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      Chapter One

    


    Although the distance from the Vassilovich residence to the Royal Palace was a mere hundred yards and although Belgrade’s pleasant early summer heat was tempered by a cooling breeze, protocol dictated that the Vassilovich sisters travelled the distance in an open landau.


    As the horses turned out into Prince Milan Street, Natalie Vassilovich wrinkled her pretty nose in distaste.


    ‘Why do we have to endure living on a street named after an Obrenovich? Why hasn’t it been renamed after King Alexander or King Peter, or even after Sandro?’


    Katerina Vassilovich regarded her seventeen-year-old younger sister with amusement.


    ‘If Belgrade’s street names had changed every time an Obrenovich had replaced a Karageorgevich on the throne and every time a Karageorgevich had regained the throne from an Obrenovich, the population would be dizzy,’ she said, revealing a streak of common sense so prosaic Natalie found it almost unintelligible.


    ‘How can you be so dispassionate?’ she asked in disbelief. ‘You have just as much Karageorgevich blood in your veins as Uncle Peter or Sandro, and yet you behave as if you were all Vassilovich.’


    ‘I feel as if I am all Vassilovich,’ Katerina said, her grey-green eyes darkening slightly.


    ‘Well, I don’t!’ Natalie’s eyes, flecked gold where her sister’s were grey, flashed fire.


    Katerina adjusted the mother-of-pearl handle of her parasol a little more comfortably against her shoulder, a slight frown creasing her brow. That Natalie had inherited their maternal great-grandfather’s legendary temper and passionate hotheadedness had been obvious ever since their nursery days. And she knew that their mother, as well as their father, heartily regretted it.


    As the Vassilovich landau bowled past the Russian Legation and towards the palace gates she wondered why it was that the Karageorgevichs were so self-destructive; not her mother, of course. The Karegeorgevich temper and passion was as alien to her mother as it was to herself, but it had resulted in violent death for their great-grandfather and for innumerable cousins and uncles and great-uncles.


    ‘It is a great pity I am not to marry Sandro,’ Natalie said wistfully, dismissing the annoyance of the inappropriately named street and alighting on another, far more important grievance. ‘Why should it matter that we are cousins? Royalty has always intermarried and I would make a wonderful queen.’


    At the thought of Sandro and Natalie’s unstable Karegeorgevich blood uniting in marriage Katerina shuddered, not remotely surprised that her sensible father had vetoed the idea the instant it had first been suggested.


    ‘Aunt Zorka would also have made a wonderful queen,’ she said divertingly as ceremonially dressed guards opened the high, wide gates and their landau rolled between them and into the palace park.


    It was a moment or two before Natalie answered her. Zorka had died long before either she or Katerina had been born but their mother, who had acted as her companion during the years of Zorka’s marriage to their uncle, had brought them up on stories of her brooding Slavic beauty and of how she had passionately longed for the day when her husband would oust the Obrenoviches from the Serbian throne and retake the Karageorgevich crown. Fourteen years after her death he had finally done so; but he had not remarried. There was no Queen of Serbia and there would not be one until Sandro ascended the throne and made the girl he had yet to marry, queen.


    ‘Yes,’ Natalie said slowly, ‘but I doubt that Zorka would have been content being Queen of Serbia. She would have wanted to be queen of all the Slavs – Serbians, Montenegrins, Bosnians, Herzegovinians …’


    Her face had taken on a rapt expression and Katerina stared at her, filled with a sudden sense of foreboding. Though Montenegro, like Serbia, was an independent kingdom and no longer part of the Ottoman Empire, Bosnia and Herzegovina enjoyed no such independence. Once Turkish possessions, they had been annexed by Austria-Hungary six years earlier, becoming part of the massive and unwieldy Habsburg empire. In Belgrade the cafés were full of young fanatics scheming of a way to liberate their fellow Slavs from the Habsburg yoke and Katerina had no desire to see her idealistic and impressionable young sister becoming one of their number.


    ‘For goodness sake, stop filling your head with impossible dreams,’ she said with uncharacteristic sharpness as the landau rocked to a halt. ‘And don’t start discussing Slav unity with Sandro. We’re here to talk about his visit to St Petersburg and which of the grand-duchesses it is Uncle Peter has arranged for him to marry, not to indulge in contentious street talk.’


    Natalie didn’t trouble to reply. Katerina had been exercising her two-year seniority, trying to curb and restrain her, for as long as she could remember and she had long since ceased taking the slightest notice. As she stood up in the landau, smoothing the ankle-length skirt of her yellow-silk Parisian day-gown she marvelled yet again at how different Katerina was from herself in both looks and personality. Katerina took after their father’s family. All the Vassilovichs were tall and slender, the men possessing an air of nonchalant elegance the women serene and graceful, cool and calm whatever the crisis.


    As she stepped from the landau Natalie pondered, not for the first time, on the mystery as to why all Vassilovich characteristics were so absent in her own physique and character. When she had said that she was all Karageorge she had been speaking the utter truth. Like all Karageorgevich women she was short, only a smidgeon over five foot two, with hair as night-black and curly as a gypsy’s and a nature recklessly passionate and impulsive.


    It was her great-grandfather, George Petrovich, who had given her family the name by which it had been known for the last hundred years. A peasant farmer turned guerilla fighter he had been nicknamed Kara, meaning black. As Black George he had led the Serbian people in an uprising against their Turkish masters. Capturing Belgrade, putting the Turkish garrison to the sword and proclaiming himself Prince of Serbia, he temporarily ended the darkness of three and half centuries of Ottoman rule.


    ‘And his temper lost him it all,’ her father had said to her wearily when, as a small girl, she had questioned him about her mother’s family. ‘When there were no Turks to fight he fought with his supporters and when the Turks attempted to reoccupy Serbia, many Serbs gave their loyalty to another guerilla leader, Milos Obrenovich.’


    ‘And was that when great-grandfather was forced to leave Serbia?’ she had asked, her little hands clenching into fists at the thought of the wicked upstart, Milos Obrenovich.


    ‘Yes,’ her father had said gently, sliding his arm around her shoulders. ‘And what you must remember, Natalie, is that Milos Obrenovich would never have been able to style himself Prince of Serbia if your great-grandfather had been able to control his temper. Because he constantly failed to do so he lost his family the undisputed right to the Serbian throne.’


    As an eight-year-old child she had been impressed, but not in the way her father had intended. In her eyes, great-grandfather Black George was a hero and it was his traitorous followers and the villainous Obrenovichs who were the cause of her family’s subsequent, intermittent exclusion from the Serbian throne.


    As she stepped down from the landau in Katerina’s wake she wondered which of the four Russian grand-duchesses was to be her cousin’s bride and Serbia’s next queen. At eighteen, Olga was the eldest and the likeliest candidate. She looked up at the walls of the newly built palace, seeing it as the Tsar’s eldest daughter would see it, mortification flooding through her.


    What on earth would Olga think of it? Known simply as the Konak it was new because the last Obrenovich king, together with his queen, had been savagely murdered in the old palace and in an attempt to obliterate the memory of their violent deaths it had been torn down. In its place had been built a palace that resembled not so much a royal residence as a stolid French provincial chateau. To Olga, accustomed to the gigantic Winter Palace in St Petersburg and the sumptuous splendour of the Romanov palaces in the Crimea and the Baltic, the Konak was going to appear devastatingly provincial.


    ‘I wish Uncle Peter would live a little more ceremoniously,’ she said exasperatedly as they stepped into the modestly-sized entrance vestibule. ‘One day he will not merely be King of Serbia but Tsar of all the Slavs and then he will have to live in great state and…’


    ‘I do wish you would get that particular bee out of your bonnet,’ Katerina said, her earlier flicker of anxiety deepening. ‘Can’t you think about the wedding instead? We shall both be bridesmaids and every crowned head in Europe will be in attendance.’


    It was a heady thought, but so was the vision of a great Slav empire ruled over by a Karageorgevich. As a footman led them down a mirror-hung corridor towards the main drawing-room Natalie was both bewildered and irritated by Katerina’s lack of enthusiasm for what had always been the great Karageorgevich dream. She frowned slightly. It meant she couldn’t possibly confide in Katerina as she had intended. And she couldn’t confide in Sandro. Her new-found friends had been quite adamant about that.


    Footmen opened the drawing-room’s double portiéres and a black and white spaniel bitch puppy tumbled out of the room and into the corridor, distracting her completely.


    ‘Oh, you darling!’ she cried, bending down and scooping her up in her arms, Slav unity and her exciting new friends temporarily forgotten. ‘Oh, just look at her, Katerina! Isn’t she adorable?’


    Katerina’s anxiety faded. With the puppy in her arms Natalie looked little more than a child and her disquiet of the last ten minutes or so suddenly seemed ludicrous. It was perfectly natural that Natalie should echo popular sentiment and day-dream of the day when all Slavs, Catholic, Orthodox and Moslem, would live in unity no longer owing unwilling allegiance to the Habsburgs, and it had been crassly stupid of her to have imagined that Natalie had even heard of the Belgrade-based organization committed to bringing that end about by violent means.


    Amused by her foolishness she walked across the sun-filled room to where her elderly uncle was standing with her father, and curtsied deeply.


    Lean and slightly built, with grey hair rapidly turning to silver and a bristly handlebar moustache, Peter Karageorgevich was not a particularly kingly figure. Only his eyes revealed his ancestry. Dark and piercing, they were the eyes of Black George and they commanded instant respect.


    ‘You’ve come to hear all the St Petersburg gossip, have you, eh?’ he said to her affectionately.


    Sandro was standing a little to his left, dressed in ceremonial army uniform and looking extremely pleased with himself. Further to the left was her mother, surrounded by a coterie of aunts and great-aunts and on the periphery of her vision she could see a throng of cousins and second-cousins and a small, élite group of foreign diplomats.


    ‘Yes, sir,’ she said, amused by her family’s unabashed impatience for the latest news on the long hoped-for marriage between Sandro and a Romanov.


    Behind her she could hear Natalie regretfully lowering the puppy to the floor as she prepared to make her curtsey. She felt a stab of relief. Though Natalie complained bitterly about lack of ceremony in the Konak, it would have been quite typical of her to have attempted the curtsey, the puppy still in her arms.


    ‘The puppy was a present from the Tsaravich,’ Sandro said, reading her thoughts as she stepped away from his father and towards him. ‘She’s from the same litter as his own spaniel, Joy.’


    The puppy tumbled over Katerina’s neatly shod feet and then lay on her back, waiting to be tickled. Sandro obliged with the toe of a glossily booted foot.


    Impatience was foreign to Katerina’s nature but she felt a twinge of it as she waited for her cousin to return his attention to her and to indicate whether or not one of the Tsar’s daughters was to be his bride.


    ‘How was St Petersburg?’ she prompted meaningfully.


    He removed his attention from the puppy. ‘As grandiose as ever,’ he said, grinning.


    Katerina refused to be provoked. Although Sandro’s demeanour was usually serious, as befitted the heir to the throne, he was never solemn when Natalie was in the vicinity. Despite the difference in their ages they were very close. So close that, if it hadn’t been for the blood-tie between them and the political necessity of Sandro marrying into a strong royal house such as the Romanovs, their marrying would have surprised no-one.


    They would certainly have made a handsome couple. Sandro was not particularly tall but he was pleasingly built. He had good shoulders which showed to advantage in uniform and despite his short-sightedness, which necessitated his wearing gold framed pince-nez, he moved with athletic strength and confidence. His black-lashed eyes were almost as dark as his father’s and when he smiled the lines running from nose to mouth deepened attractively. Like his father he sported a moustache, but whereas his father’s moustache was steely-grey and flamboyantly waxed and curled, Sandro’s moustache was trim and neat and glossily black.


    His eyes held hers teasingly. ‘As for the gossip, Helene has adapted wonderfully to Russia and the baby is thriving.’


    Hélène was his sister. Two years ago she had married the son of the Russian Grand-Duke Constantine and the official reason for Sandro’s visit to St Petersburg had been his attendance at the christening of Hélène’s first-born son in the Cathedral of Our Lady of Kazan.


    Katerina smiled serenely, knowing she was being baited and refusing to rise to it. Afternoon tea at the Konak was a weekly social event at which all female members of the Karageorgevich clan were welcome. Her aunts and great-aunts did not, however, usually turn out in such numbers and they had certainly not done so in order to hear news of Hélène and her baby. If Sandro was being annoyingly unforthcoming about what had taken place in St Petersburg it was because he didn’t want to pre-empt the announcement that was about to be made.


    She looked across to the small group of foreign diplomats and her certainty grew. It was highly unusual for anyone other than the Prime Minister to be in attendance at a family afternoon tea-party and she recognized representatives from both the French and British Legations.


    The young Englishman exchanging words with his French counterpart, sensing her eyes on him, turned his head slightly. As their eyes met in friendly recognition he quirked an eyebrow. Katerina circumspectly made no response but as she allowed her glance to travel further around the vast room, her smile deepened. She knew very well what Julian Fielding was silently asking. He was wanting to know whether her uncle and Sandro had pulled off the coup of the decade and secured a marital alliance with the mighty Romanovs.


    Natalie was now chattering to Sandro, the puppy once more in her arms and Katerina moved away and towards the cluster of female relations grouped around her mother.


    ‘… and apparently the Empress allows Rasputin into her presence at all hours of the day and relies on his advice utterly,’ her Great-Aunt Eudocia was saying in tones of shocked disapproval.


    ‘Then let us hope Sandro found favour with him,’ her Great-Aunt Elena responded with acerbity. ‘I’d hate us to lose the Romanov alliance because of a monk who apparently never washes.’


    Eudocia sucked in her breath, her ample bosoms rising until her many necklaces were almost horizontal. ‘Don’t be ridiculous, Elena! Of course I wasn’t inferring that Rasputin would have a say in anything as important as a royal marriage! I was simply informing you of the Empress’s extraordinary behaviour where he is concerned. It is the talk not only of the court, but of the entire country…’


    Her mother stepped away from their fractious relatives and towards her.


    ‘I was beginning to think you weren’t going to be here in time,’ she said, kissing her lovingly on the cheek. ‘It’s quite obvious the visit to Petersburg was a success and that a family announcement is to be made. I only hope it won’t prove to be premature.’


    Katerina’s eyes were once more on the young diplomats standing on the far side of the gold-papered, chandelier-hung drawing-room.


    ‘Premature?’ she asked vaguely, her thoughts elsewhere. ‘How could be it premature, Mama?’


    Her mother slid her arm lightly in hers and began to walk with her down the room. ‘The Tsar is a great equivocator,’ she said dryly. ‘He hates to hurt anyone’s feelings and Papa thinks it quite possible that he has agreed to Olga marrying Alexander without having the slightest intention that she will, in fact, ever do so.’


    Julian Fielding was again in conversation with the French diplomat, his brows drawn together in a slight frown. Katerina dragged her eyes reluctantly away from him.


    ‘I’m sorry, Mama. What did you say? That the Tsar doesn’t truly want an alliance with us?’


    ‘He already has one,’ her mother retorted dryly, ‘and he doesn’t need to marry his eldest daughter to Alexander in order to maintain it.’ Beneath her high-piled chignon her fine-boned face was perturbed. ‘King Carol has high hopes of Olga marrying Prince Carol, who is his nephew and heir, and it has already been agreed that the imperial family will visit Romania early next month in order that Carol and Olga can meet.’


    Katerina looked across to Sandro and Natalie. The puppy was back in Natalie’s arms and Sandro was laughing and tickling it behind its ears. If Sandro believed he was unofficially engaged to the Tsar’s eldest daughter, and if she then married Prince Carol, he would feel himself to have been monstrously insulted.


    ‘And you’re worried because you think Sandro is going to be hurt?’


    Her mother didn’t immediately answer her. They were strolling past a cluster of cousins and Vitza, Eudocia’s twenty-year-old granddaughter, was saying authoritatively, ‘The Empress’s favourite colour is mauve and she is bound to wear mauve at the wedding. Grandmama will wear Serbian-blue and thinks that I should wear pink …’


    Katerina felt a flash of amusement. If her mother’s prediction was correct, disappointment among their female relatives was going to be vast.


    ‘No,’ her mother said in answer to her last question when there was no longer a chance of being overheard. ‘My concern isn’t for Alexander. It is for Serbia.’


    Katerina stared at her. Her mother rarely spoke of national issues, regarding politics as her husband’s province. That she should do so now, and in the Konak’s grand drawing-room, meant that something was seriously troubling her.


    ‘Why would it be so important if the Tsar reneged on a promise that Alexander marry Olga?’ she asked, struggling for understanding.


    Her mother came to a halt in order not to come within hearing distance of the next group of cousins and second-cousins.


    ‘It would be serious because of the bad feeling that would arise. Your uncle has so far contained the impatience of the hotheads who want to help Bosnia and Herzegovina free themselves of Habsburg rule. He’s been able to do so because he has had Russia’s promise that when the time is right she will give us all the support she can in such a struggle. But the time isn’t now. For the first time in our history, thanks to your uncle, we are enjoying stability. We need to consolidate it, not plunge into armed struggle against the Austro-Hungarian empire.’


    Though her mother had continued to speak quietly there was no mistaking her depth of feeling. They had reached the far end of the drawing-room and were now beginning to walk across its breadth. At the top end of the room the King was in conversation with Elena and her daughter. Natalie, Sandro and Bella had gravitated to Vitza’s circle and the doors leading on to the terrace had been opened, revealing a dozen white-naperied tea tables laden with plates of delicately cut sandwiches.


    ‘And if there was bad feeling against Russia, you think the hot-heads would gain popular support and plunge us into war?’


    Julian Fielding was still in conversation with the French diplomat. She wondered what their subject of conversation was. She wondered how she could engage him in conversation herself without appearing too forward.


    Her mother lowered her voice, saying with startling frankness, ‘Papa has long had a contact in South Slav. The group is made up of army officers and parliamentary officials and though their avowed aim is to restore Serbia’s boundaries to those she enjoyed in the Middle Ages, they have always been law-abiding. The new organization,’ she added darkly as they began to near Julian Fielding and his companion, ‘is not.’


    Katerina felt her tummy muscles tightening in nervous anticipation. Her mother hadn’t chosen to join any of the previous cliques and groups they had passed in their circuit of the room but she might very well make an exception when she drew abreast of Julian Fielding. Tall and broad-shouldered, he was dressed with British reticence in a black tail-coat and pin-striped trousers; his only visible jewellery was the watch-chain looped across his waistcoat. The French envoy was dressed with far more panache, his ceremonial diplomatic uniform awash with gold braid, an emerald sparkling on the index finger of one hand, a diamond on the other.


    Katerina was barely aware of him. Sunlight was streaming into the room through the long windows and open doors, burnishing Julian’s hair a dull gold. He wore it longer than other Englishmen she had met. Thick and springy as a Greek god’s, it curled low over his waxed shirt collar, giving him an air of almost Slavic flamboyance.


    With great effort she returned her attention to her mother. It was extraordinary that their conversation should have veered on to the subject that had been causing her so much disquiet only a little while earlier. She wondered if she should speak to her mother about Natalie’s disturbing new enthusiasm for Slav unity. In ordinary circumstances it would have been a natural preoccupation that would have given no cause for concern. As it was, however, the new organization working for Slav unity was doing so by very dangerous methods, methods that Natalie was reckless enough to find attractive.


    ‘Mama,’ she began hesitantly, ‘this new organization Papa spoke of the other day. Is it trying to gain Karageorgevich support?’


    ‘The Black Hand would love Karageorgevich support,’ her mother replied tartly, ‘but it certainly won’t receive it. Your uncle’s main aim is to maintain Serbia’s new found stability, not put it at risk indulging in meaningless acts of violence.’


    Katerina had been plunged so deep in thought she had been unaware of how rapidly they were approaching Julian Fielding and his companion.


    ‘Mama…’ she began again, but it was too late.


    ‘Good afternoon, Mr Fielding. Good afternoon, Monsieur Quesnai,’ her mother was saying pleasantly. ‘How nice to see you at what is usually only a family occasion.’


    Aware she was letting him know that she knew the reason for his presence, Julian Fielding’s brown eyes gleamed with amusement. He enjoyed conversation with the Vassilovichs. Alexis and Zita Vassilovich both spoke excellent English and Katerina and Natalie had been educated from early childhood by an English tutor and spoke it flawlessly. ‘It is an honour to be here,’ he said truthfully as he took her proffered hand, bowing slightly over it.


    As her mother turned her attention to Monsieur Quesnai, allowing him to raise her hand a hair’s breadth from his lips, Katerina was able to enjoy a moment or two of Julian Fielding’s undivided attention.


    ‘I take it you are as much in ignorance as the rest of us,’ he said in the easy, friendly manner she found so attractive.


    There was no need for her to ask to what he was referring.


    ‘I think we shall be put out of our misery very shortly,’ she said with a slight, suitably restrained smile.


    Inwardly she felt anything but restrained. Her heart was beating in sharp, slamming little strokes she could feel even in her fingertips, the happiness she had felt on entering the room and seeing him, deepening and intensifying until she wondered how on earth she was going to prevent it from becoming embarrassingly obvious.


    ‘If the announcement is the one everyone is expecting, it will be Serbia’s gain and Britain’s loss,’ he said gallantly. ‘It’s no secret King George would very much have liked a Romanov bride for the Prince of Wales.’


    ‘Even after Olga is married there will still be three grand-duchesses available,’ she said impishly, her usual shyness wonderfully absent.


    Beneath his narrow blond moustache his mouth tugged into a smile. ‘Maybe so, but it’s always the eldest daughter who is regarded as the real prize.’


    She looked away from him quickly, the blood rushing to her cheeks, wondering if he was aware of how his remark could be interpreted.


    When she trusted herself to once more look towards him he wasn’t looking at her, but across the room at Natalie.


    ‘His Royal Highness will be lucky if he retains ownership of that dog,’ he said, amused. ‘She and your sister seem to have adopted each other.’


    It was true. Natalie was no longer with Sandro, but the puppy was gambolling around her feet as she moved away from one group of cousins and towards another.


    Katerina regarded her sister indulgently. No other member of the family would have been able to appropriate the Tsarevich’s gift in such a guileless manner. At seventeen there was still something winsomely child-like about her. Although she had persuaded their mother to allow her to wear her smoke-dark hair in a sophisticated chignon, feathery tendrils had escaped and lay waywardly against her cheeks and another one curled provocatively in the nape of her neck. She was laughing now at something someone had said to her, her green cat-eyes dancing, her zest for life tangible and infectious.


    ‘I doubt if the King will allow it to leave the Konak,’ she said a trifle regretfully. ‘It would be too insulting if word got back to Petersburg that the Tsarevich’s gift had been given away.’


    ‘But only to a family member,’ Julian said with diplomatic expediency. He looked around the room. ‘And talking of family members, I had no idea the Karageorgevich family was so vast.’


    ‘Our interpretation of the word family is a little different from the British interpretation,’ Katerina said, hardly able to believe her good fortune at having such a long, uninterrupted conversation with him. ‘Family in Serbia means extended family. Traditionally we all live together in what you would call a clan, and we call a zadruga. The strongest male member acts as the zadruga’s chief and loyalty to him, and to every other member of the zadruga, is absolute. It is only in Belgrade, where life is sophisticated, that families no longer live communally under a patriarchal chief.’


    The smile that had tugged at the corner of his mouth when he had looked across at Natalie, deepened. He had heard Belgrade described as many things, but never before as sophisticated.


    ‘Family and country are very important to Slavs,’ Katerina was saying, touchingly serious. ‘I cannot imagine how the Russian grand-duchesses must feel, knowing that when they marry foreign princes, they will have to leave their homeland.’


    ‘They are brought up to it,’ he said gently. ‘As princesses it is their fate and always has been.’


    On the far side of the drawing-room, among the aunts’grey and purple ensembles, Natalie’s yellow-silk dress was a vivid slash of colour.


    ‘And you and Natalie,’ he asked, his eyes darkening slightly as they remained on Natalie. ‘Would either of you ever contemplate leaving Serbia?’


    Katerina felt the blood beginning to drum in her ears. The conversation had taken a heart-stoppingly intimate turn and she wasn’t sure she could trust herself to answer without her voice betraying her hopes.


    ‘Perhaps …’ she said, struggling to sound indifferent, ‘if marriage made it necessary.’


    On the terrace, teapots had been set on the exquisitely laid tables. A little to their left, her father had joined her mother and Monsieur Quesnai. In the centre of the room her uncle was taking up a position in front of the marble fireplace, obviously intending to make his announcement.


    ‘And Natalie?’ he prompted. ‘Would she feel the same?’


    The reply to his question was easy. Natalie would certainly not feel the same. When they had been children, living in exile with their parents and her uncle in Geneva, she had said like a mantra every evening after they had said their prayers: ‘When we return to Serbia I will never leave it. Never, never, never!’


    A slight smile touched her lips. ‘Natalie …’ she began, and was silenced by her uncle clearing his throat.


    ‘This is not, of course, an official announcement,’ he said to his suddenly hushed female relatives, his rheumatically-afflicted legs slightly apart, his hands clasped behind his back. ‘That will come later, when all the negotiations attendant to such an announcement have been completed.’ He rocked back on his heels a little. ‘This is a strictly family announcement,’ he continued, as if the diplomats he had so assiduously invited were not present, ‘and one that I know is going to give great joy.’ He paused and not even the rustle of a skirt or the tinkle of a bracelet broke the tense silence. He was not a man who relished speech-making and he put an end to the suspense swiftly. ‘It is my happy task to inform you that an engagement between Grand-Duchess Olga, eldest daughter of the Emperor of Russia, and Alexander, Crown Prince of Serbia, will be announced in the early months of next year.’


    A buzz of elation rippled around the drawing-room. A Romanov bride for Serbia! It was wonderful news. Glorious news.


    ‘This is not, of course, to be discussed outside the Konak,’ King Peter concluded, knowing very well that the British and French governments would be appraised of the news within hours.


    With immense and obvious satisfaction he began to lead the way out on to the terrace. He had scored a triumph. He, and everyone present, knew it, and soon the whole world would know it.


    ‘When we free Bosnia and Herzegovina from Habsburg rule, Grand-Duchess Olga will become not merely a queen but Tsarina of the whole South Slav peoples,’ a know-all voice was saying as they filed out of the drawing-room in the King’s wake. ‘That is why the Tsar has agreed to the union. It is because he knows his daughter’s influence and glory will one day stretch over the entire Balkan peninsula.’


    It was an echo of the sentiments Natalie had expressed a little earlier.


    As she seated herself at one of the tea tables Katerina wondered if the French and British governments were aware of just how impatient her countrymen and women were becoming in their desire for unity with their fellow, Habsburg ruled Slavs, and if they knew of the existence of the supposedly secret Black Hand.


    Certainly if Julian Fielding was not aware of Black Hand’s existence he would be grateful to her if she informed him of it. She looked around to see where he was sitting and saw, with a surge of pleasure, that he was at her father’s table.


    ‘Please like him, Papa,’ she whispered beneath her breath, looking away quickly as, with a rustle of royal-blue taffeta, Vitza seated herself next to her.


    ‘You Vassilovich girls really do enjoy an unconscionable amount of freedom,’ she said enviably. ‘Max saw Natalie in a Belgrade kafana yesterday afternoon with a host of students.’


    Katerina’s face froze. When she could trust herself to speak, she said rebuffingly, ‘We enjoy a reasonable amount of freedom, Vitza, not an unconscionable amount, and it certainly doesn’t extend to frequenting cafés.’


    ‘It did yesterday,’ Vitza retorted, unfazed. ‘Max was quite concerned about it. He thinks Natalie too avant-garde for her own good.’


    

      Avant-garde was not the word Katerina would have chosen. The word she would have chosen was stupid. Criminally, crassly, unbelievably stupid.


    ‘Max was mistaken,’ she said, knowing full well that he hadn’t been; knowing that her earlier sense of unease had been entirely justified. ‘It couldn’t possibly have been Natalie. Natalie has music lessons on Tuesday afternoons.’


    Vitza arched an amused eyebrow. ‘And where does she have her lessons? At home or at the Conservatoire?’


    ‘At the Conservatoire,’ Katerina replied icily. ‘And there’s no need to look so foolishly knowing, Vitza. That was exactly where Natalie was yesterday afternoon. At the Conservatoire. She was certainly not in a café.’


    All around them the conversation was of the engagement that would be taking place next year. At a distant table Katerina could see Natalie chattering to Monsieur Quesnai, her eyes shining, her smile radiant.


    Vitza grinned. ‘Believe what you want,’ she said with infuriating complacency, ‘but Max is telling the truth. It would be impossible for him to have mistaken someone else for Natalie.’


    Katerina didn’t doubt it. She curled her fingers into her palms, itching to seize hold of her younger sister and shake a modicum of sense into her.


    ‘Did Max recognize any of the students in the café?’ she asked, hating herself for prolonging the conversation yet knowing it was a question that had to be asked.


    ‘No, why should he?’ Vitza was affronted. ‘They were students for goodness sake, not cavalry officers.’


    Katerina’s eyes were still on Natalie. Unknown to the great-aunts sitting at her table she obviously had Bella on her lap, for she kept surreptitiously lowering sandwiches beneath the overhang of the tablecloth where they instantly disappeared.


    ‘Except one,’ Vitza added. ‘He knew the name of one of them, a Bosnian.’


    ‘And what was it?’ Katerina asked, wondering what she was going to do about the situation; wondering if it could be resolved without her parents learning of it.


    ‘Princip,’ Vitza said, losing interest in the conversation now that Katerina no longer seemed perturbed by it. ‘Gavrilo Princip.’


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    ‘Princip? Princip?’ Natalie said vaguely, stalling for time. ‘I’m not sure I recall the name.’


    ‘Of course you do,’ Katerina said exasperatedly. ‘You were seen with him for goodness sake!’


    It was early evening and still warm and they were in the garden of their home. Katerina had judged it to be the safest place in which to speak to Natalie. In the garden they would not be overheard by her parents or by servants.


    Natalie plucked a petal off a Belle de Crécy rose. She had never been any good at telling lies or prevaricating and though she knew it would make life enormously easier if she did so now, she was unable to summon the necessary guile.


    ‘Vitza Karageorgevich is a despicable busybody,’ she said crossly. ‘Why should it matter to her where I go and who I meet? And what was she doing in the Golden Sturgeon anyway?’


    Katerina mentally filed away the name of the café, saying with as much patience as she could muster, ‘It wasn’t Vitza who saw you. It was Max.’


    ‘Oh, Max.’ Natalie’s voice was heavy with irritation. ‘I might have known it would be Max Karageorgevich. He’s never liked me. Do you remember the time when we were children and he…’


    ‘I’m not going to be side-tracked, Natalie,’ Katerina said firmly. ‘Max liking you, or not liking you, doesn’t alter the fact that he saw you.’


    ‘Oh, I dare say he saw me,’ Natalie admitted with bad grace. ‘I just don’t see why he has to make such a big thing of it. Goodness knows who else he’s told and…’


    ‘Of course he would make a big thing of it!’ Katerina never lost her temper but she was coming close to doing so now. ‘You’re only seventeen! Mama and Papa may give us a lot of freedom, but even they would draw the line at your wandering around Belgrade unaccompanied. Why wasn’t Miss Benson with you? As your governess she should chaperone you to your music lessons. If they knew you had gone into a student kafana they would have ten fits!’


    Natalie began to shred the rose petal with short, pearl-buffed nails. Despite all her rebelliousness she loved her parents dearly and had no desire to cause them hurt. ‘You don’t intend telling them, do you?’ she asked, her winged eyebrows pulling together in a slight frown.


    ‘I don’t want to tell them,’ Katerina said truthfully, ‘but unless you explain to me just why you were there, and unless you promise never to do such a thing again, I shall have to tell them.’


    They had been strolling aimlessly, too involved in their conversation to care where their route was taking them. Natalie paused now, knowing that she would have to tell Katerina something about her involvement with Gavrilo and his friends and knowing that she would have to be very careful not to reveal too much.


    ‘Gavrilo and Nedjelko attended the Conservatoire earlier this year and…’


    She had come to a halt near one of their mother’s much-loved rose bowers. A garden seat was carefully positioned so that her mother could enjoy the fragrance and Katerina sat down on it, her alarm growing. Until now, she had imagined that Natalie‘s foray into the kafana had been a single, isolated, incident. Now it was beginning to seem as if she had been there before, perhaps several times.


    ‘… we became friends when they accidentally walked into my classroom and…’


    ‘But your classes are private!’ Katerina protested, appalled at the thought of the city’s riff-raff having such easy access to a member of the ruling house. ‘Where was your tutor?’


    ‘Monsieur Lasalle was late. He’s often late. Sometimes he doesn’t even arrive for my class at all.’


    Katerina blanched. What if the person in the empty classroom had been Sandro? It would have been a heaven-sent opportunity for an assassin. She wondered how accidental Gavrilo and Nedjelko’s walking in on Natalie had been. If they were young Bosnians, in Serbia in order to gain support for a revolt against Habsburg rule, then waylaying a Karageorgevich would make a great deal of sense. Through such a contact they would have the ear of the heir to the throne, perhaps even of King Peter himself.


    ‘And are Gavrilo and Nedjelko political activists?’ she asked, already sure of what the answer would be.


    Natalie remained standing, a spray of delicate pink Belle Isis almost touching her hair, a thick truss of parched-gold Jeanne d’Arc brushing her skirt. She couldn’t lie to Katerina and yet she didn’t want her to know the depth and seriousness of Gavrilo and Nedjelko’s commitment to Slav unity; or of her own.


    ‘They are students,’ she said prevaricatingly; ‘all students are politically aware. Did you know that the new editor of the Serbian Literary Herald was Paris educated? He is exactly the kind of cultured intellectual Papa would enjoy meeting and …’


    ‘Stop trying to change the subject,’ Katerina said, no nearer to knowing what she was going to do about Natalie’s escapade than she had been before they had begun talking. A new thought struck her, striking real fear into her heart. ‘They aren’t members of the Bosnia Youth Movement, are they?’


    Members of the revolutionary Bosnian Youth Movement were notorious for their recklessness and violence. Only four years previously one of their members had tried to kill the Governor of Bosnia. If they had succeeded Habsburg wrath might well have resulted in such repressive retaliation that a full scale uprising might have been provoked.


    ‘No, silly,’ Natalie said emphatically, deeply relieved at being able to speak the truth unequivocally for once. ‘Of course they aren’t.’


    She didn’t add that Gavrilo and Nedjelko were not members of Young Bosnia for the simple reason that they had come to the conclusion that Young Bosnia was pathetically ineffective and that they were, instead, members of a much more militantly orientated organization.


    Katerina sighed with relief. The scent of the roses was heavy as a drug, the air thick with the zoom of bees and she could feel herself beginning to relax. Natalie had behaved foolishly but no serious damage had been done. She hadn’t become embroiled in Bosnia’s fanatical revolutionary youth movement and it was quite obvious from the way she had spoken of Princip and his friend, that she hadn’t fallen in love with either of them. Her visits to the Golden Sturgeon had not been prompted by either nationalistic extremism or infatuation. All that now remained was for Natalie to promise her that she wouldn’t visit the café, or any other café, ever again.


    ‘It was crassly stupid of you,’ she said, feeling more like a governess than a sister. ‘It was a betrayal of Papa and Mama’s trust and Monsieur Lasalle’s…’


    Natalie was aware she had behaved badly where her parents’ trust in her was concerned and had no wish to be reminded of it, especially as it was a trust she had no choice but to continue betraying. Trying to exonerate herself of the guilt she felt, she said spiritedly, ‘If Monsieur Lasalle had not been so negligent about tutoring me it would never have happened. I would never have met Gavrilo and Nedjelko in the first place and I would never have been able to meet them again. I only ever went to the café when he failed to arrive for my music lesson.’


    Silently cursing Monsieur Lasalle for his negligence Katerina said, striving to be understanding, ‘I suppose it was exciting for you to be out without a chaperone and among people of your own age, but it mustn’t happen again, Natalie. It was an extremely dangerous thing to do. Anything could have happened to you.’


    Natalie was sorely tempted to ask for an example, but restrained herself. She loved Katerina dearly, but her temperament was so different from her own there were times when she found communication with her almost impossible. Why, for instance, was she so unexcited by the thought of a federated South Slav state incorporating Serbia, Bosnia, Croatia and even, perhaps, parts of Macedonia? Belgrade would be its capital and a Kara-georgevich its king and it would be just like medieval times when the kings of Serbia had been known as Tsars, the empire they ruled stretching from Belgrade to the Aegean and taking in most of the Adriatic and Ionian coasts as well.


    Containing her irritation at Katerina’s lack of vision she said sincerely, ‘I’m sorry, Katerina. I didn’t mean to cause you anxiety.’


    ‘Then don’t cause me anxiety again,’ Katerina scolded, too happy the difficulty had been resolved for there to be any real censure in her voice.


    Natalie’s relief was absolute. Katerina hadn’t asked her to promise never to see Gavrilo or Nedjelko again or to visit the Golden Sturgeon again. She had simply assumed she would not do so.


    ‘Did you know that Mama has invited every member of the British and French Legation to the Summer Ball?’ she asked, knowing that she would have to be much more careful in future and changing the subject before Katerina realized her carelessness. ‘And the Russian minister is to be in attendance and a party of Cossack officers. I do think Cossacks are handsome, don’t you?’


    Indulgently allowing Natalie to prattle on about their mother’s Summer Ball and the officers who would be in attendance and with whom she could innocently flirt, Katerina rose to her feet. She had her own romantic hopes for the Summer Ball and they didn’t centre on exotic Cossacks. For the hundredth time she wondered if Julian Fielding had meant her to interpret his remark about the eldest sister being the prize, personally. And if he had?


    Her heart began to beat faster. If he asked her to marry him, and if she accepted his proposal, it would mean her eventually leaving Serbia. Young diplomats never remained long in a posting. In a year or so, perhaps even less, Julian would be posted to Vienna or Paris or perhaps even St Petersburg.


    Natalie was chattering about Bella now. Sandro had said that, if her father didn’t object, he would give her to her.


    ‘And I spoke to Papa this morning and he said as long as Bella didn’t get under his feet or into his study, then I could have her. Do you think she could sleep in our bedroom, Katerina? She’s too tiny to sleep all alone.’


    Trying not to imagine the damage Bella would do to her clothes and shoes, Katerina said tolerantly, ‘Of course I don’t mind.’


    She wondered how hard she would find it to leave home. They were a very close-knit family and she would miss her parents and Natalie terribly. She thought of the pleasurable excitements of Vienna and Paris and St Petersburg and knew she would be able to adapt.


    Until her uncle had returned to Serbia as king, ten years ago, he and many other Karageorgevichs had lived in exile in Geneva and it was in Geneva that she and Natalie had been born. Whereas Natalie had loathed Switzerland on principle, vociferously claiming that it was far inferior to the homeland she had never seen, she had been happy there. She had liked the neatness of the country and the sensible level-headedness of the Swiss. There would be very little level-headedness in a Slavic capital such as St Petersburg, but she imagined that Vienna and Paris and other European capitals to which Julian might be posted would be very similar to Geneva.


    They had reached the house now and Natalie was saying, ‘I’m going to ask Mama if I can go to the Konak to collect Bella. Miss Benson can accompany me.’


    Their mother was sitting on the terrace with Eudocia and after Natalie had asked and received permission to go to the Konak accompanied by her long-suffering governess, Katerina joined them.


    ‘I thought both you and Natalie looked extremely elegant at the wedding announcement this afternoon,’ her great-aunt said to her generously. ‘Of course, yellow is a very ingénue colour and Natalie will soon have to stop favouring it. Blue would be a suitable alternative. Did you notice Vitza’s gown? It was a most wonderful shade of royal blue but royal blue would not, perhaps, be the right shade for Natalie. It requires a great deal of stylishness if it is to be worn successfully and I’m sure your mama will agree with me that though dear Natalie possesses many commendable qualities stylishness is not, as yet, one of them.’


    Katerina’s eyes fleetingly met her mother’s, their amusement mutual. It was quite true that Natalie’s kittenish exuberance could hardly be described as stylish but Vitza, who was showing incipient signs of one day becoming as stout as her grandmother, was hardly an example of it, nor was royal blue particularly flattering to her.


    ‘Vitza’s gown was stunningly head-turning,’ her mother said resourcefully. ‘Parisian dressmaking always shows.’


    The gown had been made by a local dressmaker as both Katerina and her mother well knew, but Eudocia didn’t trouble to correct her.


    Highly gratified she turned to Katerina saying, ‘I was just remarking to your mother that I really cannot understand why there have been so few court balls this year. There has been only once since Christmas. Can you imagine? Only one! It really isn’t good enough. I am sure that in London and St Petersburg there are balls every night of the week.’


    Aware of the British king’s introverted personality and the Russian empress’s dislike of socializing outside of her immediate family circle, Zita doubted it, but kept her doubts to herself.


    ‘I don’t think Peter is very well,’ she said with a slight frown, laying aside her embroidery. ‘He’s sixty-nine now and he tires very easily.’


    ‘Then he shouldn’t do,’ Eudocia said tartly. ‘I’m seventy-two and I don’t tire!’


    Katerina kept her eyes from meeting her mother’s with difficulty.


    ‘The last few years have been extremely stressful for him,’ her mother said patiently. ‘The military are constantly pressuring him to take a more aggressive stance towards Austria.’


    ‘Quite rightly,’ Eudocia said hawkishly. ‘She should never have annexed Bosnia and Herzegovina. They are predominantly Slav and should be part of a great federated South Slav state. Serbia would then have a window on the Adriatic again and…’


    ‘We should have nothing if we went to war with Austria,’ Zita said with unusual sharpness. ‘She has German backing, both countries have been arming Bulgaria and you don’t need me to point out how uneasy our relationship with Bulgaria is. If it came to war, we would be overrun within days.’


    Eudocia’s heavy jowls trembled indignantly at the very thought. ‘Not if we had Russian support. With Russian support we would soon rid the Balkans of Habsburg rule.’


    ‘And if Russia engaged in war against Austria-Hungary and Germany and Bulgaria, where would it all end?’ Zita’s cameo-like features were taut. ‘France has reciprocal agreements with Russia that if either are attacked, the other will come to her aid. And if France is involved in the fighting, it won’t be long before countries with which she has alliances are involved as well.’


    For the first time since the conversation had begun, Eudocia looked uncertain. She soon rallied. ‘Nonsense,’ she said robustly. ‘Once faced with the might of Russia, Austria-Hungary will back down and abandon her occupation of Bosnia and Herzegovina. It will all be over within days.’


    Realizing that her aunt was not going to change her views Zita said merely, ‘If some foolishness triggers off a war then I only hope you are proved right.’


    The atmosphere had become sombre and it was Eudocia who lightened it. Changing the subject she said garrulously, ‘Did you notice the attention Monsieur Quesnai was paying Vitza this afternoon? It isn’t to be encouraged, of course. Vitza will marry into the Romanovs as dear Helene did and as Alexander is so splendidly to do. The Grand-Duke Dimitri has three eligible sons and it has long been understood…’


    Katerina ceased to listen. She had found her mother’s prognosis of what might happen if Serbia declared war on Austria, or if Austria was provoked into declaring war on Serbia, profoundly depressing. Her head had begun to ache and she rose to her feet, excusing herself. When she next saw Julian Fielding she would not only tell him all she knew of the Black Hand, she would also find out if his assessment of the dangers of Slav nationalism was the same as her father’s.


    It was two weeks before her opportunity came. The Vassilovich Summer Ball was customarily held in August but because of the dearth of parties and balls at the Konak, her mother had decided to hold it early.


    ‘At least the roses are in full bloom,’ she said as she surveyed the marble-floored ballroom, its dozens of french windows open to the terrace and the garden beyond, ‘and roses in moonlight are so romantic.’


    Katerina, her thoughts full of Julian Fielding, agreed wholeheartedly. She knew that he would dance with her that evening and she knew that when she discreetly mentioned the Black Hand, she would have his undivided attention. Would he ask her out into the garden so that they could talk undisturbed? And when they had finished discussing things that were of professional interest to him, would the conversation take a more intimate turn?


    She was wearing a ballgown of white tulle, the heart-shaped neckline and bodice encrusted with seed-pearls, the skirt swirling behind her in a delicious demi-train. Her lustrous, copper-highlighted hair was piled high in a glorious confection of deep waves and curls and ornamented with fresh gardenias. Without being the least immodest she knew she looked lovely and she was yearning to see acknowledgement of the fact reflected back at her in Julian Fielding’s golden-brown eyes.


    ‘Guests will be arriving in a few minutes, Mama,’ she said, butterflies beginning to flutter in the pit of her stomach. ‘Shall I go and tell Natalie we are ready to receive?’


    Her mother nodded, casting a final look around the ballroom. The coffered-gold ceiling gleamed richly in the brilliant light of the chandeliers; huge crystal vases of orchids decorated every alcove; the orchestra was in position; the footmen were at the ready. Satisfied that there wasn’t a ballroom east of Vienna that could match it for splendour she turned on a satin-slippered heel and walked to the grand entrance hall where, with her family around her, she would formally receive her two hundred guests.


    Katerina slid the loop of her demi-train over her little finger and hurried up the crimson-carpeted stairs towards the room she shared with Natalie. When she had left the room fifteen minutes earlier Natalie had still not decided which of her ballgowns to wear and both she and her harassed German maid had been knee-deep in discarded confections of tulle and silk. On entering the room, the first thing that was obvious was that Natalie still hadn’t made up her mind.


    ‘Mama is ready to receive!’ she said, aghast. ‘You’ve only got five minutes at the very most!’


    Natalie, clad only in her camisole and lace-trimmed bloomers, made an unladylike grimace. ‘I want to wear the mauve but Helga is being annoying. She thinks it unsuitable and is refusing to fasten me into it.’


    Helga, who had been in service with the family for fifteen years, said without the least trace of apology in her voice, ‘The gown is unsuitable for a seventeen-year-old child. I said so when it was first bought and I still say so.’


    Katerina looked at the gown spread across the bed. It was made of embroidered brocade, had a hideous bunch of silk violets on the shoulder and was plungingly décolleté.


    ‘You’re quite right, Helga,’ she said supportingly. ‘It’s hideous. Natalie would be mistaken for the Tsarina in it.’


    At the thought of being mistaken for the forty-two-year-old Tsarina Natalie giggled, her crossness forgotten. ‘All right, I give in. But do I have to wear white? White is so boring.’


    ‘It may be boring,’ Helga said phlegmatically, ‘but it is suitable.’


    ‘And you must hurry,’ Katerina remonstrated as the sound of carriages could be heard rattling into the courtyard. ‘I can’t wait for you any longer. I’ll see you downstairs.’


    Guests were already filing into the entrance hall as she descended the stairs. Julian Fielding wasn’t among them, but then she didn’t expect him to be. Only family arrived unsophisticatedly early. She took her place next to her parents as Vitza entered in yet another royal-blue creation, this time the silk unflatteringly ruched and draped. Katerina forgave her cousin her appalling dress sense. No word of Natalie’s escapade had reached anyone’s ears but her own. Vitza was being discreet and Katerina was profoundly grateful.


    As Vitza and her mother made their way towards the ballroom, Natalie breathlessly joined the family receiving line. With relief Katerina saw that Helga had won the day. Although off-the-shoulder, Natalie’s gown was demurely white with pink rosebuds embroidered on the bodice and a matching pink silk sash emphasizing her tiny waist.


    ‘Good evening, Great-Aunt Eudocia,’ she said dutifully as the rest of Vitza’s family made their way along the short receiving line. ‘Good evening, Max.’


    A smile touched the corners of Katerina’s mouth. Natalie’s voice was all sweetness and light and without a hint of the irritation it had held when she had spoken of Max earlier. Her amusement at Natalie’s short memory vanished as Julian Fielding was announced. In full evening dress, he looked more handsome than ever. And not only was he handsome; there was an inner strength about him that was almost palpable. As he shook hands with her father she was intuitively sure that he was that rarest of all creatures, a man who, once he gave his heart, would be utterly faithful.


    She could tell by the way her father greeted him that he, too, liked Julian Fielding immensely and suddenly she knew that what she felt for him was far, far more than liking. Far more, even, than infatuation. She was in love with him. Utterly and irrevocably and head over heels in love.


    Her mother was greeting him now. He was so near that she could smell the cleanness of his starched linen and the faint tang of his cologne. Panic flooded through her. What if she had misread the attentions he had given her? What if he had merely been being polite and nothing more? She remembered his remark about the elder sister being the first prize and clung to it with fierce hope. Surely he would not have made such a comment if he had not intended her to interpret it personally? And surely his eyes would not have sought her out whenever they were both at the same social event, the expression in them almost colluding, if he were not as attracted to her as she was to him?


    When he took hold of her hand it took every ounce of her considerable self-composure to be able to meet his eyes.


    He flashed her a dazzling, down-slanting smile. ‘Would it be premature of me to ask now if you would have the first dance with me?’


    Her fears vanished. ‘It wouldn’t be at all premature,’ she said, her heart feeling as if it would burst with happiness. ‘Of course I will have the first dance with you.’


    For the next half hour, as guests made their way down the Vassilovich receiving line, Katerina smiled and murmured greetings, her eyes glowing, her face radiant. Julian would not have asked her to have the first dance with him unless he was on the verge of declaring his feelings for her. She had been too overwhelmed by his request to have paid much heed to his short, subsequent conversation with Natalie, but she had been aware of Natalie’s gurgle of laughter and knew that Natalie liked him just as her father liked him.


    ‘Please, please, please, fall in love with me,’ she whispered to herself as her father decided that any further guests would have to enter the house without benefit of being formally received.


    It would all be so perfect. Julian had already shown patience and kindness in his dealings with Natalie and would be an ideal brother-in-law for her. His political knowledge would make him an equally ideal son-in-law, for her father would be able to have long, stimulating conversations with him and her mother would surely be gratified by his English good manners and sensible level-headedness.


    As she followed her parents into the ballroom she was sure that the next few hours were going to be hours she would always remember; hours that would live in her heart for ever.


    It was tradition for Vassilovich balls to begin with a waltz and for that waltz to be the ‘The Blue Danube’. As the music began, and as her father led her mother out on to the ballroom floor, Katerina had never been happier. Cousins and second cousins were politely converging on her in order that she could fill her dance card with their names, but the first gentleman to reach her side was Julian. Ignoring her prospective dance-partners she allowed him to lead her on to the dance floor and as her parents completed their solo circuit of the ballroom, Julian took her lightly in his arms and began to waltz with her to Strauss’s timeless masterpiece.


    ‘Are Vassilovich balls always so illustriously attended?’ he asked as Prince Paul, the son of King Peter’s only brother, danced past, a Montenegrin princess in his arms.


    ‘Always.’


    The room was mirrored and she could see their reflections as they danced. Julian, tall and broad-shouldered in his exquisitely-fitted tailcoat, his sun-bleached hair brushed to a high sheen; herself, her pearl-embroidered white tulle dress looking almost bridal, her mahogany hair an unswept cloud of deep, gardenia-decorated waves and curls. Other dancers swirled around them. White glacé dance gloves gleamed, tiaras glittered, medals shone. As they waltzed past the orchestra the fragrance of the flowers banking the rostrum was headily intoxicating. More flowers cascaded from lavishly placed wall vases. Through the many french windows opening on to the terrace her mother’s roses could be seen, milkily pale in the moonlight.


    Natalie danced past them in the arms of an elderly Karageorgevich uncle and Julian’s brows pulled together in a slight frown as he said, ‘Isn’t Natalie’s partner a little old for her?’


    ‘Her partner isn’t a suitor,’ Katerina said, amused by his concern and not wanting him to think Natalie unseemingly precocious. ‘He is both her great-uncle and her godfather.’


    ‘A Karageorgevich uncle?’ Julian asked, an eyebrow quirking interestedly. ‘An offspring of your great-grandfather? The legendary Black George?’


    ‘Not directly,’ Katerina said, unable to remember exactly her great-uncle’s paterfamilias. ‘I think he is descended from one of great-grandfather’s brothers.’


    They waltzed past a sea of seated aunts and great-aunts and Katerina was aware of several raised eyebrows. She wondered if it was because she and Julian made an extraordinarily handsome couple or if it was because it was obvious they were dancing together for reasons other than social politeness.


    ‘I find your family history extremely intriguing,’ Julian was saying. ‘To have regained a throne after losing it once is unusual enough, but to regain it after losing it twice is remarkable.’


    ‘If great-grandfather had regained the throne himself it would never have happened,’ Katerina said, happy to tell him all he wanted to know about her family. ‘He was on the point of doing so when Milos Obrenovich, who had usurped him, had him murdered and sent his head to Istanbul as a present to the sultan. After that the Obrenovichs ruled in collusion with the Turks until great-grandfather’s eldest son regained the throne in 1842.’


    ‘And lost it again sixteen years later?’


    If there was a hint of amusement in his voice Katerina was unaware of it. ‘The Obrenovichs never ceased plotting and trying to overthrow him,’ she explained, wanting him to understand that losing the throne a second time had not been mere Karageorgevich carelessness. ‘They created such unrest in the country and such distrust that eventually they succeeded, but they didn’t do so with popular support. Eleven years ago Alexander Obrenovich and his queen were murdered and parliament invited Uncle Peter to return from exile as king.’


    It was a bizarre, bloody story, made all the more bizarre because of the sumptuous surroundings in which it had been told and the Mona Lisa-like beauty and grace of the story-teller.


    As he held her lightly and securely in the curve of his arm, Julian wondered if she had heard any other version of her family’s history. Before he had left London he had been given a far more graphic and much less biased account of the Karageorgevich saga.


    ‘Bloody barbarians,’ his foreign service officer had said to him succinctly. ‘Not the present king perhaps, but certainly the whole previous tribe of Karageorgevichs and Obrenovichs. Black George would have killed his mother if it had been to his advantage and all the Obrenovichs ever did was quarrel over women.’


    When he had arrived in Belgrade his minister had been even more scathing. ‘London may have decided to recognize King Peter’s legitimacy, but it only did so after three years of haggling. Not surprising when you consider the hideous manner of Alexander Obrenovich’s death.’


    ‘But the present king wasn’t responsible, was he?’ he had asked, baffled. ‘I thought Peter Karageorgevich was in Geneva when Alexander and Draga were murdered.’


    ‘So he was. And he certainly didn’t personally plan the murders. That was done by Captain Dragutin Dimitrievich. What you have to bear in mind, however, is that instead of being executed as a regicide Dimitrievich was promoted to colonel and is now head of Serbian Army Intelligence. His nickname is Apis and my advice to you is to give him a wide berth. He’s a ruthless man and a dangerous one.’


    As the strains of ‘The Blue Danube’began to come to a close Julian wondered if Katerina had ever heard of Apis, or of the suggestion that her uncle had condoned the assassination of King Alexander and Queen Draga. Whether she had or not, her family was certainly volatile and had often been notorious and he wondered if he was right in his head, wanting to marry into it.


    As the waltz came to an end Katerina said hesitantly, ‘I wonder, sometimes, if diplomats ever really know all they should about the countries in which they serve.’


    He had been scanning the glittering room and it was a second or so before sharp-edged diplomatic intuition surged into life. ‘They probably don’t,’ he said frankly, immediately giving her his full attention. ‘I certainly wish I knew more about Serbia and about Serbian aspirations.’


    People were leaving the dance floor. Out of the corner of his eye he could see Natalie being escorted by her elderly kinsman. The Montenegrin princess swept past, the jewel-secured plumes in her hair quivering and swaying.


    Katerina’s cheeks were flushed. Now that it had come to it she did not see how she could possibly suggest to him that they talk further on the subject and in relative privacy. The suggestion would have to come from him.


    He said perceptively, ‘Let me mark your card for the supper dance. We can walk on the terrace instead of going in to supper. It will be easier to talk there.’


    She nodded agreement, overcome at how easy it had been. As he escorted her back to where her father was standing she smiled to herself. It had been easy because they intuitively understood one another. They were in mental accord, just as her parents had always been in mental accord.


    ‘The French minister is quite a Lothario,’ her father was saying in easy informality to Julian as he watched the gentleman in question sweep yet another pretty girl on to the dance floor.


    Julian, knowing better than to make an indiscreet remark in return, merely murmured, ‘A niece I think, sir.’


    ‘Ah, of course.’ Beneath Alexis Vassilovich’s waxed moustaches was a hint of a smile. ‘Some senior diplomats have so many nieces and god-daughters that I quite lose count.’


    Julian, mindful of Katerina’s description of Natalie’s aged dance partner, scanned the thronged ballroom once again in the hope of catching sight of her.


    She was with Vitza Karageorgevich and heading towards him. Everything about her shone; her hair, her eyes, her wide dazzling smile. She exuded health and vitality and every head turned as she passed, relations and foreign dignitaries alike gazing after her with appreciative eyes.


    ‘Papa!’ she exclaimed with almost child-like pleasure as she approached, ‘You’ll never believe it but both the French minister and the Russian minister have asked for my dance card.’


    ‘They would be fools not to have done,’ her father said with amusement. ‘I trust you still have some dances free?’


    ‘Not many,’ Natalie said with immodest truthfulness. ‘I can’t remember a ball being so much fun before. Mama said I was not to dance with any Cossack officer without her permission, but I keep losing sight of her and it’s very aggravating. Can I have your permission to accept the next time I am asked, Papa? I feel quite juvenile having to refuse.’


    ‘No, you may not,’ her father said, having no desire to see his younger daughter’s head turned by Russian military glamour. ‘You can, however, allow me to mark your dance card. If you can endure dancing with both the French and the Russian ministers you can surely endure a dance with your father.’


    From where Katerina was standing she could see Vitza’s dance card and it was pathetically barren of names. Julian had obviously also seen it and he now said chivalrously, ‘Would you allow me to mark your card, Mademoiselle Karageorgevich?’


    Vitza flushed and rather clumsily handed him her card.


    ‘And if you can spare a dance for me, Vitza,’ her father said with equal gallantry, ‘I would much appreciate it.’


    After doing his duty where Vitza was concerned, Julian turned towards Natalie.


    ‘Not being a Cossack, perhaps you could dance with me without having to seek your mother’s permission first,’ he said teasingly.


    Natalie flashed him her wide, generous smile. ‘I have very few dances left, Mr Fielding. I do, however, have this next dance free.’


    Together, watched indulgently by her father and Katerina, Natalie and Julian stepped out on to the marble dance floor.


    ‘I like that young man,’ her father said, grateful that Katerina was not yearning for Cossacks and that he had no need to promise her a dance in order to protect her from unsuitable partners. ‘He has a nice manner, easier than the majority of Englishmen and yet not overly familiar.’


    ‘I like him too, Papa,’ Katerina said, her eyes on Julian’s barley-gold hair as he whirled Natalie around the room to a tune from Franz Lehár’s ‘The Merry Widow’. Never before, in any situation, had she behaved impulsively or rashly and she did not believe she was doing so now. He was as swashbuckling in looks as a Slav and yet as dependable in character as the most archetypical Englishman. It was a rare combination and it suited her romantic, yet fundamentally sensible personality, perfectly.


    For the next few dances she caught only brief glimpses of him. Max Karageorgevich danced with her and had the good sense not to mention Natalie’s foray to the Golden Sturgeon. The French minister, determined to dance with every pretty girl in the room, also danced with her as did the Russian minister, the Russian chargé d’affaires and Monsieur Quesnai.


    Her attention was held by none of her partners. After Julian’s waltz with Natalie he danced with Vitza, and then with the Russian minister’s wife, and then with Natalie again.


    Katerina, mindful of the Cossacks, was grateful. Her parents’ long years of exile in the heart of Europe had given them a Bohemian attitude towards life and it showed in the unusual amount of freedom they allowed both Natalie and herself. Because Natalie had thought it adventurous to attend the Conservatoire rather than to have her music lessons at home, they had allowed her to do so and, unknown to them, it had proved almost catastrophic. What would happen if Natalie were to become infatuated with a Cossack was anyone’s guess and Katerina was glad that her father, usually so lenient, had upheld her mother’s decision that Natalie must ask permission first before dancing with any of them.


    When it was the supper dance she stood discreetly near one of the french windows until Julian approached her.


    ‘Let’s go outside,’ he said without preamble. ‘It’s unbearably hot in here. I can’t imagine what it must be like when the ball is held in August.’


    As the orchestra began to play and the ballroom floor began to fill, they stepped unobtrusively outside on to the terrace. The moon was full, the garden silvery-pale, the scent of the roses thick as smoke. Excitement spiralled through her as he led the way across the terrace and down the shallow stone steps leading to the lawn. He was ensuring that no-one from the ballroom would be able to see them; that they would have the maximum privacy.


    ‘I had the feeling you wanted to talk to me without being overheard,’ he said as they stepped on to the gravelled pathway leading to the rose garden.


    ‘Yes.’ Her mouth was so dry she could hardly force the word past her lips. When they had finished talking about the Black Hand would he propose to her in her mother’s rose garden? When she re-entered the ballroom would it be as his unofficial fiancée?


    ‘It occurred to me, at the Konak tea-party, that there were aspects of Slav nationalism of which you might be ignorant,’ she said, forcing herself to concentrate on the pretext for their being together. ‘There is a new nationalistic organization, for instance, that is causing Papa and his friends a lot of concern. It is supposed to be secret but Papa says the more people who become aware of it, the less harm it will be able to do.’


    Although they were still walking she was aware of his sudden inner tension.


    ‘Is this organization on the lines of the Bosnia Youth Movement?’ he asked with a slight frown.


    ‘Papa thinks it is potentially much more dangerous than the Bosnia Youth Movement. Its official title is “Unification or Death”, but it is commonly referred to as the Black Hand.’


    ‘And its aims are the same?’


    ‘Its aims are to free all Slavs living under Habsburg domination.’


    ‘There’s nothing new about that,’ he said wryly. ‘There must be a score of Balkan revolutionary groups all with that aim.’


    ‘Yes, but not all are committed to the use of violence.’


    Julian thought differently but didn’t trouble to correct her. If the new organization was one that was perturbing Alexis Vassilovich, then it was one the British government should certainly know about.


    He said thoughtfully, ‘Would your father mind if I were to speak to him about what you have told me?’


    She paused for a moment and then said slowly, ‘No, I don’t think so. He likes you and he has always said that Serbia should maintain the closest links possible with Great Britain.’


    He stopped walking and turned to face her, his good-humoured face unusually solemn. ‘I’m glad your father likes me and I’m glad you asked to speak to me in privacy this evening, Katerina. There’s something I’ve wanted to ask you for a long time and there’s never before been a suitable opportunity…’


    Katerina stood very still, so still she could hear her racing heartbeats.


    ‘Katerina, I…’


    It was Max Karageorgevich who interrupted them. He came tramping along the pathway, a lighted cigarette in his hand. ‘Sorry,’ he said gracelessly as he approached them, ‘am I interrupting a romantic tête-à-tête?’


    ‘No,’ Katerina lied, wishing him a million miles away. ‘We simply wanted some air. As you apparently do.’


    Max dropped his cigarette to the ground. ‘If you also want some supper you’d better hurry back for it.’


    ‘Thank you for your advice,’ Julian said dryly, ‘but we’re not in need of it.’


    ‘Then here’s some advice you might be in need of,’ Max said with the same infuriating complacency his sister often displayed. ‘Uncle Alexis is looking for Katerina. He might not like it if he found her out here.’


    It was true and both Katerina and Julian knew it.


    ‘We’d better go back inside,’ he said to her regretfully. ‘We can continue our conversation later.’


    ‘Yes.’ Her voice was oddly abrupt and Max looked across at her, frowning slightly.


    ‘I’ll walk back with you,’ he said, uncaring that his presence was very obviously not wanted. ‘You’re not coming down with a cold, are you, Trina? Your voice sounds suspicously hoarse. Perhaps you should make an early evening of it and dose yourself with a lemon powder.’


    Katerina remained silent only with the greatest difficulty. He had spoiled what would have been the most beautiful moment of her life with his crass oafishness and she doubted if she would ever forgive him.


    When they returned to the ballroom Julian escorted her to her father and then dutifully went in search of Vitza.


    ‘So that’s where you were,’ her father said when Julian was safely out of earshot, ‘with young Fielding. I thought he’d been paying our family rather a lot of attention recently and now I know why.’


    Katerina blushed. ‘You don’t mind, Papa, do you?’


    His eyebrows shot upwards. He had been merely teasing when he had suggested Fielding was a prospective suitor. Now, realizing he had inadvertently hit on a momentous truth he said, suddenly serious, ‘I shall want him to speak to me before this goes any further, Katerina.’


    She took hold of his arm lovingly. ‘He hasn’t actually said anything to me yet, Papa.’


    He patted her hand thoughtfully, sure that if the look in her eyes was anything to go by Julian Fielding would be doing so very soon.


    His premonition was correct. Half an hour later Julian was declaring himself ardently. He had wanted to speak to Katerina before he did so, in order to find out if he was likely to meet with any success. Max Karageorgevich’s untimely arrival had prevented him from doing so but she had told him that her father liked him and the information had given him courage.


    He was in the Italian drawing-room. It was the smallest drawing-room in the Vassilovich house and its unconventional blue and lemon décor gave it a summery atmosphere even when the curtains were drawn and it was lit only by candlelight.


    He was down on one knee before the sofa and he didn’t feel even slightly ridiculous. All he felt was terror in case she rejected him.


    ‘I want you to marry me,’ he said thickly. ‘I love you, and I shall always love you. Only you. For ever.’


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    Natalie stared at him in stunned amazement. She had accompanied him into the Italian drawing-room because she had wanted to put her feet up for a minute or two, because he was amusing and diverting company and because leaving the ballroom with a young man was such a daring, moderne thing to do. Never had it remotely occurred to her that he would take advantage of the situation in order to declare undying love for her, still less that he would actually propose marriage to her.


    ‘You can’t mean it,’ she said, suddenly sure that it was a joke, a typical example of obscure British humour. ‘You’re teasing me, aren’t you?’


    ‘I’ve never felt less like teasing in all my life,’ Julian said, his voice slightly unsteady. ‘You must have guessed how I feel about you, Natalie. I love you with all my heart and I can’t imagine life without you. Please say you care for me, at least a little.’


    ‘I do,’ Natalie said truthfully. ‘I like you an awful lot. But I’m not in love with you. I can’t imagine being in love with anyone, or at least not with just one person for the rest of my life.’


    Despite the terrible gravity of the situation Julian felt a tremor of amusement at her guilessness. ‘That’s because you’re only seventeen,’ he said, still clinging to fierce hope. ‘I know we would be happy, Natalie. I know you would soon stop only liking me and learn to love me. I may not be a Serbian prince but I come from impeccable family, my forebears landed on the coast of England with William the Conqueror in 1066. I have a brilliant future and…’


    With horror Natalie realized that he was in deadly earnest. ‘Please stop,’ she begged, before he could go any further. ‘Your asking me to marry you is the sweetest thing that has ever happened to me. I feel so flattered I can hardly believe it…’


    It was true. Now that she had recovered from her amazement, she was overwhelmingly flattered. It wasn’t as if Julian Fielding was a callow, impressionable youth. He was in his late twenties, a handsome, mature, sophisticated diplomat. And he was in love with her. So much in love that he wanted to marry her. It was incredible. Euphoria engulfed her. She wondered what her mother would say when she told her. What Katerina would say.


    Julian saw the successive emotions chasing across her face and cursed himself for a fool. He should have realized that at seventeen she was too young to have responded to him as he needed her to respond. The freedom she was allowed had fooled him into believing that Serbian girls matured early. Certainly Katerina was sensibly mature and she was only two years Natalie’s senior, but he wasn’t in love with Katerina. He was in love, God help him, with the fairytale vision sitting before him on the sofa.


    In a sea of misery he rose to his feet, saying with a stiffness totally alien to him, ‘I’m sorry if I took you by surprise.’


    ‘Oh, please don’t apologize!’ Natalie’s horror was genuine. Even though she wasn’t in love with him his proposal had been the most wonderful thing that had ever happened to her and she didn’t want the memory of it to be spoiled by apologies. ‘I shall always remember this moment,’ she said with a carefree sentimentality that almost destroyed him, ‘the candlelight and the scent of the flowers and the music…’


    From the distant ballroom could be heard the faint strains of a mazurka.


    ‘And can we still be friends?’ With luck he had at least another year to serve in Belgrade. A lot could happen in a year. In a year Natalie could grow from liking him to loving him.


    She rose from the sofa and slid her arm affectionately through his. Until now it had never occurred to her that they had been friends. She had always thought of him as being more Katerina’s friend, or even of his being her father’s friend.


    ‘Of course we will still be friends,’ she said, highly gratified at all the new, grown-up things that were beginning to happen to her. As he began to walk with her out of the room she said effervescently, ‘Have I told you that Prince Alexander has given me Bella? She’s absolutely adorable. I’m teaching her to sit and to stay and she’s very, very good.’


    Julian couldn’t have cared less about Bella. He felt unbelievably exhausted, both emotionally and physically. For once in his life he had grossly miscalculated. As they neared the ballroom he assessed his feelings, wondering if rejection had altered them.


    The assessment took the merest fraction of a second. If his feelings had altered at all, it was only that he was more determined than ever that one day she would be his wife. At twenty-eight he had been lightly in love many times and had enjoyed many affairs. What he had never been previously was totally and irrevocably in love and that was because he had never before been bewitched. Natalie, with her dark brilliant eyes and her irresistibly infectious gaiety, had bewitched him at their very first meeting. Since then he had done everything in his power to ensure that their paths converged on every conceivable occasion. Fortunately in a capital city as provincial as Belgrade, such connivance was relatively easy.


    He genuinely liked the entire Vassilovich family. Alexis Vassilovich was that rare thing in the Balkans, an enlightened liberal. Zita Vassilovich was refreshingly intelligent with as sure a grasp of the current political situation as any diplomat. Katerina Vassilovich possessed the grace, beauty and calm composure of a Renaissance madonna and a man would be a fool not to be grateful at the thought of having her as a sister-in-law. And Natalie … Natalie had become an obsession.


    She said now, smiling guilelessly at up him, ‘I’ve promised this next dance to Monsieur Quesnai and he’ll be looking for me.’


    Wishing Phillippe Quesnai at the far ends of the earth Julian watched her hurry lightly into the ballroom. He also had dances promised but he didn’t have the heart to seek his partners out. As unobtrusively as possible he made his way round the back of the room until he came to the first french window and then, once again, he stepped outside.


    It was after midnight now and there was the hint of a chill in the night air. Lighting a cigarette he inhaled deeply and crossed the terrace. There were a half dozen couples, walking modestly together, heads as close as propriety permitted. Julian ignored them and taking the steps two at a time descended to the gravel pathway and the lawns.


    If Max Karageorgevich hadn’t interrupted his conversation with Katerina, would she have warned him that his proposal would be in vain? And if she had, would he have heeded her warning and not made his proposal? He walked quickly, head down, shoulders hunched, towards the rose garden. Probably not. And in an odd way he was beginning to think his proposal, and Natalie’s rejection of it, had been no bad thing. At least now she knew what his feelings for her were and when she had time to reflect on them she might very well discover that her own feelings were not quite so fraternal as she had supposed.


    He sat down on a rustic bench strategically placed in a rose-bower, ground the remains of his cigarette out beneath his heel and lit another one. He no longer felt as if he had made a fool of himself and he no longer felt that he had acted imprudently. At seventeen it had obviously never occurred to Natalie that she was old enough to fall in love or old enough to have anyone fall in love with her. He had just disabused her of that belief and now that she realized she was a child no longer, and that he loved her, reciprocation would soon follow. It was bound to if he courted her assiduously enough.


    He rose to his feet feeling a whole lot better. The future was once again hopeful. He had suffered a setback, nothing more. Full of renewed optimism he began to make his way back towards the ballroom. No prize was worth the having if winning it didn’t necessitate a long, hard struggle. And he was determined to win Natalie. Winning was his style.


    Katerina saw him as he entered the ballroom from the terrace and her first thought was that he had been outside hopefully waiting for her.


    ‘My dance, I think?’ Max was saying to her.


    ‘Oh Max, must we? It’s too hot in here and I feel quite faint…’


    Out of the corner of her eye she could see Julian approaching Princess Xenia of Montenegro. Princess Xenia checked her dance card and then with a smile allowed him to lead her on to the dance floor.


    Katerina’s heart plummeted. There was no chance now of discreetly approaching him and of him being able to invite her once more out into the garden so that their interrupted conversation could be continued.


    ‘You don’t look at all faint,’ Max said unhelpfully. ‘All you look is anxious and I want you to tell me why,’ and with one hand beneath her arm he propelled her mercilessly out on to the thronged floor.


    Katerina didn’t desist. With Julian now dancing with Xenia there was very little point. The dance was a waltz and it felt distinctly strange going through the same movements as she had with Julian only an hour or so earlier, and with such different effect. Max was as tall as Julian, but much more ruggedly built. His large hands held her far too proprietorily and he didn’t smell deliciously of lemon-scented cologne. He smelled of riding leather and, very faintly, of brandy.


    ‘Why the anxiety?’ he persisted as the orchestra blazed into a new coda. ‘And why were you in the garden taking a breath of air with an Englishman? Don’t you know they’re all degenerate?’


    Katerina treated his remark with the contempt it deserved. ‘With whom I choose to walk on the terrace is my affair, not anyone else’s,’ she retorted frostily, trying to catch a glimpse of Xenia’s magnificent plumed headdress and Julian’s thick thatch of fair hair.


    Max negotiated her past the orchestra’s dais with all the grace of a hippopotamus, saying, ‘It was the garden, not the terrace, and if he knew of it your father would think it very much his affair. I imagine he would also regard Natalie’s excursions into kafanas as being his affair as well. Or he would if he knew about them.’


    ‘One kafana,’ Katerina corrected, wondering why on earth she had allowed him to mark her dance card. ‘And there are no blackmail opportunities in it for you. Natalie realizes how foolish she was and it isn’t an incident that will be repeated.’


    The waltz was reaching its climax. Julian and Xenia were nowhere in sight and were presumably at the far end of the room.


    Max’s dark eyebrows rose slightly. ‘Blackmail? Why should I want to blackmail anyone? All I’m doing is warning you to keep an eye on Natalie; She’s all Karageorgevich and it’s bound to mean trouble some day.’


    ‘You’re full of unwanted advice, Max,’ she said dismissively as the music came to an end. ‘And don’t bother approaching me for another dance. I shall be unavailable.’


    A strange, shuttered look came down over his face and she spun on her heel, hoping that she would be able to meet with Julian before the next dance began.


    She saw him almost immediately. He was on the opposite side of the ballroom, speaking to her parents. Incredibly she saw him inclining his head as if he were thanking them for the evening and saying goodbye. With rising consternation she picked up her demi-train, crossing the ballroom floor as quickly as her skirts and dignity would allow.


    She was too late. He was shaking her father’s hand and when she was still a good ten yards away he walked from the room, making what was unmistakably a final exit.


    She stood still. Should she follow him? For a rash, reckless moment she almost succumbed to the temptation and then good sense prevailed and she remained where she was, looking towards the now empty double doorway, her sense of excitement and expectancy draining from her.


    Had he left so precipitately because he was crushed with disappointment at not being able to talk to her in privacy and because he believed there would be no future opportunity that evening to do so? Or was she simply letting her imagination run away with her? Was she reading into his behaviour motives she ardently wished were true but which might, in reality, be very far from the truth?


    A distant Vassilovich cousin approached her. ‘My dance, I think,’ he said genially.
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