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Lord John Anthony Peter Stokes stood on the fringe of the glittering crowd. A faint smile touched his lips and he nodded to those acquaintances who chanced to catch sight of him in the shadow of a heavy marble column. He had deliberately chosen his post beside the column for its semi-seclusion from the heavy press of the restless company.

In his capacity as undersecretary to the British ambassador to St. Petersburg, Lord John had assiduously attended to his diplomatic duties. He had made the rounds of the ballroom to leisurely chat with his Russian acquaintances and to bow with negligent ease to their magnificently bejeweled ladies. His pleasant countenance reflected interest only in his elegant surroundings and his companions. None of those whom he conversed with so pleasantly guessed that Lord John would have preferred not to have attended the ball that evening.

Lord John suffered from boredom and readily admitted it to himself. He had attended twenty-seven social func­tions that same week, and the allure and novelty of the sumptuous gatherings had long since palled. Hence, he had suspended his diplomatic duties long enough to enjoy the few moments of privacy his vantage point gave him.

Lord John idly watched the constantly shifting crowd and the graceful couples twirling around the polished mirror-like ballroom floor. Gradually he became conscious of voices engaged in conversation on the other side of the wide column upon which he leaned. Lord John started to step away before he became an eavesdropper, but the young woman’s next words, spoken in prettily accented English, riveted him.

“But I do not wish to marry Prince Tarkovich. How dare you contract my hand without my consent!”

The other woman answered with a hint of sharpness. “You have been told to speak your mother tongue, Sophia.”

“Indeed, my mother’s native tongue was Russian. But my father’s tongue was English and I am equally proud of my English heritage,” said the young woman.

Lord John’s curiosity was thoroughly aroused. He moved slightly so that he could glance between the marble column and the velvet, brocaded window draperies. The young woman was petite and blond and utterly charming in profile. The older woman was also of small stature and handsome, but she was overly adorned with several brace­lets and a massive diamond necklace.

“You are extremely foolish, Sophia. What means your English blood here in this, the most glorious capital of the world? You would do well instead to remember that your destiny is Russian. You will live and die a Russian,” said the older woman emphatically.

“If by that you mean that I shall marry Prince Tarko­vich, Aunt, you are mistaken. You cannot force me to the altar when my heart is not engaged,” said Sophia.

Her companion snorted in disdain. “Your heart! What has that to do with a marriage of convenience?”

“That is precisely my point,” said Sophia. “I do not intend to wed without love, Aunt. I have seen too many husbands and wives made unhappy because they married without love. I do not wish to be one of their number.”

“The ones you have seen unhappy are those who have not yet taken a lover,” said the older woman matter-of-factly. “I speak from experience, Sophia. I myself have enjoyed several lovers through the years.”

Color rose in Sophia’s face at her aunt’s unexpected crudity even though she had long ago become accustomed to the Russian penchant for frank speech on delicate topics.

The older woman’s dark slanted eyes mocked her niece. She nodded at Sophia’s blush. “I see you are truly your father’s daughter, Sophia. The cold English and their prudish ways! I am somehow disappointed in my late sister.”

Sophia threw up her head and stared coldly at her aunt. Her embarrassment was forgotten. “You shall not speak of my mother, madame.”

“In truth, your mother is of the past, and we do not speak of her tonight. Sophia, this evening you shall give Prince Tarkovich encouragement,” said the older woman.

“And if I do not?” asked Sophia, her eyes narrowing.

The older woman shrugged. “I shall regret very much the necessity of sending you to the summer dacha, naturally.” She paused to watch the effect of her words, but her niece’s gaze did not falter. “And afterward, if you continue to defy me, you will fulfill your destiny in a nunnery.” 

With satisfaction she took note of the shudder that ran through her niece’s slender form. She smiled gently. “But I know you to be a sensible girl, Sophia. Come, Prince Tarkovich must not be kept waiting. It is for a few moments only. And then you may dance to your heart’s content.”

Much subdued, Sophia followed her aunt across the crowded ballroom. Her thoughts were in turmoil. She dared not publicly defy her aunt, for she knew that Princess Elizaveta Kirov’s threats were not idle. But perhaps later, when she had time to think, some options would present themselves to her. In the meantime she could only hope that Prince Tarkovich would take an instant dislike to her.

Unnoticed, Lord John watched the ladies go. His blue eyes had darkened to gray with anger by the conversation he had overheard. He thought it was unspeakable that a young woman of proud spirit and beauty should be brow­beaten in such a fashion. His sense of boredom gone, he crossed the ballroom, keeping the two unknown women in sight.

The ladies approached a small knot of Russian noble­men, who greeted them courteously. Lord Stokes sauntered closer for a better view of the gentlemen in the group, wondering which of them could be Prince Tarkovich. He recalled the name, but to his knowledge he had never met the gentleman at any of the countless social functions he had attended during his two years of service in St. Petersburg. However, that was not unusual because there were numerous minor provincial princes who made but rare trips to the capital.

Sophia covertly eyed the tall silver-haired nobleman to whom her aunt was speaking. After the initial greeting she did not pay attention to what they were saying, but studied the Russian. The gentleman was well-set. Ribbons and orders decorated his broad chest. His eyes were deep-set and clever and she liked the warmth in his gaze when their glances met. Perhaps her aunt’s choice for her was not as unreasonable as she had supposed. Sophia thought that given time she might develop a fondness for such a man. The gentleman was much older than she, but many such marriages managed very well.

Then the Russian took Sophia’s hand and gently turned her toward a nobleman seated behind them in a heavy ornate chair. Sophia’s immediate feeling was shock that a living being could be so grotesquely fat. The nobleman was a mound of flesh upholstered in rich brocade. His massively jowled face was pudding-white and his small eyes peered forth like black currants pressed into dough.

The nobleman beside her spoke. “My prince, allow me to present your affianced bride, Miss Sophia Wyndham.”

A nightmarish feeling enveloped Sophia as she stared at the huge nobleman. Her brain could barely grasp that this gargantuan was Prince Tarkovich. The nobleman gave her hand to the prince and stepped back. Sophia felt her hand engulfed by the prince’s soft, hot palm. She felt as though she would faint, but her social training had been rigorous. Still in shock, Sophia managed to curtsy, her head bowed.

Prince Tarkovich made no effort to rise from his chair. He stared Sophia up and down, and his wide red mouth turned down. “She’s a pretty-enough piece, I suppose. Does she have an appetite?”

The tall Russian nobleman quirked a brow toward Princess Kirov, who blinked at the abrupt question before she answered. “Indeed, your highness. My little Sophia has a healthy appetite at the table, I assure you.”

The prince at last released Sophia’s hand. He transferred his hard gaze to Princess Kirov. “Then fatten her up at once, madame. The contract does not obligate me to bed a broomstick.”

Princess Kirov bowed, still somewhat taken aback but recovering. “Of course, my prince. I promise you that you shall hardly recognize your bride as this same underfed young lady.”

“You have two months, madame,” said Prince Tarkovich with finality. From the box on his knees he brought a bonbon up to his eyes and inspected it greedily before he popped it into his mouth. A rivulet of chocolate drooled down his quivering chins.

There was a short silence as the ladies stared at the man. Princess Kirov recalled herself. “Rest assured that my dear Sophia will receive the nourishment and attention that her position as your prospective bride demands,” said Princess Kirov, throwing a steely glance at her niece’s unnaturally white face.

Prince Tarkovich appeared to lose interest in the conver­sation. He lifted another bonbon.

The tall nobleman cleared his throat. “Prince Tarkovich will be in contact with you, Princess Kirov.” He graciously separated the ladies from the circle of hangers-on around Prince Tarkovich. He bowed to Princess Kirov with correct courtesy, but lingered over Sophia’s hand as he shrewdly inspected her pale face. He gave her fingers a reassuring squeeze. “You may count on myself as your most devout friend and servant, mademoiselle,” he said, his voice deep with meaning.

Sophia did not respond. Her shock was too great. The nobleman smiled faintly. He bowed and went back to his prince.

Princess Kirov watched him go with satisfaction. “It went very well. You are to be congratulated, Sophia. You have successfully gotten yourself a wealthy bridegroom whose family is well-connected at court. And unless I am mistaken, you have also attracted a most suitable noble­man to become your first lover.”

Her aunt’s words penetrated the hard, frozen shell about Sophia. Her mind whirled and she perceptively swayed. Princess Kirov took her arm in an unexpectedly gentle grip. “You are overcome, Sophia, and no wonder! It is too much for a young woman to take in such good fortune all at once.”

Sophia shook off her aunt’s hand. “You mean to marry me to that—that monstrosity!” she choked hoarsely.

“Prince Tarkovich’s family is powerful, Sophia. It will be advantageous for the Kirovs to be linked with them.” Princess Kirov shrugged. “The prince is not handsome, no. But he will soon eat himself into the grave and then you will be very comfortable, Sophia. Remember that, niece, and smile. Now, come and be seated by that window where it is cooler. I do not wish you to faint. You have your dance card, of course. And I see that it is nearly full. Very good. Prince Tarkovich will see the grace of the jewel that he acquires. When he overhears the admiration your dancing evokes, perhaps then he will not want you so very fat.”

Sophia shuddered. She felt herself suffocating, but she could think of nothing that could extricate her from the grip of her nightmare. Numbly she allowed her aunt to lead her off.

Lord John stood rooted as he watched the young woman follow in the wake of her imperious aunt. The drifting of the crowd had carried him near enough to overhear snatches of the ladies’ last conversation, and he was appalled and repulsed.

A hand clasped Lord John’s shoulder. His diplomatic training asserted itself and his expression was properly bland when he turned. He was relieved to see his closest friend, Sir Frederick Hawkesworth, Bart. “Lord, Freddy, you gave me a start.”

“Had your eye on a beauty, did you? Well, if you hope to dance with her this evening mark her card posthaste.”

Sir Frederick good naturedly glanced around. “A devilish squeeze, ain’t it? I think every titled nonentity in the country has come to this one.”

“Indeed,” said Lord John absently, his eyes again seeking out the young blond woman. His friend’s casual words had given him an idea.

Sir Fredrick laughed, sensing his distraction. “One can see that your thoughts are still with some fair goddess. I wish you good hunting, Stokes. Only make certain that her husband is not the jealous sort.”

Lord John smiled. “You may be sure of that, Freddy.” His friend went off. It was but the work of a moment to discover from an acquaintance the young woman’s identity. Lord John sauntered over to write his name on Miss Sophia Wyndham’s dance card.

Sophia hardly noticed Lord John’s approach and her replies to his civilities were mechanical. Lord John saw with a glance at the dance card that there were several ahead of him. After a few more words to Princess Kirov, Lord John bowed to the ladies and retreated.

“Sophia, you must do better. That is the third gentle­man you have snubbed. Even though he is English, he is handsome and deserves your respect,” said Princess Kirov with asperity. Her niece turned on her such a glance of in­difference that she was taken aback. Thereafter Princess Kirov held her tongue and Sophia was grateful for it.

Sophia went through the motions as each partner claimed her, but even her deep distraction could not completely hinder her natural grace on the dance floor.

Lord John, who had observed her even as he conversed with several acquaintances, was filled with admiration for the young lady’s tight control. His chivalric instincts had been aroused by her plight, and it was gratifying to him to see that she was made of stern stuff.

Eventually Lord John presented himself to Miss Wyndham. He bowed politely to her aunt, who graciously dignified him with a nod, before he led out his partner.

Sophia had long since resigned herself to the farce of pretending enjoyment in the evening. She pinned on a polite smile and gathered herself to pursue the typical banal conversation with her new partner. It came as a shock to be addressed in a conspiratorial whisper.

“Mademoiselle, forgive my presumption, but the destiny outlined for you with Prince Tarkovich is pre­posterous.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two


[image: ]


Startled, Sophia looked up. Her partner’s expression was distantly polite and she thought she had been mistaken in hearing such an incredible statement from him. Then her gaze focused on Lord John’s eyes, which were alive with warmth and mirth.

Lord John smiled down at her reassuringly. “I am not a clairvoyant, mademoiselle. Alas, embarrassing as it is to admit, I am but a humble eavesdropper. And I hope that I may be of some service to you.”

Swift color warmed Sophia’s face, but her gaze re­mained steady. “You interest me profoundly, sir. Who are you?”

“Lord John Stokes, Undersecretary to His Excellency the British Ambassador to St. Petersburg,” said Lord John. “And you are Mademoiselle Sophia Wyndham, be­trothed against your will to a certain prince. I have seen the gentleman. He is unworthy of you, mademoiselle.”

There was a dry note in his voice that made Sophia laugh. She eyed him with a great deal of interest. “Indeed, sir, so I believe. However, my aunt thinks otherwise. But then you must know that if you overheard so much.” She tried to recall when he could have been so near and yet gone unnoticed by herself or her aunt.

Lord John read her mind and grinned. “The window recess and its marble column provided me with ample cover to satisfy my lamentable curiosity, mademoiselle.”

Sophia nodded, satisfied. She arched her brows. “Surely such all-consuming curiosity is a detriment to your career, my lord.”

“On the contrary. Curiosity and the ability to skulk in odd corners are prime qualities for a diplomat,” said Lord John swiftly, the twinkle in his eye belying the gravity of his expression.

Sophia giggled, delighted, and shook her head. “I am indebted to you, my lord. I had quite thought that I had lost the capacity to laugh.”

“We English are known for our ability to smile even when under fire,” said Lord John evenly. “I salute your spirit, my lady. I did understand correctly that your father was an Englishman?”

Sophia was once again startled. “You did indeed hear much, my lord. He was Viscount Wyndham,” she said quietly. She began to wonder at the depth of the gentleman’s interest in her. Her manner was perceptively cooler when she again met his gaze. “What is your concern with me, my lord?”

Lord John immediately sensed her withdrawal and appreciated the reason behind her belated wariness. “I mentioned at the outset that I wished to be of service to you if I possibly could, mademoiselle. Every sensibility must revolt at the manner in which you are being treated.”

Sophia shook her head somberly, and the pall that had lifted so briefly once more settled over her spirits. “You are kind, my lord, but there is nothing anyone can do. My aunt is a determined woman who usually manages to gain her way. I shall fight her, of course, but . . .”

Lord John did not need her to complete her thought. He thought he understood fairly well the predicament that she found herself in. A spirited young lady would naturally be appalled at the thought of being incarcerated in a nunnery. “Do you have relatives in England, Miss Wyndham?” he asked gently.

Sophia nodded and flashed him a smile of gratitude for his tact in changing the subject. “My uncle and aunt live in London. My mother encouraged me to correspond with them after we returned to Russia. She often expressed the desire to one day accept their entreaties to return to England and live near them. I think that, even though my mother was Russian, she became increasingly homesick for the land that held so many good memories for her. But her health was never strong and she could not travel far. Toward the last she urged me to go alone to England, to my uncle and aunt.”

“But you would not leave her alone,” said Lord John softly.

Sophia shook her head and gave him a tremulous smile. “I am at times a very stubborn creature, my lord.”

“Do you still correspond with your uncle?” asked Lord John.

Sophia nodded. “Quite often, though my Russian aunt, Princess Elizaveta Kirov, disapproves. She wishes me to forget my English blood. In his last letter my uncle asked me once more to come to London and I wished very much to go now that Mama is gone. But Princess Kirov will not hear of it.”

The waltz ended. Lord John and Sophia parted, but he retained hold of her hand and drew her fingers through his crooked elbow. “I would like an ice and I will count it an honor if you would accompany me, Miss Wyndham.”

Sophia was not particularly anxious to return to her aunt’s side and she enjoyed Lord John’s company, so she readily agreed. They crossed to a refreshment table and then leisurely began to make their way back through the crowd. Lord John kept up an amusing commentary and Sophia surprised herself by giving way to laughter more than once. She knew that she would regret saying good-bye to Lord John when he had returned her to Princess Kirov’s chaperonage.

For his part, Lord John scanned the company alertly, his expression betraying none of the determination within him. At last he spotted the gentleman he wished to see and blessed his good fortune that the gentleman had chosen that moment to discreetly retire alone to a window embrasure for a cigar.

With seeming casualness Lord Stokes led Sophia over to the gentleman and pleasantly addressed him.

The gentleman turned and his pensive face lighted up. “Glad to see you, Lord John. I’ve another pretty puzzle for you to handle. The bureaucracy has fouled once more.”

Lord John sighed with mock resignation. “Of course, my lord. I am delighted to be of service.”

His lordship laughed heartily. “Indeed, and I know it.” Still with the twinkle in his eye, he looked at Sophia, and said in Russian, “And who might this charming lady be?”

“My lord, allow me to present a fellow countrywoman, Miss Sophia Wyndham,” said Lord John. He smiled down into Sophia’s startled blue eyes. “This gentleman is my employer, Lord Cathcart, His Excellency the British Ambassador to St. Petersburg.”

Lord Cathcart’s expression was momentarily startled, but he quickly recovered. He took Sophia’s hand and held it between both of his. “My dear Miss Wyndham, I am delighted to make your acquaintance. I had not heard of your arrival in St. Petersburg.”

Lord John interjected. “Miss Wyndham has resided with her Russian aunt since her widowed mother’s death last year, my lord. She hopes to permanently join her uncle and aunt in London in the near future.”

“Indeed, then I must wish you a comfortable journey, my dear. The distance is daunting, but the thought of breathing England’s sweet air again is reward enough for any of us, heh?” said Lord Carthcart genially.

His pleasantries seemed to strike a false note, for instead of responding in kind, Miss Wyndham’s face fell. Lord Cathcart was appalled when tears formed in her extra­ordinary blue-gray eyes. “Forgive me, my lord. I had not intended ...” She ended on a shaky laugh.

Lord Cathcart had enjoyed a long and distinguished career in diplomacy. Seldom had he felt himself at a loss for words, but the experience had always been a peculiarly unpleasant one. He felt just such a sensation in that moment and he looked to his undersecretary for assist­ance.

Lord John smoothly entered the breech. “Miss Wynd­ham’s aunt has refused to allow her to leave Russia, possibly because she has contracted the lady’s unwilling hand in marriage to a certain minor prince.”

Lord Cathcart glowered at his undersecretary, understanding in an instant how finely he had been trapped. Part of his mind acknowledged that Lord John had exhibited a finesse worthy of a born diplomat. The boy could go far, he thought with grudging admiration. But his uppermost feeling was of outrage that Lord John knew his sensibilities so well and could play them with such uncanny accuracy.

Matters were not helped by the lady’s obvious unhappiness. She was attempting to put a brave front on it, and was dabbing at her eyes with a scrap of lace that had appeared from nowhere that he could see. She was so like his own little Elizabeth, who before her recent marriage had turned to him whenever she was troubled. 

Lord Cathcart steeled his melting resolve. He glanced at Lord John and his voice took on a firm tone. “I apologize for un­wittingly upsetting you, Miss Wyndham. I fear that I must be unpleasantly frank with you, however. Lord John has led you to believe that I may be of help to you in fleeing from Russia, but—”

“But he never said a word!” exclaimed Sophia. She turned suddenly shining eyes on her escort. “Oh, my lord! You have been so kind. I would not ever have thought of appealing to the British embassy, but of course I can, for I was born in England.”

Lord Cathcart was taken aback. With a lowering feeling of having stepped into quicksand, he glared at Lord John. He was outraged by his undersecretary’s bland expression. With difficulty he maintained a polite expression for Miss Wyndham’s benefit when his impulse was to let forth a resounding curse. 

“You are a British subject, then, Miss Wyndham? That of course changes the complexion of matters somewhat. It is possible for me to register a formal request with the czar on your behalf. I am certain in a few months’ time . . .”

Sophia’s soaring hopes plummeted once more. She shook her head. “It must come sooner, my lord. In a few months’ time I will be a stuffed goose.”

“I beg pardon?” asked Lord Cathcart, startled.

“Miss Wyndham’s intended has stated that he prefers a wife with a most . . . well-rounded figure. He expressed the wish that Miss Wyndham apply herself dutifully to the table,” said Lord John blandly.

“My dear miss,” exclaimed Lord Cathcart, revolted and yet fascinated.

“It is true. And my aunt, Princess Elizaveta Kirov, is determined that I shall prescribe to the very letter of Prince Tarkovich’s wishes,” said Sophia. She placed an en­treating hand on Lord Cathcart’s sleeve. “I beg you, my lord . . .”

“Did you say Tarkovich?” asked Lord Cathcart.

“That is the gentleman’s name, yes,” said Lord John. “Have you met him, sir?”

Various emotions chased across Lord Cathcart’s face, before his expression finally settled into determination. “I have indeed met Prince Tarkovich. My dear Miss Wynd­ham, I shall do all in my power to serve you. But it will take a little time to arrange. Have you someone you can trust, whom I may send a message through?”

Sophia thought a moment. “I often visit with Mistress Wheeler. She was a dear friend of my mother’s when we stilled lived in Papa’s house in St. Petersburg.”

“Excellent! Nothing could be better. The Quakers are high in the czar’s favor at this time,” exclaimed Lord Cathcart. “It is fortunate, my dear, that you have existing ties to the English colony. Already I am beginning to see how we may turn it to the purpose. When will you next see Mistress Wheeler?”

“Why, I visit with her every week,” said Sophia, her heart beginning to pound. She could hardly believe her good fortune in meeting Lord John, who must surely be the instrument of a merciful God. She would at last be going home to England.

“Then I shall arrange a message to be left for you with Mistress Wheeler,” said Lord Cathcart. “I make no promises, Miss Wyndham, but I hope that you shall be returning to England sooner than you expected.”

“Oh, thank you, my lord,” Sophia said, her eyes shining.

“Not at all, my dear child,” said Lord Cathcart. He glanced at Lord John. “Now, sir, I suggest that we have spoken long enough. Miss Wyndham’s aunt may be won­dering about her absence.”

“Of course, my lord. I shall escort Miss Wyndham back immediately,” said Lord John. A grin tugged at his mobile lips. “Rest assured that I shall attend to your newest puzzle with all due speed, my lord.”

“Tit for tat, my boy?” said Lord Cathcart softly as he walked past.

Lord John laughed and turned to Sophia to offer his arm to her once more. “Allow me, Miss Wyndham.”

Sophia placed her fingertips on his forearm and looked up at him, saying with warm sincerity, “I must again thank you, my lord. You have made all the difference between dark and light for me.”

“I am honored to have been of service,” said Lord John. He turned the subject, and by the time he had returned Sophia to her aunt, they had chatted amiably on a great many facets of Russian life.

Princess Kirov stiffly acknowledged Lord John’s bow. When he had left, she turned to Sophia with a frown. “You were a long time with the Englishman.”

“He was very interested in Russian life. I told him of the Winter Palace and its beauty. He was suitably impressed, of course,” said Sophia, half-fearing that her aunt could sense the new lightness of her spirit.

Princess Kirov smiled, pleased. “I am happy to know that your Russian blood speaks so strongly to you, Sophia.”

“I have never denied the heritage to which I was born,” said Sophia quietly.

“Good, good.” Princess Kirov was enormously pleased, interpreting Sophia’s docility as resignation to the destiny that had been chosen for her as Prince Tarkovich’s bride. “I have decided that you shall remain in St. Petersburg with me, Sophia, for I wish to treat you to much amuse­ment before you are wed. We will preside over such feasts as you could never imagine.”

“Yes, Aunt,” said Sophia, at once relieved and dis­mayed. She was happy that she would not after all be exiled from St. Petersburg to the summer dacha, where she could not have hoped to continue her visits to Mistress Wheeler. But the promised feasts for her edification horrified her. She hoped that escape was to be soon, for she had the most lowering feeling that she would soon become too indolent to care.
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Chapter Three
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After Lord John had taken leave of Miss Sophia Wyndham and her aunt, he had felt that his responsibility in the matter was at an end. In the following days he did occasionally wonder with a mild interest if Lord Cathcart had been true to his word and was making arrangements for Miss Wyndham’s succor, but the incident at the ball was never mentioned. However, there was an uncharacter­istic twinkle in His Excellency’s eyes when he briefed his undersecretary on his latest ‘puzzle’. 

“You’ll detest this one, Lord John. The bureaucrat in question is an idiot of pro­portions. But I have all the confidence in the world in you,” said Lord Cathcart cheerfully.

“Thank you, my lord,” said Lord John dryly. 

His Excellency gave him a knowing smile. Lord John thought himself dis­missed and started to leave the room.

“Oh, Lord John, I had almost forgotten,” said Lord Cath­cart. He casually flipped a sealed missive across the mahogany desk to Lord John. “I wish you to pay a call on Master Wheeler, the Quaker gentleman who is overseeing the czar’s land-drainage project. This wresting of farmland from a swamp is an extraordinary undertaking. And it is certainly worthy of recognition from me in my capacity as ambassador since Master Wheeler is essentially furthering good relations between Russia and England. Wouldn’t you agree, Lord John?”

“Indeed, my lord,” said Lord John, now alerted that his superior was not yet done with him. He picked up the sealed envelope.

Lord Cathcart did not disappoint him. From his pocket he withdrew a small twist of paper and handed it to Lord John. “Pray feel free to inquire of Master and Mistress Wheeler regarding their acquaintances. I feel certain that some of them must be mutually known between us and I will be curious to hear their names.”

Lord John had difficulty suppressing a grin as he secreted the twist of paper in his coat pocket. Lord Cathcart was deliberately imbuing his mission as messenger with a decided air of drama, but he was willing to play along with the older man. “Of course, my lord. I shall see to it immediately.”

“See that you do, Lord John.” Lord Cathcart’s tone was careless, almost absentminded, but there was steel in his glance. Lord John was taken aback. Surely this was no more than an ordinary errand, he thought as he bowed.

When Lord John opened the door, he almost trod on a Russian clerk. The clerk busied himself with shuffling the papers in his hands and looked up as though just then noticing Lord John. He bowed low. Lord John nodded but his brows creased as he strode away. 

It was odd that the clerk should chance to be just outside the door when Lord Cathcart was instructing him in so mysterious a manner about contacting Miss Wyndham. 

Lord John dis­missed the incident as a coincidence, but it left him with a vague feeling of unease.

****
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SOPHIA GLANCED UP AS the sleigh started away, wondering if anyone suspected her plans or the purpose of her visit to Mistress Wheeler that day. But she saw no one looking out from the several windows in her aunt’s three-storied residence. As she gazed at the building, the oddest feeling settled on her. She felt that she would not again have the opportunity to see her aunt’s home like this, and Sophia deliberately studied it with new eyes to entrench it firmly in her memory.

The House of Kirov was built of light-colored stone. A half-circle of stone steps led up to a recessed porch through the middle archway. Three archways supported the dome that covered the porch and connected the separate wings of the residence. Stone carvings glazed with ice stared blindly from between the windows.

Sophia tilted back her head. The metal roof, painted black, could be seen only dimly through the sheet of slick ice that covered it. Huge icicles hung like teeth from the eaves, and the snow on the ground was packed hard about the structure. Even as the sleigh entered the street Sophia could still glimpse the residence through the trees because the grounds were surrounded only by an iron spike fence. The Kirovs were as proud as any of the other Russian nobility of their magnificent home and did not hide it behind a stone fence.

Sophia turned her back on the swiftly disappearing residence, at once sad and exhilarated. She had spent many years under that proud roof, but it was now time to let go of her familiar life. She felt a growing anticipation for the future that would surely open to her in a very short time, beginning with her visit to Mistress Wheeler.

Sophia had anticipated this particular weekly visit to Mistress Wheeler’s with barely concealed impatience. But the morning she meant to go, Princess Kirov commanded her presence at a tea. Sophia thought the very world was crumbling under her feet.

Sophia sent a hurriedly scrawled message to Mistress Wheeler that she would come the following week instead. She lived thereafter in dread that when next she had an opportunity to drive to Mistress Wheeler’s home, she would again be prevented from doing so by her aunt’s wishes. 

Her overwhelming fear was that she would receive Lord Cathcart’s message too late to act upon it. Sophia even questioned whether Lord Cathcart would keep his word. What if he never sent a message at all and had no intention of helping her? In her blackest moments she was convinced that she was doomed to the regimen of frequent sweets that Princess Kirov plied her with. But she had only to conjure up Lord John’s hand­some face and the interested, vital light in his eyes to take courage. 

Lord John would not disappoint her. He would not forget. Somehow she would hear from him even if it were bad news. Through the tense days and nights, Sophia held on to her trust in Lord John like a comforting beacon.

St. Petersburg in winter presented a frozen, but bustling scene. Humble sleighs and the flamboyant troikas of princes skimmed in every direction over the streets of ice. The horses blew frost on the air and their traces jangled with the speed of their passage. The drivers shouted greetings to one another and cracked whips to urge on their teams.

Sophia had no eyes for the sleighs flashing by on either side, or for the busy market on the frozen Neva River. Usually she would have signaled her driver to slow so that she could gaze on the crowds wrapped warmly in sable and bear coats and wearing fur caps and heavy boots. The shoppers strolled among the pyramids of frozen carcasses. When they had chosen their purchases, a waiting peasant would take out his hatchet to chop off the specified amount of iron-hard beef or lamb, and the frozen chips showered the air like wood splinters. The market was a spectacle that had never lost its fascination for Sophia in the five years she had lived in St. Petersburg, but this day she waved the driver on. She was impatient to reach Peterhof, the English merchants’ colony, with its English cottages and dormant gardens.

When the sleigh drew up before the Wheeler cottage, Sophia jumped down and hurried up the hard-packed path. The door was opened by Mistress Wheeler herself. “Pray thee come in, and quickly. Thee must not stand about in the cold, Mistress Sophia.” She drew Sophia inside with a quick glance at the sleigh’s driver before shutting the door.

In moments Sophia was divested of her fur cap, gloves, and heavy sable coat. She was encouraged to take the plain wooden-backed chair that was closest to the fire, and a cup of steaming broth was pressed into her hands.

“Thank you, Mistress Wheeler. I am always certain of a fine welcome with you,” said Sophia, gratefully sipping at the broth. The welcome warmth spread within her.

“Thee is always most welcome, and well thou know it, Mistress Sophia.” Mistress Wheeler seated herself in a chair farther from the hearth. She marveled that her young visitor did not appear uncomfortable so close to the fire’s heat, but Sophia had once explained to her that the homes of most Russians were kept heated at a much higher tempera­ture than the Quakers thought necessary. Sophia had re­marked that she was now more Russian than English be­cause she had become accustomed to the warmer rooms. 

Mistress Wheeler’s fingers nimbly plied a darning needle to the man’s shirt that she had drawn out of the mending basket that always stood beside her chair. “Sophia, thou are like a daughter to me. Thee may speak thy trouble openly,” said Mistress Wheeler.

Sophia looked at her, startled. “My dear ma’am, how did you know?”

Mistress Wheeler smiled and shook her head. “Come, Sophia, do I not know thee well?”

Sophia gently ran her fingers along the rim of her cup. “My aunt wishes me to marry someone not of my choosing. She threatens to incarcerate me in a nunnery if I refuse to abide by her wishes.”

“Duty is hard at times, but can thee not learn to respect this man, Sophia?” asked Mistress Wheeler.

Sophia shuddered. “You have not seen him, Mistress Wheeler. The prince is crude and grotesque. He is forever shoving bonbons into his mouth. My aunt only desires the marriage because the prince’s family has influence with the court.” She looked up with grave eyes. “I will die if I am forced to marry the prince, Mistress Wheeler, I know it. I cannot bear the thought of living intimately with such a man.”

Mistress Wheeler’s face pinkened. She was well aware that Sophia had in certain matters been reared in the Russian manner. The Russian women that Mistress Wheeler had encountered were much freer in their dis­cussions of childbirth and marital relations. She had once gently scolded Sophia’s mother for explaining such things to the young girl, but Elena had said that since Sophia was both English and Russian, then she should be taught those things that would enable her to be at ease in either society. Sophia was raised to recognize the differences between her English and Russian heritage, and as a consequence, Mistress Wheeler considered her to be an unusually self-possessed young woman. 

Sophia was correct in her manners and her speech, but always there was the hint of something warmer in her eyes and her voice. Mistress Wheeler fancied that Sophia’s shared inheritance gave her an almost feline nature, fusing English reserve to Russian passion, calm to turbulence. Oh, Sophia was a delight, mused Mistress Wheeler. But even the sweetest, most amiable kitten had claws. “Thou wait here,” she said, rising.

Sophia looked up in surprise as her hostess left the room. Almost immediately Mistress Wheeler returned accom­panied by a tall gentleman whom Sophia recognized. “My lord!”

Lord John smiled and took her hand. “Forgive me for giving you a start, Miss Wyndham. Mistress Wheeler thought it best that I wait in another room until she was certain of her visitor’s identity.”

Sophia glanced at her friend, whose face expressed a trace of guilt. She laughed, knowing that Mistress Wheeler had wanted not so much to learn who her visitor was but to gently probe Sophia on her predicament, for Sophia had no doubt that Lord John had been cajoled into revealing what he knew of Prince Tarkovich. “How very glad I am to see you again, Lord John,” she said easily.

Lord John was surprised and yet pleased by Miss Wyndham’s frank pleasure at his appearance. “And I am fortunate to have found you calling on Mistress Wheeler. Lord Carthcart requested that I bring a message for you, Miss Wyndham.” 

As he spoke he drew the twist of paper out of his pocket and gave it to her. Sophia smoothed out the sheet. She read the brief note and looked up with shining eyes. “I am to go home to England in only two weeks!”

“Thou are happy, Sophia?” asked Mistress Wheeler, still a little uneasy over the part she was playing in the secret rendezvous.

Sophia flung her arms about her friend and hugged her fiercely. “Oh, I cannot describe how happy I am!”

“Then I am happy for thee,” said Mistress Wheeler.

Sophia released her and turned to hold out her hand to Lord John. “Thank you, my lord. I shall always remember what you have done for me.”

“It was little enough, Miss Wyndham,” said Lord John. He smiled down at her animated face and released her hand. “Forgive my haste, but I must be going. In the event I do not see you again, Miss Wyndham, I wish you all the best.”

Sophia smiled at him. “I shall undoubtedly see you again, Lord John, as His Excellency has written that his messenger will contact me when it is time.”

Lord John appeared momentarily surprised, then his expression smoothed. Lord Cathcart had not mentioned any such role to him, but the notion would certainly appeal to His Excellency’s sense of humor.

Lord John bowed to each of the ladies. “Miss Wyndham, Mistress Wheeler, your servant.”

After he had taken final leave of the ladies and in­structed his sleigh driver to return to the city, he thought­fully contemplated the consequences of his chivalric actions at the ball. Lord Cathcart had apparently taken it for granted that he would act as the girl’s nursemaid. Lord John decided it was past time to speak to his superior. He had no desire to add nurse-maiding to his diplomatic experience, and he would make that very clear.
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Chapter Four
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A few days after Lord John made his report to Lord Cathcart, he and another attaché to the British embassy received word to present themselves to Lord Cathcart.

Sir Frederick Hawkesworth looked at Lord John with a brow raised in exaggerated question. “Any notion as to what it is all about?”

“I’ve no inkling, Freddy,” said Lord John.

They were not long left in ignorance. Lord Cathcart nodded to them as they entered the office, and when they were seated, he said, “Gentlemen, I have news for you both. Lord John, you are being posted back to London. Your time with us in St. Petersburg is at an end. You will be leaving us in a week’s time.”

“But, sir!” 

Lord Cathcart held up a quelling hand. “Sir Frederick, you too are returning to England. I have word that your mother is gravely ill and desires to see her son.”

Sir Frederick stared at him in astonishment. “My mother, sir? There is a mistake.”

Lord Cathcart glowered at him. “Perhaps I did not make myself clear, Sir Frederick. Your mother is gravely ill. You will naturally take an extended leave to join your family.”

“Of course, I shall, if you say so, sir,” said Sir Frederick woodenly. He caught Lord John’s eyes and shrugged.

“My lord, I am compelled to protest. I have no desire to leave Foreign Service just yet,” said Lord John.

“I have decided that it will do you good to see how the
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