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      Chapter One

    


    The British Residency in Chung King was ablaze with flowers. Yellow jasmine climbed the walls, honeysuckle tumbled down the steps of the entrance, white anemones with lamp-black centres surged from terracotta pots, deep drowned-purple pansies vied for space with drifts of golden fabaria. Beyond a tangle of aged roses the broad, glittering curve of the Yang-tze River could be glimpsed, surging on and down to the distant sugarloaf gorges of Ichang.


    Gianetta Hollis sighed and pushed a glossy black tendril of hair away from her face. The garden she sat in was supremely beautiful. The light had the pearl-like translucence peculiar to China, the air was heavy with scent and the only sound to be heard was the gentle tinkling of pagoda bells. And she was bored. Unspeakably, unimaginably bored.


    She had been in China for nearly a year and apart from the week’s voyage by steamer up the Yang-tze from Shanghai to Ichang and the thrilling, perilous five-week journey by junk through the gorges and ravines that separated Ichang from Chung King, she had seen nothing of the country. Nothing at all.


    She sighed again, this time with rising impatience. It really was ridiculous for her aunt to be so over-protective of Serena and herself. It was five years now since murderous rebels had rampaged through the country vowing to kill every foreigner on Chinese soil. Her aunt and uncle had been living in Peking and for fifty-five terrifying days had been besieged, with over a hundred other Europeans, inside the Legation Quarter. They had held the rebels at bay with great cost of life until, at last, an international rescue force had marched into the city and relieved them.


    It was an experience her aunt would never forget. Although the country was now calm again, she would not allow her daughter or her niece to venture beyond the Residency compound into the narrow crowded streets of Chung King or the wild, unexplored countryside beyond.


    To Gianetta’s chagrin, their only journeys were to the nearby Anglican Mission, and even then they were obliged to travel by sedan-chair and under heavy protective escort. It was not what Gianetta had imagined when she had dreamed of China. She had envisaged exotic vistas; horseback rides into the foothills of mysterious mountains; magical walks through the courtyards of ancient temples; adventure, danger, excitement. Instead she was obliged to spend her days in a monotony as unrelieved as the one she had left behind at Sutton Hall, her aunt and uncle’s family home in Lincolnshire. Her pleasures were now, as then, circumscribed by Serena’s pleasures.


    If Serena wanted to go on a picnic or an expedition to a local beauty spot, then of course such expeditions were arranged. If Serena wished to ride, suitable horses and grooms were speedily found. If Serena wished to take up the fascinating new pastime of photography, then the very latest whole-plate camera was purchased for her use. Unfortunately for Gianetta, it was very rare that Serena expressed the wish to do anything as exciting as ride or experiment with photography. She was easy-tempered, sweet-natured and unimaginative. As Gianetta’s aunt was often heard to say with relief, Serena was as dissimilar to her cousin as chalk from cheese.


    Gianetta kicked a smooth white pebble away with the toe of a neatly-booted foot and watched as a lizard scurried away, seeking fresh cover. What her aunt said was true. She and Serena were dissimilar in temperament, but that was only to be expected. Serena was totally English and had been brought up in the calm atmosphere of the Lincolnshire fens. She, Gianetta, was half-Italian and had, for the first twelve years of her life, been brought up in the exciting, mercurial atmosphere of the Villa Simione, overlooking Lake Garda.


    Her father, Edward Hollis, had embarked on a Grand Tour in 1887 and had travelled no further than Florence when he had fallen in love not only with the Duomo, the church of Santa Croce and the slow-moving waters of the Arno, but also with the bewitching and incomparably beautiful Lucrezia Segatti.


    It had not been a love affair looked fondly on by either family. The Hollises had been appalled at the thought of Italian blood sullying their ancient family tree. The Segattis had been equally aghast at the prospect of their high-born daughter throwing herself away on an Englishman with only a minor title. Both familes had agreed on one thing only. There would be no marriage. It was then that Edward Hollis had shown his true mettle. He had ridden at night from his penzione in Florence to the Segatti’s family villa and he had urged Lucrezia to climb down from her room and elope with him.


    The result had been a marriage that the Hollises had eventually accepted only grudgingly, the Segattis not at all. Twelve years later, an unrepentant Lucrezia had succumbed to tuberculosis. Her heart-broken husband, riding too recklessly in an effort to assuage his grief, had been thrown from his horse and had never recovered consciousness.


    Gianetta, aged eleven, had been obliged to accept the offer of a home in England with a cousin she had never seen.


    All in all it had not been so very dreadful. She had not been beaten or starved, but she had hated the cold, flat greyness of the Lincolnshire fens and the cheerlessness of a house which, during her aunt and uncle’s long absences in China, was inhabited only by Serena, Serena’s governess, and an army of servants.


    It was Serena who had made it bearable. She had been overjoyed at having her loneliness relieved by Gianetta’s arrival, and greeted her as if she were a long-lost sister. Five years later, at Gianetta’s urging, Serena had written to her parents asking if, accompanied by Gianetta, she could travel out to join them. The reply, to Serena’s nervous apprehension and Gianetta’s ebullient delight, had been in the affirmative.


    They had sailed from Gravesend aboard the SS Eastern Queen, chaperoned as far as Hong Kong by Sir Archibald and Lady Plaxtol, old friends of the Hollises, returning to China after a year’s furlough. Also accompanying them was their son Henry, a pleasant-faced, mild-mannered young man who had recently been ordained into the Church of England. In Hong Kong they had said goodbye to the Plaxtols, continuing their journey to Shanghai under the protective eye of the ship’s captain.


    Shanghai had been all that Gianetta had dreamed it would be. The narrow streets were crowded with Chinamen, their hair worn in long single pigtails down their backs. Rope-dancers span and twirled, pedlars cried their wares, jugglers and acrobats vied for attention with storytellers and scribes. Gianetta had sighed with rapture at the strangeness of it all, oblivious to the heat, and the stench of garlic, tobacco and stale, unwashed bodies.


    Her rapture had been short-lived. Her uncle who had met them off the boat, had no intention of delaying his return to Chung King by spending unnecessary time in Shanghai. At seven the next morning they had boarded the steamer that was to take them to Ichang. A week later, they had transferred from the steamer to the junk for the long, laborious last stage of their journey up the Yang-tze to Chung King.


    Since then, to Gianetta’s chagrin, there had been no exploratory excursions into the surrounding countryside. For her, China was the carefully tended grounds of the Residency. It did not help that Serena was happy to accept this restriction. With a gesture of impatience, Gianetta flicked a fluttering butterfly away with her hand and rose to her feet. For all the excitement she was experiencing, she might just as well have stayed in Lincolnshire. At least there she had been able to go for long, unaccompanied walks. Here, there was no outlet for her frustrations and she was rapidly beginning to feel as if she were in an exotic, flower-filled prison.


    ‘Gianetta! Gianetta!’


    She turned her head as Serena, in a high-necked white lace blouse and an ankle-length turquoise skirt, ran lightly down the shallow stone steps towards her.


    ‘What do you think? We are to have visitors this evening. A Mr Zachary Cartwright, who Papa says is a very famous botanist, and his cousin, Lord Rendlesham.’


    Serena’s corn-coloured hair was brushed away from her face in a sleek chignon, her grey-green eyes alight with pleasure at being the bearer of such agreeable news.


    Gianetta frowned, determined not to be shaken out of her despondency so easily. Lord Rendlesham was eighty. She knew, because his birthday had been announced not long ago in The Times. His friends would no doubt be equally aged and uninteresting. All her uncle’s dinner guests were.


    ‘Is that the only reason for your good humour?’ she asked, her eyes going to the tell-tale envelope protruding slightly from the pocket of Serena’s skirt.


    Serena laughed and linked her arm as they began to walk back towards the house.


    ‘No,’ she said, a light blush touching her cheeks. ‘I received another letter from Henry Plaxtol this morning. He is returning to England very soon, but is visiting Ichang and Chung King before he does so.’


    ‘And is that such wonderful news?’ Gianetta asked unimpressed.


    The blush in Serena’s cheeks deepened. ‘Yes,’ she said, unconcealed happiness in her voice. ‘It is for me.’


    Gianetta stood still on the flower-edged path and stared at her in disbelief. ‘You can’t possibly be in love with him!’ she said incredulously. ‘He’s a clergyman!’


    ‘I know,’ Serena said, with all the serenity of her name, ‘but he is an only son and Sir Archibald is a very old friend of Papa’s. I think he and Mama would be quite pleased if … if anything should come of our friendship.’


    Gianetta felt the blood drain from her face. If Serena married Henry, then she would return to England. What would happen to her if she did so? She couldn’t imagine for a moment that her aunt would invite her to stay on in Chung King, and if she didn’t, what were the alternatives? A return to Sutton Hall, this time without the benefit of Serena’s companionship? Or even worse, a life as a lovingly tolerated guest in Serena’s marital home, for Serena was sure to invite her to live with her. The prospect filled her with horror. Dearly as she loved Serena, she could not bear the thought of living always in her shadow, a voyeur of her happiness, her only practical role that of aunt to Serena’s children.


    ‘Come along,’ Serena said good-naturedly, taking no offence at Gianetta’s lack of enthusiasm for her news. ‘The Chinese artist Mama has engaged for our art lessons has arrived. He looks terribly nice. Very small and very nimble.’


    Gianetta’s interest was aroused. The tutor had been engaged to instruct them in the art of Chinese flower painting, and she had already determined to ask him if he would also give them instruction in landscape painting. If he did so, then her aunt would surely have to give permission for them to journey a little way out of Chung King, so that they could study and paint some suitable views.


    ‘Mr Li is waiting for you in the drawing-room,’ her Aunt Honoria said, as they entered the Residency’s cool shade.


    She was a tall, statuesque woman who possessed none of her daughter’s grace or beauty. As if to compensate for these deficiencies, she took great pride in always doing her duty, no matter how disagreeable that duty might be. It was wifely duty that kept her in China, a country she hated, and it was family duty that had obliged her to give a home to Gianetta. She had no sense of humour and seldom smiled. The fact that she was at the moment looking extremely pleased with herself, as if she had just received news which had given her great satisfaction, filled Gianetta with foreboding. On a nearby desk top, an envelope identical to the envelope that Serena had received lay open and empty. Her foreboding deepened. Henry Plaxtol had not only written to Serena, he had written to her parents as well. And if her aunt’s demeanour was anything to go by, his communication had been well received.


    ‘Has Serena told you we are having guests to dine this evening?’ her aunt asked, giving Gianetta the rare benefit of her attention. ‘Mr Zachary Cartwright is one of England’s leading botanists. Queen Victoria consulted him frequently and I have it on very good authority that, since her death, he has continued in royal favour. He has been a guest of King Edward’s at both Sandringham and Balmoral.’


    Gianetta strove to look suitably impressed and must have succeeded, for her aunt now turned her attention towards Serena. ‘Papa is at present on a visit to the Chinese consulate, but when he returns, both he and I would like to have a word with you.’ She smiled and patted her daughter’s arm with maternal tenderness. ‘Alone and in Papa’s study if you please, Serena.’


    The flush that had touched Serena’s cheeks in the garden now coloured them once again.


    ‘Yes, Mama,’ she said, her happiness so transparent that Gianetta hated herself for her own, horrified reaction to her aunt’s words.


    How on earth could Serena be in love with a nonentity like Henry Plaxtol? It didn’t seem possible. True, they had spent long periods of time in each other’s company aboard the Eastern Queen, but she had assumed that that had been mere politeness on Serena’s part. She looked across at her cousin and at the hot tide of colour in her cheeks, and was forced to accept that it had not been politeness. Unbeknown to her, Serena had fallen in love, and it was a love story that was apparently going to have a happy ending. For Serena, but not for herself. She thought of her own future if Serena married; for Sutton Hall and the damp Lincolnshire fens. She shuddered. Somehow, somewhere, there must be an alternative for her, but as she went into the sun-filled room with Serena to meet Mr Li, try as she might, she could not think of one.


    The art class temporarily took her mind off her problem. She had always excelled at drawing and was fascinated by the delicacy and precision of Chinese painting. To enable him to judge their talent, Mr Li asked them to sketch a rose that was standing in a porcelain vase on a small enamelled table. Serena’s execution was, as he had imagined it would be, competent but uninspired. Gianetta’s filled him with stunned surprise.


    In only a few spare lines she had caught the overblown lushness of the rose to perfection, and the anatomical details of petal, leaf and calyx were pleasingly correct.


    ‘I shall come again,’ he said, bowing his head as he took his leave of them, ‘I shall come again at the end of the week.’


    ‘When you come again, Mr Li, could you instruct us in landscape painting?’ Gianetta asked. ‘Something in the style of Kuan T’ung or Wang-Hui?’


    Mr Li blinked. He had had the privilege of teaching art to the English daughters of consuls and merchants in Peking and Shanghai as well as Chung King, but he had never before taught anyone who had the slightest knowledge or, he suspected, interest in his country’s art or artists.


    ‘I have seen a copy of Wang-Hui’s The Colours of Mount T’ai-hang in a book,’ Gianetta continued winningly, ‘and I think it very beautiful.’


    He beamed at her. ‘Indeed it is, Miss Hollis, very beautiful,’ he said warmly.


    ‘Perhaps we could attempt something similar?’ Gianetta continued. ‘From above Chung King there must be many splendid views of the river.’


    Mr Li nodded his head. ‘Many, many,’ he agreed. ‘Chung King has a number of wonderful views.’


    ‘Then I will tell Lady Hollis that you recommend we journey out into the hills for our next lesson,’ Gianetta said, well satisfied with the results she had achieved. ‘There is no need to worry about bearers, Mr Li. There are plenty here, on the Residency staff.’


    Mr Li bowed again. She was unusual, this dark-haired English girl. There was no condescension in her voice when she spoke to him, no superiority in her manner. He had not met such an English girl before, and his heart warmed towards her.


    ‘We will paint landscapes in the manner of the ancients,’ he said in his almost flawless English. ‘Landscapes that will pierce the heart and startle the eye.’ With that amazing promise, he took his leave of them.


    ‘What an incredible little man,’ Serena exclaimed, laughing. ‘Do you think Mama will give permission for us to go up into the hills?’


    ‘I don’t know,’ Gianetta said truthfully, ‘but we can at least try. Nuns must have more freedom of movement than we do. Do you know that we haven’t been anywhere, apart from the Anglican Mission, for eight months.’


    ‘But as far as Mama is concerned there is nowhere for us to go,’ Serena said with sweet reasonableness. ‘Chung King is the most remote outpost that any consul can be posted to. There are no other diplomats stationed here, no European families in residence, no-one for us to pay visits to. Believe me, Gianetta, Mama and Papa hate it almost as much as you do, but Mama says that it is a posting that has to be endured. It is only until the end of the year. Then Papa will be relieved of his duties and his next posting will be somewhere far more congenial. Kabul perhaps, or Delhi.’


    ‘But I don’t hate Chung King!’ Gianetta cried passionately. ‘I love it. I love the temples and pagodas and the plum blossom and the junks on the river. What I hate is only being able to see these things from a distance. I want to visit the temples. I want to walk out on the hills beneath the plum trees. I want to enjoy China, not be protected from it!’


    Dark tendrils of hair had escaped from her upswept hairstyle and clung softly against her cheeks. Serena regarded her affectionately. Her mother had often been heard to say, though not in Gianetta’s hearing, that it was a pity Gianetta was not more English in her colouring, and that she had not Serena’s height and consequent grace. It was true that when they had attended balls together she, Serena, had always attracted the most attention from gentlemen admirers. But she had always modestly assumed that to be because of Gianetta’s well known lack of all inheritance, or any prospect of one.


    Gianetta’s violet-blue, wide-set, black-lashed eyes, met Serena’s. Her full mouth widened in an apologetic smile. ‘I’m sorry, Serena. I’m being an awful bore. It’s just that I find it all so frustrating. It would be the same if we were in Kabul or Delhi. We still wouldn’t be able to leave the house and gardens. There are times when I truly wish I had been born a man.’


    Serena gurgled with delight at her ridiculousness. ‘You sound like one of those ladies who admire Mrs Pankhurst!’


    ‘I am.’ Gianetta retorted darkly.


    Serena’s amusement deepened. If and when they returned to England she could quite imagine Gianetta with cropped hair, proudly marching to win votes for women. ‘When do you intend asking Mama’s permission for our painting expedition?’ she asked, tactfully changing the subject.


    ‘Now,’ Gianetta said resolutely.


    As she moved purposefully towards the door, Serena said musingly, ‘I wonder what time the junks from Ichang will dock? I heard Mama give instructions that they were to be met by every sedan-chair and bearer available. Mr Cartwright and Lord Rendlesham are to travel into parts of China that no European has ever ventured into before. The equipment they have brought with them must be prodigious.’


    Gianetta hesitated at the door, looking at Serena with interest. It had not occurred to her that Mr Cartwright and Lord Rendlesham would be doing anything more than journeying from Shanghai to Chung King by river and, after a short rest, making the return journey in the same manner.


    ‘I don’t see how Lord Rendlesham will be able to travel further than the Residency,’ she said candidly. ‘He’s ages old. The only equipment he and Mr Cartwright will have with them will be foot-warmers and bath-chairs.’


    Serena had burst out laughing and Gianetta had left her and gone in search of her aunt. Her aunt had not been available. She was at her desk, writing copious letters to acquaintances in Peking and friends in England, and had given instructions that she was not to be disturbed.


    The long afternoon wore on. Shortly after three o’clock, Gianetta heard the sedan-chairs and bearers leaving the rear of the Residency on their way down to the river. The level of the Yang-tze changed dramatically according to the seasons, and long stone staircases led down from the bank to the present level of the water. If, as Serena had said, Mr Cartwright and Lord Rendlesham had brought extensive equipment with them, then unloading and then transferring it up the steep stone steps would take a long while.


    She wandered out into the garden with her sketch-pad, and was absorbed in capturing the lines of a delicately shaped terracotta pot with peonies spilling down from it, when she heard the noise of the sedan-chairs returning. She ignored the commotion, having no curiosity at all about either Lord Rendlesham or his companion. It seemed to her that every Englishman who visited China did so only in order to find fault with it. Lord Rendlesham and Mr Zachary Cartwright would be no different. She didn’t care if she met them at all.


    She looked down at her sketch-pad with satisfaction. She had captured the clean, pure lines of the flowers and the jar. The next thing she was going to do was to approach her aunt again. If she could look forward to an escape from the Residency, however temporary, then she would be able to survive the boredom of dinner that evening with her uncle’s guests.


    Her aunt looked at her coldly. ‘No, Gianetta. You most certainly can not indulge in an unnecessary expedition into the countryside. Mr Li has been engaged to instruct yourself and Serena in the art of Chinese flower painting. There are plenty of flowers in the garden which can be painted. The kind of venture that you are suggesting is quite out of the question.’


    ‘But it would be a simple expedition to arrange, and Mr Li thinks it most necessary …’ she persisted desperately.


    Her aunt silenced her with a steely eye. ‘I think you have made a mistake. I am quite sure that Mr Li does not consider it necessary at all. I want to hear no more about it. And now, if you will excuse me, I have an appointment with your uncle.’


    She swept from the room without a backward glance, her lips tightly set, her jawline implacable.


    Gianetta clenched her fists and fought the temptation to pick up the nearest ornament to hand and throw it in her aunt’s wake. As she struggled for self-control she saw Serena descend the last few steps of the staircase and cross the hall towards the study her mother had just entered. The family tête-à-tête was about to begin, and Gianetta was sure she knew what subject was under discussion.


    Filled with a sense of approaching doom, she made her way slowly towards the stairs. Dinner would be served in little over an hour. Her aunt would expect her to fulfil her role as dutiful niece, and to listen with polite interest to the boring ramblings of her guests.


    Gianetta’s Chinese maid was already filling up her bath with enormous jugs of water. She opened her closet doors, wondering which of her gowns, nearly all of them originally Serena’s, she would wear. Listlessly she plucked a lemon Crêpe de Chine dress from a hanger. It had a high-boned neck and long sleeves, tight at the wrist and then flounced so that they extended over her well-shaped hands, drawing attention to them.


    ‘Your bath ready now, Missy,’ the maid said dutifully, and Gianetta thanked her, wondering if she was perhaps drawing too many conclusions from too little evidence. Serena had not actually said that Henry Plaxtol had asked her to marry him, or that she would accept him if he did so. Her aunt had said nothing to indicate that the meeting in the study was about Serena’s marital future. And yet … and yet …


    She sank into the fragrant water.


    What else could the tête-à-tête be about? Two letters had arrived from Henry on the same day, and since their arrival her aunt’s eyes had held an unmistakable gleam. Wedding bells were in the air, and they certainly were not for herself. All the young men she had met so far had seemed far more attracted to Serena’s fair, English-rose prettinesss than they were to her own dark vibrancy.


    So … Henry had asked for Serena’s hand in marriage and, because he was his father’s sole heir, her aunt and uncle had been only too happy to give his request their blessing.


    Gianetta wriggled her toes moodily in the water. Why, oh why, hadn’t her Italian grandparents become reconciled with her mother? If they had done so, her own position would be far different. She would in all likelihood be living with them in Italy, not facing a future as a permanent house guest of Serena’s or a lonely existence in a cold, draughty house in the Lincolnshire fens. She towelled herself dry, hoping vehemently that Serena would have more sense than to accept Henry Plaxtol’s proposal, and knowing that a quiet-spoken vicar with ample independent means was exactly the kind of husband Serena would choose.


    By the time she had dressed and re-done her hair she knew that she was late. Not late for dinner, that would be a faux pas even she would not dare to commit, but late for pre-dinner drinks with her uncle and aunt and their guests in the main drawing-room.


    The Chinese boy her aunt had trained as a footman and who wore a striking livery of her own design, opened the drawing-room doors for her and she stepped inside, registering with immediate alarm her aunt’s rare good humour.


    ‘Ah, there you are, Gianetta. Please allow me to introduce Lord Rendlesham to you.’ She turned to the compactly built gentleman standing behind her, half-obliterated from view by her Junoesque proportions. ‘Lord Rendlesham, my niece, Miss Gianetta Hollis. Gianetta, Lord Rendlesham, a very distinguished member of the Royal Geographical Society and the Royal Botanical Society, Kew.’


    Gianetta accepted his proffered hand, her eyes wide with shock. He was in his middle thirties, with thickly curling auburn hair and a smile that was easy and engaging.


    ‘I’m delighted to meet you, Miss Hollis,’ he said. There was a hint of suppressed amusement in his voice, as if he were aware that he was not at all what she had expected.


    ‘Mr Cartwright has been unavoidably detained,’ her aunt was saying to her. ‘Some difficulty with the transport of equipment from the riverside to the Residency. We are delaying dinner until his arrival.


    Gianetta’s amazement increased. To delay dinner was unprecedented. Lord Rendlesham and his companion were obviously far more important than she had imagined.


    ‘Lady Hollis tells me that Serena and yourself are having lessons in Chinese flower painting,’ Lord Rendlesham was saying to her. ‘As a botanist, I wish I had a little more talent myself in that direction.’


    Gianetta made a polite answering remark but her attention was focused on Serena, who was standing a few feet away from them, next to her father and the Chinese Viceroy. Was she imagining it, or was Serena glowing with an inner radiance? If only she could catch her eye then she would know if her suspicions were correct, but Serena infuriatingly kept her gaze upon her father, who was explaining to her the difference between a botanist and a naturalist.


    ‘I had a very pretty collection of dried flowers when I was a girl,’ her aunt was saying. ‘Such an edifying occupation, I always think.’


    ‘Yes, I am sure it must have been, Lady Hollis,’ Lord Rendlesham murmured. Seeing the good humour in his voice and the laughter in his eyes, Gianetta decided that she liked him very much. The evening was not going to be boring, after all.


    ‘And what is to be your final destination?’ her uncle asked, turning towards Lord Rendlesham. ‘It might just be possible to travel further west by junk to Luchow, but the junk would have to be manually hauled from the river bank, as they have to be through the Ichang gorges.’


    ‘We are going north, Sir Arthur, not west,’ Lord Rendlesham said, and her uncle’s eyebrows flew high in surprise.


    ‘Impossible,’ he said decisively. ‘There are no more consulates to offer protection, and the area is for the most part uncharted.’


    ‘Nevertheless, that is the direction we intend to take,’ Lord Rendlesham said easily. ‘We hope to reach the northern province of Kansu and to search for plants along the western border with Tibet.’


    If he had said he intended searching for plants on the surface of the moon, Gianetta’s uncle could not have looked more astonished.


    ‘But my good man!’ he protested apoplectically, ‘Such a journey is physically impossible! You surely haven’t forgotten what happened to Margery when he made a similar attempt?’


    ‘No, indeed I haven’t,’ Lord Rendlesham said, unruffled. ‘But that was nearly thirty years ago and I don’t anticipate that we shall meet with the same fate.’


    ‘Who was Margery?’ Serena asked her mother in a whisper.


    ‘A gentleman directly responsible for our being in Chung King,’ her mother said, her voice low so that she would not be overheard by the Viceroy. ‘He attempted to cross into one of China’s more remote provinces from Burma. He was most cruelly murdered by the local people, and the British government insisted on an agreement with the Chinese that such a thing would not happen again. It is for that reason that Papa is in Chung King, to ensure that the agreement is kept and that British travellers are not molested.’


    ‘But how on earth can Papa ensure such a thing?’ Serena asked in bewilderment. ‘He never travels out into the countryside …’


    ‘Serena!’ The tone of her mother’s voice silenced Serena instantly.


    Lady Hollis turned to her guest and forced a smile. ‘I think I have just heard someone entering by the main door. Mr Cartwright must have arrived.’


    Gianetta was aware that Serena’s remark had vastly entertained Lord Rendlesham and wondered if his friend, now audibly approaching, was equally good-humoured.


    ‘I was very sorry to hear of your father’s death,’ Lady Hollis was now saying to him. ‘I knew him very well, as you know, and always thought him a most remarkable person.’


    Lord Rendlesham accepted her condolences, and as he did so the drawing-room doors were flung open to admit a tall, broad shouldered young man.


    ‘Mr Ca’t’ight, Ma’am,’ the Chinese footman said, but he went unheard. Mr Cartwright was already making his own introductions.


    Even though she was no longer expecting to see an old man, Gianetta felt a slam of shock at Mr Cartwright’s youth. He was even younger than Lord Rendlesham, no more than twenty-six or twenty-seven. Dazedly, she wondered how such a young man could have earned himself such a prestigious professional reputation. He was shaking hands with Lady Hollis and turning towards Serena, and Gianetta’s second realization was how excessively good looking he was.


    His colouring was as dark as her own. Blue-black hair tumbled low over strongly marked brows. His nose was straight, his jaw firm, his mouth finely chiselled, and when he moved, he did so with the ease and grace of an athlete.


    Her uncle was introducing him. ‘Mr Cartwright, my niece, Miss Gianetta Hollis.’


    The eyes beneath the demonically winged brows were as dark as she had expected them to be, the deep brown irises flecked with gold. His well-shaped mouth was not softened by laughterlines as Lord Rendlesham’s was. Instead there was an abrasive, uncompromising look to his handsome features that indicated he was not a man it would be wise to trifle with.


    His eyes were preoccupied as they were introduced and then his attention returned immediately to Serena. Gianetta knew, with amusement, that Serena’s fairytale blonde beauty had worked its magic yet again.


    ‘Let us go in to dinner,’ her aunt said, determined that it should be delayed no longer. ‘Lord Rendlesham, would you be so kind as to escort Serena? And Mr Cartwright, if you would escort Gianetta. We are only a small party but I’m sure you will find the Viceroy’s comments on your proposed expedition extremely interesting.’


    The Viceroy had already made it known that he had given permission for Lord Rendlesham and his companion to journey through his province. Gianetta had a shrewd idea that, even if he had refused, it would have made no difference to Mr Cartwright. He was a man who would not take no for an answer, even from a Viceroy.


    Conversation at dinner, as Lord Rendlesham explained to his host exactly what it was he and Mr Cartwright hoped to achieve on their expedition, was so fascinating that Gianetta forgot about her fear that Serena had become engaged to Henry Plaxtol.


    It transpired that Lord Rendlesham had never been to China before but that Zachary Cartwright had previously travelled in Western Hupeh. There he had heard rumours of blue Moonflowers growing in the more northerly province of Kansu.


    ‘Oh!’ Serena breathed. ‘How romantic! Is that why you are in China, Mr Cartwright? To find a blue Moonflower?’


    Zachary Cartwright had taken little part in the conversation so far, allowing Lord Rendlesham to answer most of his host’s questions. Now, as Serena fixed her gaze wonderingly upon him, he leaned forward slightly, saying with a depth of feeling that sent a tingle down Gianetta’s spine, ‘To find the blue Moonflower and to find hundreds of other plants that are, as yet, unknown in Europe.’


    ‘But why do you do it?’ Serena’s father asked in bewilderment. ‘What sense is there in risking life and limb, and suffering untold hardship, all for the sake of a flower?’


    Zachary Cartwright’s eyes blazed. ‘I do it because my search takes me into country where no Englishman has ever ventured. I do it because the beauty and majesty of the mountains and valleys that I explore have not yet been violated by civilisation. I do it because I can imagine nothing more wonderful than discovering an unknown flower and bringing the seed of that flower back to England, enabling hundreds of thousands of people to enjoy its beauty.’


    Sir Arthur cleared his throat, embarrassed by his guest’s intensity. ‘Yes, I can see that that might be a jolly fine thing to do,’ he said, quite obviously not seeing at all.


    Gianetta’s fingers curled into her palms. It was not a jolly fine thing to do. It was a wonderful thing to do. A magical thing to do. To search for flowers that no European had ever seen! To journey into valleys into which no European had ever ventured! The blood pounded in her temples at the very thought.


    Lady Hollis was rising to her feet, indicating that the gentlemen should be left with their port. Gianetta and Serena followed her out of the dining-room and into the lamp-lit drawing-room.


    ‘And now, Gianetta,’ her aunt said with unconcealed satisfaction as the footman closed the portières behind them. ‘I have news which I am sure will please you as much as it does me.’


    Gianetta’s eyes flew from her aunt’s to Serena’s. Serena smiled radiantly and slipped her hand into hers.


    ‘Henry has written to Papa, requesting permission to ask for my hand in marriage,’ she said happily, ‘and Mama and Papa have given his request their blessing.’


    Gianetta knew that instead of looking overjoyed at the news, she looked horrified. She struggled to alter the expression on her face, saying, in a strangled voice, ‘I hope you will be very happy, Serena.’


    ‘Of course, this means that Serena will be returning to England,’ her aunt said, her eyes carefully avoiding Gianetta’s. ‘I’m sure you will agree that it would be impractical for you to stay on in China in those circumstances, Gianetta, and so I will make arrangements for you to travel home with Serena and Henry.’


    ‘I want you to live with us,’ Serena said, lovingly squeezing her cousin’s hand. ‘I know that Henry will not mind. He is so very kind, and he would hate the idea of you living alone at Sutton Hall as much as I do.’


    Gianetta tried to speak and couldn’t. It was as if the floor were shelving away beneath her feet. No doubt Henry Plaxtol was kind, but she didn’t want his kindness. She didn’t want to live with him and Serena. She certainly didn’t want to live in Lincolnshire again. She wanted to live life her own way, as Lord Rendlesham and Zachary Cartwright lived theirs. She wanted to travel out into the wilds of unexplored China. She wanted to see scenes no English girl had ever seen before. She wanted to find blue Moonflowers.


    ‘The wedding will take place here, of course,’ her aunt was saying. ‘As soon as Henry arrives. I shall get in touch with the shipping office in Shanghai and make the necessary bookings for you aboard the Eastern Queen. It will be something to look forward to, will it not?’


    ‘Yes, Aunt Honoria,’ Gianetta said dutifully, but she wasn’t thinking of the Eastern Queen or the long sea journey back to England. She was thinking of the mountains and valleys of Kansu. Of the journey she intended to take, alone, in the wake of Lord Rendlesham and Zachary Cartwright.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    When her uncle and his guests rejoined them in the drawing-room, Gianetta found it hard not to betray her rising excitement. Where Lord Rendlesham and Mr Cartwright were going, she was also going. The knowledge made her head swim and the blood sing along her veins. As the conversation returned to the expedition and the reasons for it, her mind whirled feverishly, busy making plans.


    ‘The general object of our mission is to collect seeds and plants of an ornamental and useful kind,’ Lord Rendlesham was saying, in the easy manner which she found so appealing. ‘They must, of course, be plants that are not already in cultivation in England. We also hope to obtain, for the Royal Horticultural Society, information on the methods of Chinese gardening and agriculture.’


    As she listened to him, Gianetta knew that she would feel perfectly safe with him, no matter how lonely and wild the surroundings in which they found themselves. She cast a covert look across at Zachary Cartwright. She certainly wouldn’t feel quite so comfortable with Mr Cartwright. He really had a most forbidding manner. The conversation at the dinner table had obviously bored him and, apart from the time when he had responded to Serena’s questions, he had taken almost no part in it at all. Even now he was not sitting with his friend and the Viceroy, but was moving restlessly around the room, inspecting the books on the shelves, his open indifference to his host and hostess bordering almost on insolence.


    Sensing someone’s gaze on him he turned his head. His eyes met Gianetta’s and, for a heart-stopping second before she could drag her gaze away, held. She saw surprise flash through the dark depths of his eyes followed immediately by an ill-concealed mental shrug of dismissal.


    That the dismissal was because it was she and not Serena he had surprised looking at him was obvious, as was his mortifying assumption that her gaze had been one of admiration. Furious at herself for giving so false an impression, she moved so that her shoulders were set firmly against him and, with an effort, returned her attention to Lord Rendlesham.


    ‘Some provinces of China, those that are easily approached by sea, have of course already been thoroughly explored,’ he was saying to her uncle. ‘The problem is that the provinces in question all have tropical or sub-tropical climates, and the flora found there will not grow happily in England. Our objective is to find unknown plants growing in a temperate zone. Plants that will flourish in English gardens.’


    She would have to follow them at a distance for two or three days, possibly longer. If she caught up with them too soon they would simply have her escorted straight back to Chung King. She would have to wait until the distance they had travelled was so great that they would have no option but to allow her to continue with them.


    ‘And does Kansu have a temperate zone?’ her aunt was asking with polite interest.


    Lord Rendlesham grinned. ‘Oh yes. Weatherwise, Kansu is influenced by the high plateau of Tibet. The plants we find there will live very happily in northern Europe.’


    Gianetta listened to him avidly. She would have to bring clothes that were both serviceable for travelling, suitable for wear now and warm enough for the colder climate of Kansu. It wouldn’t be an easy task, especially as she could only take what could be easily carried on a mule or a donkey.


    Mr Zachary Cartwright had finished his perusal of her uncle’s books and was sitting in a chair to the left of the Viceroy. Gianetta kept her eyes steadfastly away from his, aware, nevertheless, that his own attention was once more focused upon Serena.


    ‘It was Zac who fired my imagination and tempted me into accompanying him,’ Lord Rendlesham was saying frankly. ‘Compared to his, my botanical knowledge is nil.’


    Her uncle politely said he was sure that couldn’t be true, but Zachary Cartwright made no attempt to correct his friend’s statement. Gianetta wondered if other people, apart from Lord Rendlesham, referred to him as Zac. Certainly the name suited his hard masculinity far better than the more biblical Zachary.


    ‘I still think you should spend longer in Chung King before departing on such a hazardous venture,’ her aunt was saying to Lord Rendlesham.


    Gianetta suppressed a smile. If her aunt had deigned to look in Zachary Cartwright’s direction she would have seen the way he was looking at Serena and wouldn’t, then, have been so keen for him to prolong his visit.


    Lord Rendlesham smiled, ‘I would have liked to stay here for several weeks, but if we are to avoid the summer rains we must leave immediately. Our equipment merely has to be repacked on to the mules we have hired, and that is being done at this very moment.’


    Gianetta felt a slam of shock that left her almost breathless.


    ‘When … when do you intend to leave?’ she asked. She had thought it would not be until the end of the week. Possibly not until the beginning of the week following.


    ‘Tomorrow at dawn,’ Lord Rendlesham said, and as he spoke to her there was sincere regret in his voice. He would have liked to have stayed longer. Gianetta Hollis had a dark, magical quality about her that aroused him deeply. He saw her eyes widen. Eyes so startlingly violet against her night-black hair that their beauty took his breath away. He wondered what her ancestry was. Her eyes, and the creamy whiteness of her skin, were obviously the legacy of her English father, but her mother must have been Irish, or Italian perhaps, to account for the glossy darkness of her brows and lashes and the unbelievable blue-black lustre of her hair.


    ‘Oh!’ For one devastating moment, Gianetta was certain that all her plans were in vain, and then she knew that time made no difference. She needed only a mule, some provisions, and detailed knowledge of the route Lord Rendlesham and Mr Cartwright were to take. The mule could easily be borrowed from the Residency stables, and so could the provisions, from the Residency kitchens. The only item she lacked was information.


    ‘How far do you hope to travel on your first day?’ she asked.


    He smiled, his warm blue eyes crinkling attractively at the corners. ‘I’m afraid you will have to ask Zac that question. He has far more knowledge than I have about how far we might be expected to travel in one day.’


    Unwillingly Gianetta transferred her attention to Mr Cartwright. ‘How far do you expect to travel tomorrow, Mr Cartwright?’ she asked coolly.


    He gave a barely discernible shrug of his broad shoulders. ‘Possibly to Fu-tu Kwan,’ he said laconically.


    She had heard of Fu-tu Kwan. It was a small, walled town some fifteen miles to the north.
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