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. . . They rode like victors and lords,


Thro’ a forest of lances and swords


In the heart of the Russian hordes,


They rode or they stood at bay . . .
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With the exception of the hero and heroine and their relatives, all the characters in this novel really existed and their actions are a matter of historical fact. Their opinions, too, are in most cases widely known, and where they have been credited with remarks or conversations (as, for example, with the fictitious characters) which are not actually their own words, great care has been taken to make sure that these are, as far as possible, in keeping with their known sentiments.
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PROLOGUE
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ON A WARM August morning in the year 1846, the Royal Borough of Windsor was gay with flags and bunting. Crowds had been gathering from an early hour, attracted by the prospect of a military review, which was to be held that afternoon in the Great Park, in honor of His Royal Highness Prince Albert’s twenty-seventh birthday.


Aware that the queen herself was to be present with her royal consort, people began to assemble outside the castle and along the processional route, so that very soon every vantage point was occupied and the pavements lined, six-deep, with spectators. Many made their way to the gates of the cavalry barracks where, in addition to the squadron of Household Cavalry which would furnish the Sovereign’s Escort, it was rumored that the Earl of Cardigan’s famous “Cherry Pickers”—the 11th Hussars—had spent the night.


The regiment had recently returned from Dublin. Renowned both for the magnificence of its uniforms and the precision of its drill, the 11th was a great crowd-puller on such occasions, and had been missed during its three-year tour of duty in Ireland. Although Prince Albert had ceased to be colonel-in-chief on his appointment to the Grenadier Guards four years before, the Cherry Pickers were still known as Prince Albert’s Own and would have a special part to play in the afternoon’s spectacle. The majority of those milling about the barrack gates had gone there hoping merely for a glimpse of the Hussars in their fabulous cherry-coloured pantaloons but a few, rowdies and trouble-makers for the most part, had other intentions.


They stood in a small, muttering group, apart from the rest, grimly awaiting the expected appearance of the regiment’s commanding officer, so that they might boo and shout insults at him, for the Earl of Cardigan was universally disliked and a recent scandal had once more aroused public opinion strongly against him.


By noon, when the regiments of Foot were starting to converge on the park from bivouac and barrack, the pavements were so densely packed by cheering spectators that the troops lining the processional route and the blue-uniformed constables of Sir Robert Peel’s police force found difficulty in holding them back. But there were few incidents, even among those outside the cavalry barracks, where trouble had been anticipated and extra police were on duty. True, there were shouts and catcalls, when a closed carriage drove up and someone hurled a stone at its rear window but, when it disappeared across the parade ground, even the rowdies fell silent. The crowds on the whole were happy and good humored, eager to demonstrate their loyalty to their young queen and anxious, too, as a wave of patriotic fervor swept them, to prove to the not always popular Prince Albert that on this, the occasion of his birthday, they bore him no ill-will.


The streets echoed to the stirring strains of martial music and to the rhythmic tramp of marching men. As they watched the splendid spectacle of England’s military might flowing towards them, rank upon rank, scarlet and gold, tartan and tossing plumes, in a perfectly ordered river of brilliant colour, the citizens of Windsor cheered lustily. Voices rose above the shrilling of the fifes and the beat of drums, above the music of the ever-changing marches played by the military bands—eager, excited voices, calling for the royal personage in whose honour all this pageantry had been set in motion.


“Long live Prince Albert!”


“God bless his Royal Highness!”


“Let’s give him three cheers . . . come on, lads, make it a good’un. Three cheers for the Prince . . . hip, hip, hurrah!”


The cheers rang out. No one, it seemed, could hold for long aloof from the crowd’s pride and pleasure or remain unaffected by their mounting enthusiasm. Yet, in one of the windows of a graceful Georgian house overlooking the processional route, a young girl stood, face pressed against the glass and eyes tightly closed as she wept with anguished abandon.


She was a pretty, auburn-haired girl of about seventeen, dressed in the height of fashion in a green brocade gown, whose elegant cut emphasized the slim loveliness of her still childish figure and stamped her, for all her youth, as a lady of quality. Few of the passers-by on the pavement below, had they chanced to look upwards at the window in which she stood, would have failed to recognize her as the Lady Charlotte Mowbray, eldest and most beautiful of the four daughters of a distinguished soldier of the Peninsular War—General the Earl of Dunloy, until recently Her Majesty’s Lord Lieutenant of Ireland.


Some of them, indeed, who had witnessed the arrival fifteen minutes earlier of a tall young man in the frock coat and top hat of a civilian, might even have guessed the reason for her tears, for Lady Charlotte Mowbray’s engagement to Lieutenant Alexander Sheridan, of the 11th Hussars, had been announced a few months previously in The Times. And a great many people in Windsor that day had heard of Lieutenant Sheridan in connection with the latest Cardigan scandal. . . .


Lady Charlotte herself was, however, unconscious of the crowds below her. In spite of the noise and the commotion, she was conscious of little save the silent, brooding presence of the man who waited in the room behind her, for whom now—although they had once been so close—she could find no words. She wished wretchedly that he had not come, wished that she had not allowed her stepsister Emma, a mere child of fourteen, to persuade her, against her better judgement, that it was her duty to receive him.


Emmy with her precocity, her absurd passion for justice, her ludicrous and entirely unreciprocated devotion to her elder sister’s fiancé . . . Charlotte bit her lower lip, feeling it quiver rebelliously. She did not need Emmy to tell her where her duty lay or what she must do. It was evident that she could not marry Alex Sheridan in his present circumstances. But she was willing to wait until he should have demanded a fresh hearing of his case and had had his commission restored to him—as it must be, if the truth were told.


“Alex,” she whispered brokenly, “Alex, please . . . we cannot part like this. We must not!”


Only by the slight contraction of a muscle at the angle of his grimly set jaw did Alex Sheridan betray the fact that he had heard her. He made no response to her plea and Charlotte’s throat ached with tears.


A company of Foot Guards, brave in their immaculate scarlet, the black bearskins meticulously aligned, passed under the window at that moment, to be greeted with loud applause from the watching throng. Charlotte saw them as a confused blur of colour through her tears and watched them go without interest, not troubling to raise her head. Even when the Guards were followed by a detachment of kilted Highlanders, swinging smartly along behind their magnificently uniformed pipe band, the weeping girl scarcely noticed them and the crowd’s noisy expression of approval left her unmoved.


Only when the sound of pipes faded into the distance, yielding to the measured clip-clop of trotting horses, did she rouse herself sufficiently to pass a hand across her tear-filled eyes. A little half-stifled cry escaped her as she saw and instantly recognized the officer who now came into view, clad in a glittering blue and red Hussar uniform and riding a fine blood chestnut, draped with a crested shabraque.


Even if she had not seen him many times before in Phoenix Park, Dublin similarly attired and mounted, she would have experienced no difficulty in guessing the identity of that arrogant rider, Charlotte thought wryly, for his appearance fitted his reputation. In any dress, James Thomas Brudenell, Earl of Cardigan, cut an impressive and elegant figure, but in uniform and on horseback, he was possessed of an eye-catching magnificence few could equal. A man of over fifty now, the years had robbed him of few of his youthful good looks and he sat his horse with the easy, natural grace of an accomplished horseman. He rode confidently at the head of his regiment, a smile curving his lips beneath the flowing, carefully trimmed moustache which, like the luxuriant, ginger whiskers, was as yet untouched with grey. The thick rows of gold lace which adorned his brief jacket gleamed in the sunlight and the richly braided, fur-trimmed pelisse, slung by its cords from one shoulder, moved gently as he rose in the saddle, head held high when the crowd—recognizing him, as Charlotte had done—shouted his name.


The shouts were critical and uncomplimentary, even abusive. What cheers there were—and they were few—were reserved for the squadron trotting at his back, a solid phalanx of blue and cherry red and gold, set off by the shining coats of the wellgroomed, perfectly matched chestnuts on which the men were mounted.


Lord Cardigan gave no sign that he’d heard the shouts or was aware of the offensive nature of the crowd’s comments. But his smile faded when one of the spectators, bolder than all the rest, evading the attempt of a constable to restrain him, planted his thin, ill-clad body in the path of the earl’s startled charger and, grabbing the reins, hurled a spate of words into his face.


From the window, fifteen feet above, it was impossible for Charlotte to hear what the shabbily dressed stranger had said, but the people flocking the pavement heard his cry and, with one accord, they took it up, chanting it in derisive unison, their mood swiftly changing and their earlier good humor forgotten.


“Lieutenant Sheridan!” they shouted. “Where is Lieutenant Sheridan today, your lordship? Why is he not on parade?”


In a brief struggle with two husky constables, the man who had stepped from the pavement was overpowered. But, although the Peelers bore him off, the shouting continued unabated.


“Lieutenant Sheridan fired a shot . . . and now he’s copped the perishing lot!” It was a couplet which had been going the rounds and Charlotte said, the colour draining from her cheeks, “Do you hear them, Alex? They are singing that rhyme about you.”


The man in the shadows behind her broke his self-imposed silence at last. His voice was weary as he answered. “Yes, I hear them. But it will do no good, you know—my case is closed. It is best forgotten.”


“Is it?” Charlotte challenged reproachfully. “Oh, Alex, why do you say that?”


“Because it has all happened before,” Alex Sheridan returned, with flat finality. “That is why, Charlotte.”


He came to stand beside her, a tall, slim scarcely recognizable stranger in the unaccustomed grey frock coat of a civilian, his face pale and taut with strain. For an instant, his gaze went to the street below and his blue eyes, bright with an emotion Charlotte could not analyze, followed the retreating backs of the trotting Hussars. There was pride and an odd wistfulness in his voice as he added softly,“They look well, do they not? And I see that Phillip is riding that new mare of his—the one he bought in Moy.”


“Is he? I had not observed it.” Charlotte dismissed the subject of her brother indifferently but, with unexpected obstinacy, Alex returned to it. “Phillip is a fine fellow, with all the makings of a first-rate officer. And he is popular. He gets on with everyone—even Cardigan likes him. You should be proud of him, Charlotte.”


“I am proud of him. But . . .” Charlotte’s lower lip quivered and she felt the tears starting again to her eyes as she looked into the face of the man beside her. It was a handsome, boyish face but already bitterness and disillusionment had marred its good looks and the lines etched about mouth and eyes were not those normally to be seen in the countenance of a man of scarcely five and twenty.


Lord Cardigan seemingly did not age, but Alex Sheridan had added ten years to his appearance during the past few months. She bit her lip and, greatly daring, put out a hand to touch his arm. “It is you I am thinking of now. . . I can think of no one else. If only you would fight back, Alex—if only you would appeal against Lord Fitzroy Somerset’s decision! You heard the crowd just now. Public sympathy is on your side and they sing that couplet everywhere. If you were to lodge an appeal, is it not possible that you might be reinstated, in another regiment, as Captain Reynolds was? After all, Lord Cardigan is constantly attacked in the newspapers, people know him for what he is and he’s detested—the more so since his separation from his wife. And—”


“No.” Alex cut her short, his tone curt, brooking no argument and discouraging pity. “It is quite useless for me to appeal. I told you . . . my case is closed. It cannot now be reopened.”


“But Captain Reynolds had his case reopened. Why should not you?”


“The two cases are quite different. Reynolds was tried by court martial and cashiered . . . I was not. In any event, he’s had to wait nearly two years before being gazetted to the 9th Lancers. I could not afford to wait for so long.” Alex avoided her gaze. “Please, Charlotte, I did not wish to discuss this matter. It is all over and done with—I could do no more, even if I wanted to. And I do not.”


“Because you are afraid, Alex?” Charlotte accused.


“Afraid! Afraid of what, pray?”


“Afraid to fight against the injustice that was done you . . . even for my sake?”


He reddened, stung by this accusation. “Say rather that I have experienced the futility of trying to fight against it. When one has neither influence nor money, one’s hands are tied and one loses faith in one’s cause.”


“Then why have you come here?” Charlotte demanded, with a swift flash of anger. “If you have lost faith in your cause and if you do not intend to fight to redeem yourself, then I cannot marry you, Alex. I . . . I should not want to and you can scarcely expect it. You cannot ask me to honor a promise I made to you in such . . . such different circumstances.”


Alex Sheridan expelled his breath in a long, pent-up sigh.


“I am not seeking to hold you to your promise of marriage now,” he told her stonily. “But I had hoped . . . that is, Philip and Emmy urged me to come because—” he broke off and took her hand gently in his. Her fingers were ice-cold against his palm and she turned her head away, refusing to look at him. “Charlotte, I love you with all my heart! You know that, do you not?”


She gave him no answer. In the street below, a squadron of Heavy Dragoons went clattering by, the sun striking dazzling reflections from their plumed helmets. The 5th, Alex saw, and he stared after them miserably, the barrier of silence once more between himself and Charlotte, holding them apart, in spite of their two linked hands. Would she never understand, he wondered despairingly, could she not try to understand the lengths to which he had been driven and the bitter humiliation he had suffered at Lord Cardigan’s hands before, finally, he had rebelled? He knew that she could not when she said at last, her voice a small, chill whisper of sound in the shadowed room,“Was it for love of me that you sacrificed your career in the 11th, Alex?” Her eyes met his then and again they accused him. “I was in love with you when I consented to marry you. I was happy to think that I should have as my husband an officer of my brother’s regiment, whom he respected and admired. But all that is changed now and you have changed it, not I.”


“Yes,” he conceded tonelessly, “I have changed it.”


“Then why,” Charlotte asked for the second time, “why have you come? Why did you choose to come today—because you knew that my father would not be here? Or was it Emmy’s idea . . . did she persuade you?”


“Emmy?” Alex shook his bead. “Oh, no, Emmy did not have to persuade me . . . and I have your father’s permission to call on you. He said that I might come in order to talk to you and to . . . to acquaint you with my future plans. You see . . .” He hesitated, uncertain how to tell her what he had decided to do and then, aware that there was no escape, said regretfully, “I am to sail for India at the end of this week, Charlotte. It breaks my heart but I . . . that is, I venture to hope that—”


“For . . . India?” Charlotte put in. She stared at him in shocked disbelief, the last vestige of colour gone from her cheeks. “You cannot mean that, Alex . . . you cannot!”


“Charlotte my dearest love. . .” he drew her to him and felt her tremble in his arms as they closed about her. “I do mean it. God forgive me, it’s what I have been trying to tell you ever since I arrived. I am leaving England for good, Charlotte. My uncle has procured me a cornet’s commission in the Bengal Native Cavalry, in the service of the East India Company. My passage is booked to Calcutta in the S.S. Ripon . . . she sails on Friday.”


“But must you go to India? Must you, Alex? India is half the world away and you will be gone for years. I shall never see you again . . . .” Charlotte shivered, as realization of what his going would mean to her came swiftly and disturbingly. Until this moment she had not visualized losing him irrevocably and the knowledge that she might do so hurt much more than she had imagined it would. So long as he remained in England, even if she were not officially betrothed to him, there was always the chance that his case might be reopened. Her father was not without influence—if he interceded with Lord Fitzroy Somerset or perhaps approached the duke himself on Alex’s behalf . . . She said, her voice choked with sobs,“Oh, Alex, I beg you not to go. If you love me, please cancel your passage.”


Alex heard the pain in her voice and released her abruptly.


“My love, I must go. Do not make it harder for me.” The echo of her pain was in his own voice but he went on resolutely, “I am a soldier and soldiering is my life—it is all I know and understand. In India, in the Company’s service, I can become a soldier again. What else can I do, Charlotte?”


When she did not answer him, he moved away from the window and from her and started restlessly to pace the room. His back turned towards her, he continued in a low, expressionless voice, seeking to make the reasons for his decision comprehensible to her. “I have sold my commission in the 11th, as I was commanded to by Lord Fitzroy Somerset. My military career in this country is at an end. The alternative to selling out was, as Phillip must have told you, to stand trial by court martial.”


“But Alex”—Charlotte had recovered her composure—“would you not have been better off now, if you had elected to stand trial?”


“I was offered no choice,” Alex stated flatly. “In any event, the result would have been a foregone conclusion. Cardigan would have seen to it that I was cashiered.”


“But at least if you had stood trial, you could have defended yourself against his charges, could you not?”


“No, my dearest.” He shook his head despairingly. “I had no defense.”


“No defense! But everyone in the regiment knows how Lord Cardigan treated you!” Charlotte protested indignantly. “Surely you could have called witnesses to prove that he provoked you beyond endurance?”


Alex sighed. Was this not precisely the course which the military secretary had feared he might follow, if afforded the opportunity of a court martial? It would not have saved him, of course but—had he done so—he might have brought Cardigan down with him. He had been bitter enough to want this but . . . he said, with weary resignation, “It was made clear to me, when I first requested a trial, that I should not be permitted to call any of my brother officers as witnesses. Nor should I have asked any of them to speak in my defense.”


“Why not, Alex? They were your friends . . . Phillip is your friend still, is he not? He assures me that he is and he holds no brief for Lord Cardigan, of that I am certain.”


“Charlotte my dear,” Alex told her quietly, “to have called Phillip to speak in my defense might well have ruined him too, in spite of the regard Cardigan has for him. You must understand . . .” He halted and came to stand looking down at her from beneath furrowed brows. “For any officer to challenge another to fight a duel is a breach of the Articles of War. It is quite unpardonable, whatever may have led up to it. My guilt was never in doubt—I could not deny it. Furthermore the man from whom I demanded satisfaction was at that time my commanding officer.”


“But you did not fight with Lord Cardigan, Alex,” Charlotte objected. “There was no duel.”


“No,” Alex returned grimly, “but that was scarcely my fault. I issued the challenge, in writing and in full awareness of the consequences. I had stood all I could stand and I lost my temper. But that is no excuse, Charlotte—rather is it a condemnation. No British regiment would accept me now if I did apply for another commission, since it’s widely known that I attempted to call Cardigan out, while I was serving under him. I’m finished in the British army, my love—did not Phillip tell you so?”


“He endeavored to tell me,” Charlotte admitted reluctantly, “but I did not believe him, I could not. I was certain that you would be given another chance. If you are not, then it is a cruel injustice . . . because you were not the only one. There were others, Alex.”


“Yes,” Alex agreed. His face darkened. “There were a great many others. I should have heeded their example, it was before me for long enough . . . I knew what to expect.” He resumed his restless pacing of the floor.
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It was true, Alex Sheridan reflected wryly, that his had been by no means the only case of its kind in which his late commanding officer had been involved . . . and it would not be the last, for Lord Cardigan’s record as a regimental commander was one of the worst in the British army. In 1834, as Lord Brudenell, he had been removed from command of the 15th Hussars as a direct result of his mistreatment of one of its officers, Captain Augustus Wathen. A court martial had upheld Wathen and, in its findings, censured his lordship severely.


Yet less than two years later, the wealthy peer had been permitted to purchase the lieutenant-colonelcy of the 11th, which was then a Light Dragoon Regiment stationed in India. Despite a storm in the House of Commons, when the appointment was gazetted, it was not revoked. At a time when the official price for a cavalry command was in the region of £6,000, it was rumored that Lord Brudenell had paid £40,000 for that of the 11th and his anxiety to seek active military employment was, in consequence, regarded sympathetically at the Horse Guards. It was held that he had learned his lesson and the storm abated when a number of distinguished and high-ranking officers came forward to testify, in glowing terms, to his lordship’s character and military accomplishments.


But these were not so apparent to the officers and men of his new regiment—of whom he had been one Alex recalled—when, after assuming command, Lord Brudenell spent a short time with them in Cawnpore. However, he succeeded his father as Earl of Cardigan in August 1837, so that it was not until the following year, when the regiment returned to England and was posted to Canterbury, that its lieutenant-colonel revealed himself in his true colours. It was then very soon evident that the system of command he practiced had not changed; since it stemmed from his own arrogance, Alex thought with bitterness, he knew no other.


The effect on his unfortunate regiment was disastrous. The 11th had served with distinction in India for seventeen years and, officered by experienced professional soldiers, possessed an exemplary record. But this was soon lost under Lord Cardigan’s command, during the first two years of which—when the regimental strength was 335 rank and file—no less than 105 courts martial were held and over 700 punishments ordered. Discipline became notoriously harsh. Extra drills, inspections and parades were a daily occurrence and minor misdemeanors were treated with the utmost severity, without regard for rank or length of service. Arrests, floggings and charges of insubordination were as commonplace as public insults and reprimands, delivered before the whole regiment or in mess, in front of the assembled officers.


Any of Lord Cardigan’s officers who crossed, or otherwise displeased him, were subjected to a merciless persecution, calculated to break the spirit of even the most courageous. It had been all too easy to incur his lordship’s displeasure, as he had found to his cost . . . Alex sighed, his mind shrinking from the unpalatable details which he now wanted to erase from it. He did not want to discuss what had happened with Charlotte; he did not want to speak to anyone of what lay between Cardigan and himself. The experience had been too traumatic, the memories had been too recent and too humiliating for him to recall them without shame.


Yet . . . his hands clenched at his sides. He could not forget. Others besides himself had suffered the same tyranny and many had, like himself, been driven at last to rebel against their commander . . . so many, indeed, that it seemed unbelievable that their united protests could continue to be ignored by the army authorities. But they were ignored or, at any rate disregarded in all but a few instances, when they could not be hushed up. In spite of countless rumors and scandals concerning his conduct and repeated public demonstrations against him, the Earl of Cardigan remained in command of the 11th, wielding so powerful an influence in high places that, it seemed, his position was unassailable. Whatever he did, the Horse Guards and the twin ramparts of rank and wealth protected him from the consequences of his actions. And, no doubt, these would continue to do so, Alex told himself, his mouth hardening into a tight, resentful line, for as long as the system of promotion by purchase was maintained in the British army. Certainly while aristocratic connections and the possession of money were considered greater military assets than merit, then junior officers who lacked both were expendable. This was a lesson he had learned and would remember. . . .


As he had said to Charlotte, he had had the example of others before him. But he had not heeded it and, looking back, he knew that faced with the same situation again, he would still have acted as he had. There were some insults no man could swallow and still call himself a man. He had done what honor demanded, however futile his act of defiance had been and however high the price he was compelled to pay for it. But the price was high . . . Alex’s mouth relaxed in a mirthless smile. He had at least been allowed to retain the value of his commission; he had not been cashiered and broken, as he had fully expected he would be. He had simply been ordered to sell out and the military secretary, Lord Fitzroy Somerset, had evidently hoped that, by showing him this clemency, another public scandal involving his commanding officer might be avoided.


This, he was cynically aware, was the sole reason for the clemency accorded him. The Harvey Tuckett affair and the Reynolds court martial had led to so fierce a storm of criticism against Lord Cardigan that those who controlled the army’s destiny had been afraid lest, on his account, it be repeated. And so he had escaped comparatively lightly but nevertheless he was ruined, and he had achieved nothing except his own downfall. The story had got about—he had no idea how—and now he was a marked man, a pariah to whom the British army would never again open its ranks. He was black-listed as an insubordinate young officer, who had dared to defy his regimental commander, and not one of his military superiors had the slightest desire to investigate the reasons which had led up to his insubordination. An investigation would have given him the chance to defend his actions and this at all costs—since it must lead to renewed criticism of Lord Cardigan—the Horse Guards had sought to prevent. They had not been entirely successful, Alex decided, judging by that performance in the street just now, and by the Globe’s publication of the derisive couplet, in which his name was mentioned. Yet by condemning him unheard, they had enforced his silence; by offering him a generous-seeming compromise, Lord Fitzroy Somerset had avoided any repetition of the Wathen court martial. He wished that he could have afforded to refuse the compromise and glanced then at Charlotte, for whose sake he had believed, at the time, that he would be accepting it.


She was so beautiful, he thought, his heart contracting as his gaze rested on her small, tear-wet face and bent head . . . so young and sweet and gentle, this girl whom he loved and had once purposed to marry. In the gracefully draped gown she had donned in order to receive him, she looked even lovelier than he had remembered. Green had always suited her—it was a colour which brought out the highlights in her glorious auburn hair and accentuated the creamy whiteness of her skin, lending it, despite her tears, a subtle radiance that defied description.


Alex took a pace towards her. He longed, in sudden desperation, to take her once again into his arms and hold her to him . . . to promise with his lips on hers that, for him, there would be no one else, however long the parting between them, however far away from her his destiny might lead him. But even as he reached out his arms to her, he hesitated.


Charlotte asked, without turning her head,“What is it, Alex?”


“It does not matter, Charlotte. I . . .” he mumbled something unintelligible even to his own ears and went back to his measured pacing of the room, feeling like a prisoner, caught and held within the narrow confines of a cell from which it was impossible to break free.


He had no future, he reminded himself. He was going into exile, from which there might be no return. How could he beg her to wait for him, as he had intended when he came here, when he could not tell her for how long she might have to wait? The East India Company, he was aware, did not entertain applications for home leave from any officer with less than ten years’ service.


Ten years! Alex was conscious of sick despair. He had no right, in his present circumstance, to attempt to bind her to him . . . unless she herself expressed her willingness to remain bound to him. It had been on this understanding that he had been permitted to see her today. He had given his word, both to her father and to Phillip, that he would take his final leave of her now if this were Charlotte’s wish. Neither had insisted that their engagement was to be broken and neither had suggested that their parting was to be irrevocable, if Charlotte wanted it otherwise.


But marriage was out of the question for them now—she had told him so and he himself was painfully aware of the fact. He could not take her with him when he sailed; India was a hard country for British women, the hazards of its climate only off-set by the provision of a well-appointed house and numerous servants, which were expensive. He had only the price of his commission behind him and a small allowance, made grudgingly by his elder brother to enable him to pay his mess bills in the 11th. This would stop when he joined the Indian army; he could scarcely expect or ask his brother to continue it. And a cornet’s pay would not be enough on which to support a wife—least of all one who, like Charlotte Mowbray, had always been accustomed to wealth and position.


In any case, Charlotte had expressed no desire to accompany him . . . he looked at her, his face tense and questioning. Only Emmy had believed that her sister would agree to join him in India when, if they ever did, his prospects improved. Only Emmy had been confident that Charlotte would wait for him, forever if need be—and Emmy was a child with a child’s touching faith in all humanity. He had been a fool to listen to her and to allow himself, against all reason, to hope. The parting must come now and, for Charlotte’s sake, it must be final. She was young—too young, perhaps, to love him as he loved her. She would forget him once he had gone out of her life and it was better so, for both of them.


The decision made and his emotions under stern control, he crossed to her side. “Charlotte my dearest,” he said, making no move to touch her, “I have to say goodbye to you.”


Charlotte gave no sign that she had heard him. In the street below, the cheering rose to a thunderous crescendo and Alex guessed, without looking down, that this excited outburst heralded the appearance of the queen herself. The queen, regal and gracious, driving in an open carriage, surrounded by her escort of Household Cavalry . . . his heart lifted. It was a sight he had seen before and one which, in the past, had never failed to stir him deeply. But now he did not take the single step that separated him from the window from whence—perhaps for the last time—he might again have witnessed it.


Instead he stood in silence watching Charlotte, seeking to close his heart and mind to her appeal. Her face was turned from him, so that all he could see was her slender body in the graceful green dress and the back of her head, with its shining crown of hair, transformed to flame-bright beauty by the sunlight streaming in through the window. He knew that the exquisite picture she made, framed between the heavy velvet curtains which hung on either side of her, would remain imprinted on his memory for the rest of time . . . although this, too, was a sight he might never see again. She did not speak until the cheering had died to a faint, far-off murmur and then she said, her voice low and devoid of feeling,“You are really going to India, then? You had made up your mind to go before you came here?”


“Yes, I had,” Alex admitted. The spell was broken and he was aware of a strange physical numbness creeping over him. “It is the only course open to me, Charlotte. Indeed, I am fortunate that the East India Company is willing to accept me. But for the fact that my uncle is a member of the Court of Governors and has given a lifetime of service to the Company, my application for an Indian army commission might well have been rejected and—”


Charlotte interrupted him, with a hint of impatience. “If you go, Alex, I cannot wait for you. I . . . oh, the very thought of living in India is abhorrent to me. I could not face it . . . the climate, the hardships, the kind of social life I should be compelled to live out there. And your position, the fact that you . . .” her voice trailed off into silence but the implications of all that she had left unsaid were as plain to him as if she had spoken the words aloud.


She would not like having to be presented, as his wife, to the wives and daughters of the queen’s commissioned officers whom she would meet in Calcutta and Delhi. . . .


Alex flushed wretchedly, the knowledge that, even in India, she might feel ashamed to bear his name striking him with the force of a physical blow. It wrought havoc with his last despairing hopes and he said, with what dignity he could muster, “I understand, Charlotte. I do not expect you to wait or to consider that you are under any obligation to me in the circumstances.”


Her lips parted in a revealing sigh of relief but there was still a suspicion of moisture in her eyes as, turning to face him, she asked, “Is this really the only course open to you? Is there no other, even if you feel compelled to leave England for a time?”


He spread his hands in a gesture of resignation. “I thought of the possibility of selling my sword in Spain or Austria. But I have no contacts, I know of no one who would recommend me.”


“It did not occur to you to ask my father?”


Alex’s colour deepened and he shook his head. “India offers me the opportunity of an honorable career, in the service of my country, without asking for favours. That is what I want.”


“And you will take it,” Charlotte reproached him, “even if it means that we may never see each other again?”


He eyed her somberly, having to steel himself to answer her because even now, he realized, she would not be completely lost to him if he were to change his mind. But she wanted him as he had been, not as he was and that was impossible. The eligible young Hussar officer who had courted her so ardently was dead—as dead as if the fatal duel to which he had challenged Lord Cardigan had been fought and a bullet from a duelling pistol were lodged in his heart. He said, with defensive coldness, “To my infinite regret, Charlotte, I must.”


“Then . . .” Charlotte held out her hand to him. On its palm lay the small pearl and sapphire ring which he had given her when Lord Dunloy had consented to their betrothal. “This is yours, Alex. And there are letters . . . a few I kept, which I will destroy.”


“Please,” Alex begged, “will you not keep the ring? I should like you to have it.”


She looked down at the ring, an odd little smile playing about her lips. “To remind me of you? But I do not wish to remember you, Alex.”


“Charlotte . . .” he began hoarsely but she gestured him to silence. “There is no more to be said.” She placed the ring in his hand and stepped back, out of his reach. Head held high, she went towards the door and Alex gazed after her, his pain a living thing, tearing at the shattered remnants of his control.


Charlotte paused by the door and glanced back at him,“I will tell them to show you out,” she informed him, with a chill politeness that was unbearably hurtful. Her fingers closed about the bell rope and she pulled on it firmly. “I fancy Emmy may wish to bid you farewell. I shall tell her that you are leaving.” Then, as if it were an afterthought, she added tonelessly, “Good-bye, Alex. I wish you well in your new life, even though I cannot share it with you. And I trust that you will find what you seek in India.”


“What I seek?” he echoed dully.


“An honorable career in the service of your country, was it not? And happiness . . . with someone else, since I cannot give it to you.” Her words were deliberately intended to provoke him. Alex’s control snapped and he was beside her, gathering her to him, holding her in his arms.


“Wait, Charlotte, I beseech you! We must not part on such terms, with bitterness between us. I love you . . . believe this, at least, and try to find it in your heart to forgive me. I do only what I am compelled to do, I give you my word.” His mouth found hers and, for a moment, she clung to him in surrender, her lips soft and yielding under his. Then with a breathless, “Let me go, Alex . . .” she averted her face, her body suddenly limp and unresponsive, her arms falling to her sides. He released her, as she had bidden him and she turned to him, in a passionate blaze of anger.


“If you loved me you would not run away like a whipped cur! You would stay in England and vindicate yourself—for my sake, Alex, if not for your own. But you will not!”


“Because I cannot, Charlotte . . . if only I could.”


“It is because you will not,” Charlotte said, as if he had not spoken, “that I can never forgive you.” Her eyes met his, scorn and contempt in their grey-green depths and then were lowered. “Go to India, I do not care! If you were the last man in all the world, I would not marry you now, Alex. Ask Emmy . . . she can see no fault in you. Perhaps she might wait for you, if you asked her to . . . you are still a hero to her, if not to me.” As swiftly as it had flared up, her anger faded and she said sadly, “I could have loved you, if you had let me. But you did not, so it is not my fault.” She gave him no chance to reply. The door closed behind her and Alex was alone, staring dazedly at the small, jewelled talisman in his hand. From the Great Park, muted by distance, came the sound of gunfire as the cannon fired a Royal Salute. He heard it but did not raise his head.


Emmy came to him, as he was preparing to leave. She came running, her thin, earnest little face alight with hope but, at the first glimpse of his expression, her eager smile vanished.


“Oh, Alex, did our plan fail?” She studied him with troubled brown eyes. “Charlotte has told me nothing, save that you are leaving and that you sail on Friday for India.”


“Yes,” Alex confirmed, “I sail on Friday, Emmy.”


“But . . .” she caught sight of the ring in his hand. “Is your engagement broken? Charlotte was upset but I thought, I had hoped . . . Alex, will she not wait for you, after all?”


He shook his head. “It is my doing, Emmy child, not hers.”


“Your doing? Oh, surely not—” she stopped herself, lest she offend him. “I am so sorry. Perhaps you should not have come.”


“Perhaps I should not.”


“Poor Alex,” she said pityingly, “I am truly sorry.”


He knew that she was and did not resent her pity. Emma O’Shaughnessy was Charlotte’s stepsister, the daughter of Lord Dunloy’s second wife, a charming young Irish widow whom he had married during his term of office in Dublin. She had entered the vice-regal household in order, originally, to act as governess to the three Mowbray girls and the marriage had shocked them almost as much as it had delighted Dublin society when it had first been announced. But Constance O’Shaughnessy was of good family, the widow of a naval captain, and the girls, as well as Phillip, had swiftly succumbed to their new stepmother’s charm. They now accepted her, as they accepted her daughter Emmy, as members of the family, regarding both with a warm, if faintly condescending affection.


Emmy at fourteen was a leggy, coltish child, whose dark colouring and elfin features offered small promise of future good looks. But she possessed considerable charm and a lively intelligence and, for her age and sex, was remarkably well educated. Her desire for learning was insatiable. In an attempt to satisfy it, she read any and every book on which she could lay hands, seeking no guidance save her own avid thirst for knowledge. Throughout the time he had known her, she had been a constant source of astonishment to Alex because of the breadth and nature of her interests and her extraordinarily retentive memory. She cared little for such feminine matters as dress or appearance and had once confided to him that, had it not been for the fact that she had had the misfortune to be born a woman, she would have chosen, of all things, to study medicine.


Her one talent—and the only one recognized by her family—was her ability to ride. Emmy was a startlingly brilliant horsewoman, and, young as she was, could handle any animal they gave her, however wild and intractable. Alex had made her acquaintance when she was eleven, largely as the result of her prowess on horseback, and they had been firm friends ever since . . . a friendship which had led, in due course, to his meeting with Charlotte.


He smiled down at her sadly, remembering. His betrothal to Charlotte had been, for Emmy, the fulfillment of a cherished dream. The child worshiped her beautiful stepsister and the thought that Alex was to marry her had been cause for immense satisfaction on Emmy’s part, since it had been she who had introduced them to each other and not—as many people imagined —Charlotte’s brother Phillip. And it had been Emmy’s idea that he should come here today, she who had prevailed upon Charlotte to receive him and she, too, who had sought and obtained Lord Dunloy’s consent to his visit, Alex thought, feeling the muscles of his throat tighten. Now the dream was over, for Emmy as well as for himself. . . .


“I failed you,” he apologized, with weary contrition. “You did everything in your power to plead my cause, Emmy, and I’m grateful. But it was no use. As you say, perhaps it was a mistake for me to come here. I should have known what Charlotte’s feelings would be.”


“You could not have known,” Emmy offered consolingly. “And you had to take your leave of her, Alex. I am sorry Mamma was not here, she might have been able to plead your cause better than I could.” He was silent and she watched him with pensive gravity. “It has hurt you very much, has it not?” she suggested gently. “It has hurt Charlotte too. Because she loves you—I know she does.”


“But not enough to face life with me in India, apparently. “Alex’s tone was bleak. Emmy cast him an uneasy glance but came at once to her stepsister’s defense.
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