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      Chapter One

    


    Olivia Harland leaned back against the soft leather upholstery of the open carriage as it swayed ponderously up the dusty track. The dry, oppressive heat of Peking was behind them now. They would soon be high in the Western Hills and would remain there, at the exquisite villa that her uncle had converted from an ancient temple, until the cool season returned and Peking became once more habitable.


    ‘I wonder if our dear Queen enjoyed her eighty-first birthday celebrations?’ her aunt, Letitia Harland, asked musingly as the great North China Plain receded behind them and they entered the welcoming shade of a belt of trees.


    William Harland assured his wife that Queen Victoria would have indeed enjoyed her birthday celebrations and Lady Glencarty, who was seated beside Olivia, replied vehemently that she only wished that she had been able to enjoy the revelry in the blessed beauty of her native Scotland and had not had to endure them in the stifling heat of Sir Claude MacDonald’s salon. Sir Claude was Her Majesty’s Minister at the Manchu Court and the previous evening, 24 May 1900, had hosted a party in order that the British community in Peking could suitably toast their sovereign.


    The guests had numbered over sixty. Dinner had been served in a small theatre at the British Legation and afterwards there had been dancing on the tennis courts beneath the soft glow of paper lanterns hanging in the trees.


    Olivia’s aunt and Lady Glencarty continued to discuss the soirée, but Olivia remained silent, her thoughts full of Phillipe. How handsome he had looked as he sat across from her at Sir Claude’s dining table, the light from the chandeliers gleaming on his sun-gold hair. Involuntarily she touched the square cut emerald that sparkled on the third finger of her left hand. Their engagement had pleased her aunt and uncle. Phillippe Casanaeve was one of the most eligible bachelors in the diplomatic corps. His arrival six months ago as a junior diplomat at the French Legation had caused many a female heart to flutter.


    Tall, slim, sleekly moustached and elegantly dressed, he had attracted all eyes at the parties and picnics that were the backbone of diplomatic social life. He had singled her out almost from the very first, and her aunt and uncle had encouraged his attentions. Childless themselves, they had gallantly assumed responsibility for her when her parents had died, but it was a responsibility that had been unsought and Olivia knew that her marriage would come as a relief to them.


    ‘Sir Claude seemed most perturbed yesterday evening when mention was made of the mountebanks in the northern provinces,’ Lady Glencarty said as a vermilion and gold-plumaged bird darted from the trees, startling Olivia from her thoughts.


    ‘Not mountebanks, Clarissa. Rebels,’ William Harland corrected, his gloved hand resting lightly on the silver top of his malacca cane. ‘The French Minister, Monsieur Pichon, is so alarmed by them that he has suggested the foreign powers in Peking send for a naval attachment from Tientsin to serve as protection, should it be needed.’


    Lady Glencarty’s heavy eyebrows shot upwards. ‘I hope this suggestion was vetoed!’ she said with asperity. ‘To go to such lengths because of bands of superstitious peasants would be intolerable! We should become a laughing stock!’


    ‘His suggestion was vetoed, but I am not too sure the decision was a wise one,’ William Harland said gravely. ‘The rebels are no longer confining their burning and looting of missions to the northern provinces of Chihli and Shansi. There have been reports of missionaries murdered a mere forty miles from Peking.’


    His wife laid a hand restrainingly on his arm, her face pale. ‘Please do not speak of it, my dear. It makes me feel quite ill.’


    William Harland smiled reassuringly. ‘Do not worry, Letitia. The danger does not extend to ourselves. No Chinese, Boxer or otherwise would dare to lay violent hands on a member of one of the foreign legations.’


    ‘Why are the rebels referred to as Boxers?’ Olivia asked curiously, grateful for the light breeze which stirred the leaves on the trees and blew a tendril of soft dark hair against her cheek.


    William Harland’s obscure features softened. He was extremely fond of his intelligent and pretty niece. ‘The sobriquet was given to them by missionaries. The rebels refer to themselves by a much more splendid name: The Fists of Righteous Harmony.’


    Lady Glencarty snorted in derision.


    ‘They object strongly to the western practice of building churches with spires,’ William Harland continued, undeterred. ‘Their own architecture refrains from anything they think will interfere with the feng-shui, the spirits of wind and water.’


    ‘Poppycock!’ Lady Glencarty said vigorously, ‘And against such native superstition the French minister was prepared to make fools of us all by sending to Tientsin for a naval detachment!’


    ‘It is, unfortunately, dangerous superstition,’ William Harland said, a faint frown furrowing his brow. ‘The Boxers and their followers believe that it is the presence of Europeans in China that is the cause of the present drought. They say that our presence has offended the spirits of wind and water and until they are appeased, that no rain will fall.’


    Lady Glencarty’s thin lips tightened disdainfully. ‘ Is it true that they believe they are invincible?’ Letitia Harland asked nervously, adjusting her veil with a net-gloved hand. ‘Lady MacDonald says that the spirits of heroes render them immune to death and that they cannot be killed.’


    A slight smile tugged at the corners of her husband’s mouth. ‘ I am not sure if even the Boxers are so credulous, my dear. It would make them a formidable fighting force if they were.’


    ‘Nothing can turn ill-trained, illiterate peasants into a formidable fighting force,’ Lady Glencarty said tartly.


    William Harland politely refrained from replying and thereby antagonizing his guest further. But Olivia could tell that he was not convinced.


    ‘We really must talk of them no longer,’ Letitia Harland said with a shudder. ‘When I think of the poor missionaries in Chihli and Shansi and what they have suffered, I feel quite faint. I cannot understand why the Empress does not intervene. She has power of life and death over her subjects, does she not?’


    ‘She does indeed, Letitia,’ said Lady Glencarty, carefully removing a speck of dust from the sweeping folds of her skirt. ‘Though I refuse to believe that she exercises it in a manner that rumour would have us believe.’


    A chill ran down Olivia’s spine. Gossip said that there were days when the Inner Courtyard of the Imperial City ran red with blood. That not only did Empress Dowager Tzu-hsi command the execution of those who displeased her, but that she actually witnessed the executions in person. Olivia could well believe it. She had met the Empress Dowager only once, but it was an occasion that she would not soon forget.


    In an unprecedented gesture, Empress Dowager Tzu-hsi had invited the diplomatic ladies to tea at the Winter Palace, and had presented each and every one of them with a generous gift of a ring. Olivia had accepted her present reluctantly. There was something unpleasant in the Empress’s hooded eyes. An expression which did not accord with her overtures of friendship.


    She sat on a divan, flanked by eunuchs, her short, stout figure robed in stiff, yellow silk. Her hair was dark and sleek, parted down the centre and pulled tightly back over her ears, secured on the top of her head with a long, jade pin. Lady Glencarty had gushingly whispered to Olivia that she reminded her of their own, dear Queen, but Olivia had been unable to find any resemblance. There was something evil about the doll-like figure, her grotesquely long fingernails protected by jewelled nail shields. However much her actions might seem to belie it, Olivia was sure that the Empress despised the gaily chattering European women thronging her court. She had been relieved when the audience was over and they had been carried by sedan chair out of the Forbidden City and through the straight, dust-blown streets that led to the Legation district.


    In Peking, as in other oriental cities, custom had always decreed that various trades were located separately and in their own areas. Silversmiths were to be found in one street, jewellers in another, and saddlers in a third. When diplomats arrived in Peking they, too, had been concentrated into their own area. Their legations were large houses set in vast, high-walled grounds. There were eleven of them together with an hotel, the Russo-Chinese Bank, the offices of Jardine Matheson, the inevitable club and a handful of European residences, occupying an area nearly three quarters of a mile square.


    When Olivia had first arrived in Peking, she had been fascinated by how one part of the city had been walled inside another. In Peking’s heart was the Winter Palace. The walls of the Forbidden City surrounded it and in turn was surrounded by the pink walls of the Imperial City. Beyond the gates of the Imperial City lay the Tartar City, the legations and cathedral, and the various missions. The walls of the Tartar City were massive and crenellated, more than forty feet high and forty feet thick. Beyond their gates lay the Chinese City, colourful and crowded and noisy.


    Small shops huddled three-deep, gay flags announcing their wares. Craftsmen followed their professions in streets, mending delicate porcelain with nimble dexterity. Rope-dancers twirled and spun. Fortunetellers vied with beggars for attention of the crowd. Pedlars whistled, carrying heavy paniers of sweets and cakes and household necessities. There were acrobats, jugglers, storytellers. Mule-drawn carts, and donkeys and camels. It was a teeming, raucous circus, and alongside it was the other China. The China of fluttering doves and almond blossom; of tinkling bells and the clear notes of trumpets as they blew in fanfare to welcome important personages at the Tien An Men Gate. All of it held Olivia in thrall. The gentle, passive faces of the Chinese charmed her, and she hated to think of the violence which flared in the North.


    Despite the stories she had heard, she had scarcely been able to believe in the existence of the Boxers until the day that she met the Empress Dowager. The veiled hostility had been palpable, and looking into the raisin-black slits of her eyes, Olivia had been seized with a sudden sense of foreboding. With such a woman as Empress, any barbarity would be credible. Phillippe had teased her, and told her that her fears were groundless, but the uneasiness had persisted and even now, high amidst the peace and tranquillity of the Western Hills, it reached out and touched her, spoiling the beauty of the day.


    ‘Lewis Sinclair is back in Peking,’ William Harland said as the trees thinned, and they neared the marble lion-dogs flanking the gateway of the villa. ‘He will have first-hand news of the situation in Shansi and no doubt Sir Claude will be grateful for it.’


    ‘Is Mr Sinclair the reckless young man who married a Chinese girl?’ his wife asked enquiringly.


    William Harland nodded.


    ‘I shall be most surprised if Sir Claude pays any attention to information coming from that source,’ Lady Glencarty said. ‘Do you know that he had the effrontery to assume that social invitations would be extended to his wife, and was unspeakably insolent when none were forthcoming?’


    ‘It was a regrettable marriage,’ William Harland agreed as the coach shuddered to a halt. ‘It resulted in his leaving Peking, and that was a great loss. Despite his unfortunate go-to-the-devil manner, I am told he is a remarkably fine doctor, and speaks Chinese like a native.’


    ‘He probably lives like a native now,’ Lady Glencarty said with a shiver of distaste.


    As Olivia stepped from the carriage, she glanced down at her engagement ring, glad that her marriage to Phillippe would not be discussed in such a way. She felt a surge of compassion for the unknown Chinese girl not welcome at social functions with her husband.


    ‘Tea, Lin Pei,’ Letitia said in relief as a pig-tailed Chinese hurried forward to greet them. ‘Oh dear, my poor head. I shall never accustom myself to the summer heat.’


    Parasols were closed, net gloves discarded. Olivia had no desire to sit sipping tea with Lady Glencarty. Her limbs were stiff from sitting for so long in the cramped confines of the carriage, and she yearned for exercise.


    ‘Would you excuse me, Aunt Letitia? I would like to take a walk before dinner.’


    ‘Yes, of course, my dear. But don’t overtire yourself,’ Letitia Harland added, wanting to do nothing more than rest and free herself from her too-tight Parisian corseting.


    Olivia retired to her room to freshen her face with eau de Cologne. The afternoon sunlight filtered through lattice screens. Behind the delicately carved K’ang bed were embroidered hangings of full-blown peonies, crested pheasants, pomegranates and peaches. The former temple never failed to exercise its magic on her. She gazed around her with pleasure, then hurried downstairs, past the marble lion-dogs guarding the doorway, and out into the garden where ornamental ponds were crammed with lilies.


    The scent of flowering trees filled the air. Exotic shrubs bordered the gravel pathways. In the clear light the villa glowed like a jewel. Its roofs were rose-red, the ornate eaves upturned as if defying gravity. Scarlet and emerald and azure enamelling decorated the walls and balconies in an explosion of colour, perfectly offset by the stark purity of the groves of white pines rising behind it. She looked up into their cool depths longingly. Tomorrow she would ride high amongst them. It was too late in the day to ask that a horse be made ready for her now. She suppressed a sigh of regret. Riding was her greatest pleasure, and one she could not indulge in as often as she would have liked. A smile curved her lips. She would be able to ride and walk to her heart’s content when she was married to Phillippe.


    She was beyond the large garden now, walking through a fragrant wilderness of knee high grass. A little used track led up into the groves of pines, beckoning her temptingly. Her aunt and Lady Glencarty would be resting. Her absence would not be noticed if she indulged herself.


    She walked at a swift pace, enjoying her freedom and the pine-scented air. Not until she was well out of sight of the villa did she rest, leaning breathlessly against the silver bark of a tree. A hoopoe swooped low into the valley, the sun flashing on its gaudily coloured wings. She sighed contentedly, hoping that Phillippe’s government would not transfer him too soon from Peking. She did not want to leave China. She wanted to discover more about it. She smiled to herself, wondering if she was succumbing to what Lady Glencarty referred derisively as ‘ the strange fascination which a Chinese environment so often exercises over a European mind’. If she was, she was uncaring. She was nineteen, engaged to an incredibly handsome man, and living in one of the least visited and most exotic countries in the world.


    There was no sound; no movement; even the clouds seemed motionless in the high blue bowl of the sky. She closed her eyes, enjoying the warmth of the sun on her face, and her daydream of what life would be like when she was Mrs Phillippe Casanaeve. Then came the scream. Her eyes flew open. For a second she thought she had been dreaming, and then it came again, terrified and high-pitched, followed immediately by shouts and cries and the distant whinnying of horses.


    With a gasp of dismay she ran from the shelter of the trees, desperately seeking a vantage point that would enable her to see down into the valley.


    The track had curved round and away from the villa, and all that she could see were the ranks of pines and a wisp of cloud. Fear made her cry out loud. It wasn’t a trail of cirrus trapped in the fold of the hills: it was smoke.


    ‘Oh no!’ she whispered, her hand clutching her throat as the shouts and cries intensified. ‘The villa! The villa is on fire!’


    She began to run downhill, her momentum hurtling her into the trunks of the trees, her palms becoming scratched and bloodied as she clutched at the rough bark. The shouts grew louder, more demented, and the smell of burning wood hung heavy in the air. The way seemed endless. It was impossible to imagine that it was the same track she had climbed so enjoyably only a short time before. Beneath the hem of her gown, her small booted feet gouged out clouds of dust as she slipped and slid heedlessly over the dry, parched earth. With a sob of relief, she saw that the track veered round the shoulder of the hill. Another twenty yards and she would have a clear view of the cause of smoke now billowing upwards in acrid density.


    She hurtled forward and then the track turned and she slithered to a halt, seizing a tree-trunk for support, gazing in stupefied disbelief at the scene before her.


    The fairy-tale roofs were barely discernible in the smoke. The colonnade fronting the villa was burning furiously, the filigree carved wood cracking and splintering, the flames shooting skywards, the breeze carrying the sparks so that they fell on her hair and skirt. But it was not the ravaging fire that rooted her to the spot in horror. The immaculately laidout gardens, with their lily ponds and dwarf trees and flowering shrubs were overrun by yelling, exultant Chinese. Scarlet sashes swathed their heads and waists. Monstrous swords flashed in the late afternoon sunlight.


    ‘No!’ she cried in protest. ‘Oh, dear God, no!’


    She ran towards the villa as if there were devils at her heels. How she would chase off the nightmare figures once she arrived, she had no idea. She had no thoughts other than that her aunt and uncle were trapped inside the burning inferno, and that she had to reach them; had to do something before it was too late. The breath hammered in her chest, the blood pounded in her ears. The trees thinned, the ground levelled and the long, bristled stalks of the grass clung to her skirt, hampering her speed.


    Through the shimmering heat, she saw Lady Glencarty’s purple clad figure try to run from the smoke and flames, an arm shielding her face. As she did so, the grotesque Grand Guignol figures whooped with triumph and surged forward, weapons high. Lady Glencarty’s screams rent the air and then the smoke obscured her, and there was nothing but heat and noise and the hideous flare as the villa’s eaves ignited.


    Olivia was aware of her own screams, of the smoke stinging her eyes and catching at the back of her throat and then she heard the unmistakable sound of hoofbeats bearing down behind her. She was going to die. Unprepared and ignominiously and at the hands of crazed fanatics. Rage flooded through her. If she was going to die, she would die fighting, resisting with every ounce of strength she possessed.


    She was dimly aware of a furious voice commanding her to halt and still she ran, the frenzied shouts of the rampaging Boxers reverberating through the air.


    The ground throbbed before the onslaught of galloping hooves.


    ‘For the love of God!’ a voice shouted exasperatedly.


    She could sense the horse bearing down on her; feel the heat of the flames on her face. Sparks fell around her, sizzling and cracking.


    ‘Aunt Letitia!’ she cried vainly, and then the horse veered past her and the rider sprang from its back, hurling her bodily to the ground.


    She tried to struggle free, but iron-strong hands pinioned her fast.


    ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’ a furious voice demanded. ‘Are you trying to kill yourself?’


    She gasped in bewilderment. It wasn’t a red-garbed Boxer holding her prisoner, but a European. His face was savage, the cheekbones high, the mouth hard.


    ‘My aunt and uncle!’ she panted. ‘They’re in the villa!’


    ‘Sweet Christ!’ He released her abruptly, thick black hair tumbling low over his brow as he wheeled to view the burning villa and the frenzied figures ringing it in whooping exultation. ‘Stay here and don’t move.’


    The words were flung at her as he leapt to his feet, running towards his horse and the rifle jammed in his saddlebag. The Boxers were a mere fifty yards away, distorted figures eddying and surging in the heat haze. Their whole attention was fixed on the burning villa and when the first rifle shot rang out there were cries of alarm and bewilderment. The unwieldy swords being swung vengefully around their heads faltered and dropped. A white-robed figure, red scarves flying from waist and wrists, plummeted to the ground. There was another shot, and another. Olivia pushed herself to her knees. The Boxers were in disarray, unsure from what direction the unexpected attack was coming.


    By her side the horse whinnied and reared as, shielded by the long grass, its rider fired a volley of rifle shots which sounded as if an army was bearing down in avenging fury. Olivia saw another demonic figure fall, and then another and then, as she stumbled to her feet, sobbing in relief, the whole host turned on its heels, fleeing in full retreat.


    Her rescuer began to sprint towards the blazing inferno and she picked up her skirts, racing with a pounding heart in his wake.


    He turned his head, yelling at her again to stay where she was. At any other time, the fierce command would have instantly halted her, but above the roaring of the flames there came a woman’s cry, and she ignored him, running even faster, every nerve in her body raw with fear.


    At the main entrance the heat beat them back; the marble lions grinning grotesquely at their helplessness.


    ‘This way!’ she shouted desperately, pressing a handkerchief against her nose and mouth, running with all her remaining strength towards the rear of the villa.


    A beam fell with a shudder, tongues of fire shooting off it. A volley of sparks rained down on her and the silk of her skirt sizzled and burst into flame. She beat at it with her hands, still running, running, running. Smoke billowed round her. No matter how hard she tried, she could not keep pace with him. She saw him take a flight of steps two at a time and disappear into the roaring conflagration. She pressed her arm against her face, shielding it from the heat, determined to follow and then, with a sob of relief, she saw the servants run screaming on to the lawns, the stumbling figure of Lady Glencarty in their wake. Seconds later her uncle followed, the Englishman at his heels, her aunt senseless in his arms.


    As they fled towards Olivia, there was a massive rumble and the delicate, upturned eaves succumbed to the inferno, toppling in on themselves.


    At a safe distance, the formidable Englishman laid Letitia Harland on to the grass and began to loosen her tight bodice with indecent expertise.


    Olivia knelt down at her aunt’s side, her hair curling wispily in damp tendrils around her frightened face. ‘ Is she alive?’ she asked urgently.


    He nodded, rolling Letitia Harland unceremoniously over on to her side, his fingers resting on the pulse beat at her wrist. As he did so, Letitia Harland shuddered, her eyelids flickering open. Olivia grasped her aunt’s hand, weak with relief.


    If her aunt’s rescuer also felt relief, he showed no sign of it. The black bars of his eyebrows were pulled together in a frown as her uncle stepped shakily towards them, saying incredulously, ‘Sinclair! By all that’s wonderful, Lewis Sinclair!’ He grasped him fervently by the hand. ‘Sinclair, my good chap! How can I thank you enough?’


    With eyes suspiciously bright, he dropped to his knees beside the prostrate figure of his wife. ‘It’s all over, my love,’ he said, circling her shoulders with his arm. ‘You are safe now. There is no more danger.’


    As her aunt moaned and clung piteously to him, Olivia saw a flicker of impatience cross Lewis Sinclair’s face and then he was saying in a tightly controlled voice, ‘I doubt if that is quite the case, Sir William.’


    William Harland looked up at him in bewilderment, his usual self-assurance pathetically absent. ‘I’m afraid that I don’t understand…’


    ‘Are there no more men in your party?’


    Sir William shook his head and Olivia saw comprehension dawn in his eyes. She felt suddenly faint. They were fifteen miles from Peking. Their servants had scattered. The countryside was alive with Boxers, and only Mr Sinclair was armed. She swayed dizzily and Lewis Sinclair sprang forward, catching hold of her in strong arms as she fell into a vortex of darkness and black rushing winds.


    As she returned to consciousness she was aware that she was lying on the grass, her head resting on the linen of a jacket that carried a faint but pleasing smell of cologne. Male cologne. She could hear her Uncle William saying, ‘Poor child,’ and a rich, deep voice retort drily, ‘A little more than that, Sir William. Your niece was intent on beating off the Boxers single-handed when I came to her aid.’


    Her cheeks warmed and she stirred hastily in order to bring the conversation to a halt before she should be embarrassed further. Her uncle immediately rushed to her side, but Lewis Sinclair remained where he was, his dark brows pulled together, white lines of impatience edging his mouth.


    His jacket had been discarded and beneath the white silk of his shirt, Olivia was uncomfortably aware of exceedingly broad shoulders and lean, hard muscles. There was a sense of power under restraint about him, a brooding restlessness that was palpable.


    She remembered the conversation that had taken place in the carriage and marvelled that it had been only a few hours ago. Since then the whole world seemed to have tilted on its axis. Her uncle had said that Lewis Sinclair had married a Chinese girl and had left Peking when it became obvious that his marriage would never be countenanced by the European community there.


    She looked across at him in the gathering dusk as her uncle solicitously asked after her well-being. She could well imagine that he would be uncaring of what society thought of him. There was a fearlessness about him, a daring and an insolence towards life that she had never encountered before, and which she found strangely attractive.


    She saw the muscles along his jaw line flex and then his gaze inadvertently met hers. Shock ran through her. His eyes were almost as dark as his hair and the expression in them was one of inner pain, searing in its intensity.


    Distinctly shaken, and telling herself she must have been mistaken, she looked away hastily, saying to her uncle. ‘Is Aunt Letitia quite recovered?’


    William Harland’s face was white and drawn. ‘Yes, thanks to Doctor Sinclair.’


    Olivia looked up at him startled, and then remembered. Lewis Sinclair was a doctor. It certainly explained the no-nonsense way in which he had loosened her aunt’s corseting.


    ‘And Lady Glencarty?’


    ‘Only too well,’ her uncle replied dryly, and Olivia became aware of Lady Glencarty’s voice a little distance away, raised in outraged indignation. ‘I’ve never heard of such an insulting suggestion! The man must be mad! To walk to Peking! I would rather die first.’


    ‘The choice is yours,’ Lewis Sinclair said indifferently, rising to his feet and walking across to his horse. ‘If you stay here, you will almost certainly be dead by morning.’


    ‘Poppycock,’ Lady Glencarty retorted but there was a trace of uncertainty in her voice. She turned to William Harland. ‘Sir William, please inform…this…gentleman… that troops will already be on their way here from Peking to avenge this outrage.’


    ‘There are no troops,’ William Harland said wearily.


    ‘Then the minister should have seen to it that troops were sent for,’ Lady Glencarty said, conveniently forgetting that only hours before she had derided the thought of any such action.


    Sir William struggled for patience. ‘We are in an exceedingly difficult situation,’ he said tensely, ‘ The Boxers will have realized by now that they were not being attacked by a large force and one rifle will not deter them for long if they return.’


    Lady Glencarty glared at him. ‘I will not walk to Peking as if I were a peasant.’


    ‘Nor will I, William,’ Letitia Harland said, her voice trembling. ‘We would become the talk of the community. Lady MacDonald would think it most odd.’


    With an expletive of impatience that made Sir William blanch, Lewis Sinclair pivotted on his heel and strode away from them.


    William Harland regarded his retreating back nervously and grasped his wife’s arm. ‘Calm yourself, Letitia. Lady MacDonald will say that you have been very gallant.’


    ‘But I do not want to be gallant, William,’ Letitia Harland said, tears streaking her face. ‘ I want to wait here as Clarissa suggests, until help arrives.’


    ‘No help is going to be forthcoming, my dear,’ William Harland said quietly. ‘There are no troops and…’


    ‘But the Empress has soldiers! When she hears what has taken place, she will send her soldiers…’


    William Harland doubted very much whether Empress Tzu-hsi would send soldiers, even if she knew of their predicament. And she would not get to know of their predicament, as Sinclair had informed him that all the telegraph wires had been cut by the rebels. Gently he told his wife the impossibility of making contact with Peking.


    With an underlying note of fear in her voice, Lady Glencarty said, ‘Rubbish! I refuse to believe it! I…’


    William Harland mopped his forehead with his handkerchief. Behind them the flames from the burning villa continued to leap skywards. The servants had fled. The horses had bolted. He was responsible for the lives of three people, two of whom he loved dearly. Common sense told him that he could only save those lives with the help of Lewis Sinclair, and Sinclair had told him that he had been travelling away from Peking when he had come to their aid. A cold shiver ran down his spine. If Sinclair continued on his journey, leaving them to their fate, that fate would almost certainly be death. Letitia grew breathless walking the short distance from the carriage to the coolness of her rooms. She would never be able to complete the hot, dusty, return trip to Peking on foot. She needed Sinclair’s horse, and she needed the protection afforded by his rifle.


    He fixed Lady Glencarty with a steely stare. ‘As my guest, Clarissa, you will oblige me by doing what I request.’


    Lady Glencarty gasped, opened her mouth to speak, and then, for the first and only time in her life, thought better of it.


    William Harland turned on his heel. ‘ Where did Doctor Sinclair go?’ he asked Olivia.


    ‘He strode off in the direction of the gatehouse,’ Olivia said, her eyes troubled. ‘ Uncle William, if the telegraph wires had been cut, the countryside between here and Peking could very well be teeming with Boxers.’


    ‘That is a risk we have to take,’ her uncle said, making sure his wife could not overhear him. ‘To remain here would be folly. The Boxers cannot have retreated far and will be back to see what, if anything, remains to be looted.’


    Olivia looked over her shoulder apprehensively, half expecting to see red-sashed figures once more bearing down on them.


    Her uncle continued, ‘It is also our duty to ensure that Peking is informed of what has taken place. When I last spoke to Sir Claude, he believed the Boxers were contained in Chihli and Shansi. Their presence so far south can only mean that they are intent on launching an attack on the city.’


    Olivia paled. There were over four hundred Europeans in the city. Many of them were missionaries, their lives revolving around the cathedrals and churches, the hospitals and orphanages. The others were diplomats: men like Sir Claude MacDonald and Mr Edwin Conger, the American Minister, both of whom had their wives and children with them. Men like Phillippe. She felt her heart contract. Even now the Boxers could very well be marching on Peking, and they were unwarned and unprepared.


    ‘What is it that Mr Sinclair wishes us to do, Uncle?’


    William Harland thanked God for her quick grasp of the situation and her lack of hysteria. ‘He thinks that we should set off for Peking on foot. If we walk through the night, we can be there by dawn.


    ‘But Aunt Letitia cannot walk so far over rough ground!’ Olivia protested.


    ‘Your aunt will ride on Doctor Sinclair’s horse.’


    ‘And Lady Glencarty?’


    Sir William passed a hand wearily across his eyes. ‘Perhaps another horse can be obtained,’ he said, turning in relief as Lewis Sinclair strode towards them, throwing a pile of clothing on to the ground.


    ‘I salvaged these from the gatehouse,’ he said curtly. ‘There’s no sign of the gatekeeper or his wife. I imagine they fled with the rest of the servants.’
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