and strolled off to breakfast.


That distant memory hadn’t surfaced with his libido at peak levels in Teo’s bedroom, but now Duras recognized that Teo Ostyuk was hardly suitable for a casual liaison. With a husband like hers, faithfulness was a prudent choice.


A shame, though, he reflected, his exhalation of regret crystallizing in the cold night air. She was damned desirable. On the other hand, with the Second Coalition forces staging 220,000 men on France’s borders, he didn’t have time for women.


Taking the few steps fronting Bonnay’s lodgings in a nimble leap, he pushed open the door and entered his new quarters.


*

Unlike the general, who immediately fell into a deep sleep, Teo found her repose elusive. Restless, absorbed with her agitated emotions, she sat before the banked fire in the burgomaster’s parlor, trying to resolve the tumult of her feelings.


She wasn’t unaware of worldly temptations. The Russian aristocracy was rife with vice and scandal; dalliance and flirtation posed a means of mitigating the ennui of life. And her beauty had always attracted men bent on seduction. But until tonight, her feelings had never been touched. A small jolt strummed through her senses in heated memory, the concept of flirtation too tame for the breathless desire she’d experienced in Duras’s arms. And she wanted him still … despite all rationale – with a quivering desperation that was both intoxicating and terrifying in its physicality.


She was trembling.


The memory of him filled her consciousness. His dark eyes, more black than blue, intense with an inner fire; his tall, virile body, whipcord lean, muscled, so different from Korsakov’s brute bullish strength, the feel of his hands on her, gentle, offering temptation with an angel’s touch, the feel of him – hard against her body, the rigid length of his arousal pressed into her belly. She inadvertently whimpered as desire flared inside her, no longer able to repress her vaulting need, wanting him so fiercely it felt as though she were caught in some sorcerer’s spell. Abruptly rising from her chair, she paced like a caged tigress, her senses on fire, wondering how she could find him, where he slept tonight, realizing even as the thoughts raced through her brain, how rash was such speculation.


But irrepressible emotion wouldn’t be gainsaid, and headstrong, she decided to go out and find him herself. Moving toward the door, she smiled in whimsical elation at the novel sensation of wanting someone with such unbridled passion. It was a rare pleasure, she thought, exiting the room in search of her cloak.


Short moments later Tamyr stopped her from leaving the dressing room, her small solid body blocking the portal, her feet in their red felt boots squarely planted. ‘You can’t go,’ she challenged.


Teo looked at the woman who’d been her body servant since childhood, her gaze studiously blank. ‘I’m just going for a walk.’


Undeceived, Tamyr bluntly said, ‘Korsakov takes pleasure in killing. Now take off your cloak and come to bed. Your grandpapa expects me to keep you safe and Duras will soon be gone.’


‘I don’t want your advice.’ Teo clutched the sable wrap more tightly around her as if she could protect herself from her husband’s malevolence.


‘Your mama didn’t either and in the end your father could only love her, he couldn’t save their lives.’


‘Maybe I understand for the first time how she felt,’ Teo whispered, a rare humility in her voice.


‘Don’t give Korsakov reason to kill you.’


‘But he’s not here … and am I not a prisoner?’


‘That won’t be excuse enough when he finds out. His spies are everywhere.’


Teo’s chin came up and her voice took on a faint edge. ‘Maybe I no longer wish to be his hostage.’


‘Because of Duras.’


‘Because I feel as though I’ve risen from the grave after thirteen years, as though I were liberated, babushka,’ she said very, very quietly.


Tamyr stood silent for a moment and then she softly said to the child she’d helped raise after her parents were killed, ‘Korsakov won’t live forever.’


‘It just seems like forever,’ Teo said, unrepentant.


‘Don’t be hasty, little bird.’


‘But I feel a kind of urgency … like time is running out.’ She swung away, the soft sable rippling in a tawny, fluid sheen as she swept toward the windows.


‘You don’t even know where Duras is.’ Tamyr’s voice was deliberately calm. ‘Every spy in camp will hear of your late-night search.’


Stopping mid-stride, Teo abruptly turned back and said with a curt authority that sounded very like her grandfather’s autocratic tone, ‘You find him, then.’


‘I will … in the morning when no unusual reports will go back to Korsakov.’


‘I’m going to see him whether you like it or not.’ Each brisk word conveyed determination. ‘I won’t be stopped.’


‘Write him a note,’ Tamyr suggested. ‘I’ll find him in the morning.’


Teo hesitated, took notice of the brief hours until dawn, and then, sighing in assent, said, ‘I don’t suppose he’d thank me for waking him.’


She sat down then and wrote to the man who’d awakened such jubilation in her soul, asking him to come to her, pouring out her heart as if she’d known him a lifetime. She wondered briefly as the words flowed across the page with such abandon if she were feverish, so giddy was her sense of pleasure. But seconds later, as she was lost once again in blissful feeling, the rushing tumult of her words obliterated all considerations of motive or cause.


*

Tamyr never delivered the note that morning nor the second one Teo wrote the following day, because she wanted to save her mistress from cataclysmic disaster. And in the intervening time, she cajoled and reasoned as Teo became increasingly distraught, citing all the justifications for Duras not replying – his duties as commander on the eve of a campaign, Teo’s delicate position as wife to his enemy, other reasons too – ones Teo didn’t want to hear – undeniable reports of his brief and casual liaisons.


‘I don’t care,’ Teo impatiently declared when she tired of hearing all the expedient cautions, the salacious rumor and gossip. ‘I don’t care what Duras did last week or last month or yesterday because none of that matters when the next thirteen years frighten me beyond bearing. I’ve been offered a gift of happiness and I’m taking it, because I may never be given another chance.’


But as the hours lengthened and gave way to days, Teo could no longer pretend he might answer her letters and she fell into a heartsick gloom, the misery of her life suddenly too burdensome. Was her only hope that of outliving her husband? Could she only look forward to that meager reward for the martyrdom of her life? Why me? she cried, overcome with self-pity at the cruel fate that had caused Korsakov’s covetous glance to fall on her. And as each lonely hour passed, her melancholy deepened, her sense of deprivation intensified. How ironic to have been touched by passion at last … uselessly.


*

For Duras the intervening days were a sleepless blur of meetings and campaign planning. His presence and command were required for a multiplicity of tasks, the need imperative to bring every unit of the army to readiness by the morning of the fifth. Although he’d criticized the Directory’s offensive plan for its diversity of objectives and lack of clear goals, in accordance with his sense of duty, he directed all his energies to implementing the attack. North of Sargans, Archduke Charles was advancing against Jourdan with 85,000 men. Duras’s orders, received on the second, were to protect Jourdan’s right flank and move against von Hotze’s 20,000 corps in the Grisons. With his 26,000 men split into two forces, there was the added danger of being left in an exposed position if Jourdan’s advance failed.


He talked himself hoarse, making sure each regimental commander understood his mission – explaining, detailing, discussing in the open style of command he preferred, until each man was fully aware of his function, of the requirements necessary to meet the large Austrian force. His army was spread too thin, their front miles too long, the possibility of being overrun by superior forces a stark reality. He’d personally reconnoitered the west bank of the river, riding from Ragaz to Vaduz, familiarizing himself with the country, tireless in matters of detail; he’d seen too many commanders draw up plans at headquarters that didn’t take into account swamps or mountains or impregnable defenses. The construction of the trestle bridge advanced under his personal supervision as well, his sappers working under the most adverse conditions in the icy waters. Snow was falling again when he’d ridden out earlier that evening to view the nearly completed bridge, and the sentries posted to guard the crossing were barely visible through the whiteness.


After Duras dictated final orders at ten, the last dispatches were relayed to his commanders and then Bonnay sent everyone away and insisted the general lie down for a few hours.


It seemed only seconds later when Bonnay shook him awake and thrust a note into his hand. The flowing script swam before his eyes until the word desperate came into focus.


Please, I’m desperate to see you, she’d written, the plain words searing his brain.


No, he instantly thought, the boundaries clear-cut and unassailable, making love to the beautiful Teo was out of the question. But then he found himself glancing at the clock, gauging the hours before morning.


‘Her maid delivered this a few hours ago. She said the lady’s been in tears for two days.’


‘But you didn’t give it to me?’


‘You seemed preoccupied,’ his aide ambivalently replied.


Duras’s brows arched marginally. ‘What made you change your mind?’


‘At this time of night … with the attack imminent …’ Bonnay shrugged, not sure himself why he’d wakened the general.


‘I may not come back, you mean.’


‘None of us might, sir. St. Luzisteig’s defenses are formidable.’


‘Did you read this?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Damned impertinent, Henri.’ But Duras’s mouth quirked faintly.


‘I debated waking you, sir. You’ve slept so little.’


‘Neither has the lady, it seems.’


‘Yes, sir. Perhaps you could spare her a few minutes.’


‘To comfort her.’


‘That’s up to you, sir. I’ll come to fetch you in time.’


Glancing at the clock again, Duras frowned and a hypersensitive air of expectancy inundated his senses. He swore softly and then, taking a deep breath, tossed the covers aside and sat up, balancing on the edge of the narrow campaign bed, restless, indecisive, staring with an unfocused gaze at Bonnay’s finely polished boots. ‘Jesus, Bonnay,’ he muttered, his voice tight with constraint, ‘she’s like a damned virgin.’


‘She’s been crying for two days.’


‘Which doesn’t encourage me overmuch. Merde. Lord knows I shouldn’t.’


‘Consider it an act of kindness,’ Bonnay gently said.


Duras gazed cynically at his subordinate. ‘I don’t need encouragement, Henri. I need restraint.’


‘And she needs you.’


The silence was palpable, stretched taut like his nerves, and then he abruptly stood, motioned for his boots, reached for his tunic jacket. ‘Come for me at three-thirty,’ he curtly said.


*

Tamyr opened the door with a scowl and a muttered deprecation, her disapproval obvious.


‘I know,’ Duras placated. ‘I shouldn’t be here. But I couldn’t help myself.’


Her gaze raked him as if vetting his sincerity.


‘I won’t hurt her,’ the general quietly said, not sure she understood.


But she nodded in response, uttered a few brief words in her native tongue – cautionary directives, that was clear even to his untutored ear – and stepped aside, motioning him toward the stairway.


He felt her eyes on him as he took the stairs at a run, grateful for her loyalty to Teo. She looked as though she knew how to use the small knife sheathed in her felt boots.


He neither hesitated nor knocked at Teo’s door but let himself in as if he had a right to be there, impatient, prey to a quickening excitement.


She was standing facing the door, her back to the window, her arms rigidly at her sides, forcing herself to calmness when the sight of him sent an uncontrollable tremor through her body. ‘I was watching the street; it’s been busy all day. Thank you for coming.’


‘I shouldn’t be here,’ he bluntly said, shutting the door behind him, standing motionless only inches into the room, suddenly aware of what he might do, racked with indecision.


‘Thank you then even more.’


‘We leave at dawn.’


‘I know. Tamyr has been trying to keep me under control the last few days, waiting for you to leave.’


‘Apparently Bonnay was serving as duenna to me as well. I just received your note a few minutes ago or I probably would have been here sooner.’


‘I sent you three rather pleading messages. I have no pride, you see.’ Her brows arched delicately and a small touch of whimsy lightened her voice.


‘Only the last one got through.’ A fleeting smile graced his handsome face. ‘We have a staff protecting us from our own indiscretions. And I was trying to be honorable,’ he added with a transient openhanded gesture. ‘Tamyr doesn’t look very pleased, by the way.’


‘She’s against this.’


‘Strangely,’ he said with a rueful smile, ‘I am too … and I never am.’


Was he hoping such unvarnished truth would deter her? ‘You needn’t bear any responsibility, General Duras.’


‘Of course I will.’ He hadn’t moved from the door, but it was only because of sheer will, knowing he was putting her in jeopardy. She looked more beautiful than he remembered – barely clothed in a nightgown that clung to her lithe, slender body, like Venus on display, tempting, the luscious apple of paradise; his libido was on full alert. ‘I know your husband,’ he said, as if in warning. ‘We’ve met several times.’


‘My servants are loyal only to me.’


‘I know that, but rumors spread in other ways.’


‘I don’t care.’


‘One of us should.’


‘Please no. Don’t give me book and verse on the proprieties. I’ve never done anything like this before, I didn’t send for you lightly.’


‘I’m not sure I want to take on such a damning obligation.’


‘Your reputation suggests you’ve overlooked such obligations before. Don’t they call you Duras of the Serai? Consider me in that light – another of your transient harem.’


He didn’t argue the veracity of the sobriquet given him; he only said, ‘I wish I could.’ His voice was low, almost threatening. His odd new feelings disturbed him; his entire concentration should be on the coming battle. Where they always had been in the past.


‘Then I’ll make it easy for you,’ she gently said, untying the bow at the throat of her gown. ‘Surely you can indulge me for a few minutes,’ she added, sliding one shoulder free of the fine linen. ‘You’ll still have time to sleep afterward,’ she murmured, slipping her arm from the sleeve, exposing one plump breast, the nipple taut with arousal. ‘I understand you’re very good at this.’ Her cheeks were flushed, the pink glow sliding down her throat, warming the paleness of her skin. The other sleeve puddled at her wrist for a second before she pulled it free and a moment later her nightgown lay in a pool at her feet.


She stepped over it and began moving toward him and he waited, trembling like a callow youth when he’d never trembled even then. He first touched her with his fingertips when she came within range, the hardened pads of his fingers tracing the slope of her shoulders with exquisite gentleness before he pulled her close and said, ‘We should have met thirteen years ago.’


‘But we have now,’ she whispered, feeling the same rare sense of rapport. Of desire. All impediments brushed aside. ‘Stay with me till morning.’


‘I’d like to keep you with me for a thousand years.’ His mouth touched hers with consummate tenderness, a lover’s kiss offering love, and she kissed him with a young girl’s artlessness and a rush of feeling that brought tears to her eyes.


‘Will I frighten you with my love?’ She couldn’t help herself; there was so little time.


‘No,’ he said, when the thousand times he’d heard that in the past had only brought flight to mind. And then he added very low, so his voice vibrated against her mouth. ‘So this is love?’


‘I think so.’


‘Perhaps,’ he said, half under his breath because it was so different. And then he swore in a quiet exhalation of dismay at the irony of such a staggering concept – now, with time so short, with life so short.


‘I don’t want to wait,’ she whispered, a sense of urgency underlying every thought and breath. ‘Must I rip your clothes off?’


He laughed and the odd spell was over. ‘Let me rip them off. I’ve had more practice.’


And he did so with astonishing speed, taking her by the hand and leading her to the bed with an unhesitating confidence she found charming. He was so assured of his abilities to please. ‘I thought of this moment,’ he said, turning back to her with a smile, ‘a dozen times since I left you – while Foy was informing me of the artillery positions, several times during the discussion of the bridge construction at Trubbach, twice when dictating to Bonnay, and unfortunately at the moment Cambacérès was defining the exact locations of his tirilliers – which meant I had to ask him to repeat the dispositions. So I warn you, madame, I’m not likely to stop once this begins. I’ve been waiting for days.’


‘Please don’t,’ she said, overcome with happiness, ‘when I’ve been waiting for you all my life.’
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His skin was dark, brown like a Moor’s. ‘You’ve been in the sun,’ she murmured, as he pulled her down on the bed beside him, the feel of his body hot too like the sun.


‘While you never have, it seems,’ he gently replied, propped on one elbow, tracing his finger down the paleness of her arm.


‘The sun is weaker in Siberia.’ Stretching upward, she brushed a kiss down his jaw, her sense of having reached safe harbor profound.


‘I was there … the summer of eighty-three.’ He remembered the date suddenly; he’d been godfather to his sister’s first child when he’d returned that fall.


‘Where?’ Playfully launching herself at him, she tumbled him on his back, and lying across his chest, she kissed his broad smile. ‘Tell me where,’ she murmured, ‘because I want to know you were close to me.’


‘At Samorov and Troickoe and you were twelve,’ he whispered with a grin, ‘and much too young …’


‘We were fifty versts away at the summer hunt. Darling, think how near we were.’ Her kiss was heated this time, lingering.


Moments later her mouth lifted from his.


‘Say it again.’


Her downy brows rose in query.


‘Say darling.’ His palms drifted down her spine.


‘Surely you’ve heard that before, darling.’ A teasing gleam shone in her eyes.


‘But not from you,’ he murmured, his palms warm on her bottom. ‘It affects me deeply.’


She could feel his erection lengthen, feel the pressure of his hands as they tightened on her bottom. ‘How deeply?’ she whispered.


‘I could show you.’


‘I was hoping you would,’ she softly said, her heart beating against her ribs.


‘Are you sure now?’


She nodded, tears welling in her eyes, unsure suddenly of her capacity to handle the inevitable bereavement.


‘You can stay with me,’ he gently said, as if reading her mind. ‘You don’t have to go back to him.’ A monumental statement, he realized, even as he uttered it.


‘I have to,’ she quietly replied, ‘or my tribe will suffer.’


I’ll kill him, he thought. Just like that. How strange everything was … unprecedented, without yardstick or clue in his previous life.


‘But keep me for now,’ she said, her gaze intense with longing.


‘For as long as you want,’ he promised. Direct, accomplished, he wondered how well protected Korsakov would be. And then his need for her urgent, he gathered her in his arms, rolled over her and entered her welcoming body.


The feel of him deep inside her melted her bones, the sensation so exquisite, so perfect, she hadn’t realized such luxurious rapture existed this side of heaven. She kept murmuring thank you against his heated kisses until the leisurely rhythm of his lower body brought her past that languorous, blissful enchantment to a frenzied delirium that ate at her brain, ravished her nerve endings, brought her by excruciatingly slow degrees to a screaming climax.


And when her eyes opened again after a very long time and her overwrought breathing was partially restored, she gazed up into his smiling eyes and faintly said, ‘It’s been a privilege to meet you.’


His laughter exploded in the small bedchamber. ‘The privilege has been entirely mine, Countess,’ he genially asserted, kissing her with an easy charm, all courtesy and well-bred manners. ‘Would you like a moment to rest?’


‘There’s more?’ she flirtatiously inquired, delighting in her newly discovered sexuality, in the opulent passions he evoked.


‘If you don’t mind.’ Politesse for a man of his repute.


‘Can you do that for me again?’


‘With pleasure.’


‘So this is why all the women pursue you.’


‘I’m sure any man could do the same.’


He immediately realized his error. ‘Forgive me.’ The delight had vanished from her eyes, a bleak emptiness in its place. Shifting his weight, he gently stroked her silken cheek. ‘Tell me about your people,’ he said, trying to distract her. ‘Take me back to your country before we met all the other people in our lives. So long ago there’s—’


‘Just you and me.’


He nodded, brushing a kiss over her mouth. ‘Only us,’ he whispered. ‘It’s summer and the larches are newly leafed, the sky’s immense and always blue.’


Her mouth curved into a tentative smile at the memory of her youthful summers. ‘Grand-père says the sky belongs to our people alone.’


‘Take me walking in the forest under your sky.’


Her small hands came up, framing the ascetic beauty of his face, a militant saint’s face. ‘I’ll lure you away and keep you for myself.’


‘Deep in the forest … on the banks of a silvery pond where fish talk and fairies dwell. Do you swim?’ he asked, his voice deep and low, intimate.


‘Foreigners can’t tolerate the cold waters.’


‘You’ll keep me warm.’


His whisper shivered up her spine.


‘I’m on fire for you,’ he breathed, ‘so burning hot I’m not sure this is happening to me after all this time. You have to stay with me.’


‘All summer?’ The joy was back in her eyes.


‘All summer,’ he said, although snow was falling outside and his entire army was ready to march at dawn.


The rare circumstances set an unusual tone to his love-making; his affections had never been involved before, nor had he ever wished to kill a man over a woman. Although Korsakov might kill him, he realized. So when Teo said, ‘Wait,’ as he readjusted himself between her thighs, he almost said, ‘I don’t have time,’ and it took a moment to steady himself. Taking a deep breath, he said, ‘For how long?’


‘Let me come with you.’


‘Now?’ He wasn’t certain he was capable of further foreplay, the pressure of orgasmic impulses intense.


‘Take me with you to the fort,’ she clarified.


Incredulous, he tried to absorb the shock.


‘I won’t be in the way. I’ve hunted all my life – at home and in Russia.’


‘God, no,’ Duras growled, rolling away, his libido overwhelmed by a flaring anger. Bartering sex for favors was odiously reminiscent of his wife’s style. Swiftly rising from the bed, he moved to collect his clothes.


‘Andre, please,’ Teo cried, scrambling from the bed to follow him.


‘I knew I shouldn’t have come,’ he bitterly declared, lifting his trousers from a nearby chair.


‘I’m sorry,’ she pleaded. ‘Please …’ Grasping his wrist, she tried to stop him. ‘I didn’t mean it like that.’


He shook off her hand, his eyes dark with resentment. ‘You meant it another way? You want something more?’


‘I just can’t bear to see you go,’ she said so softly he had to strain to hear the words. ‘I don’t want you to leave.’


Her black hair fell in a river of silk, tumbling over her shoulders, pouring down her back. Her pale skin was still delicately flushed from their lovemaking, her lush nudity only inches away. And he felt a terrible, uncontrollable desire – animalistic, primal, oblivious to anger, to the most rudimentary morality.
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