
  
    
      
    
  


Chapter One ~ 1819

Vesta stepped onto the jetty and felt the Earth still heaving beneath her. Then she walked further down the quay and stood looking round. She had expected Katōna to be beautiful, but not as breath-takingly lovely as it was.

The small harbour with its wooden houses and red-tiled roofs was picturesque enough, but beyond them were the dark-green of the olive groves and again beyond them the mountains, luxuriantly wooded, until silhouetted against the blue sky were the dazzlingly snowy peaks of a mountain range.

Everywhere there were flowers – flowers in the window-boxes of the little houses, flowers on the lower slopes of the mountains, in the ravines, under the olive trees, patches of brilliant colour that left her breathless at the wonder of them.

‘My new country,’ she whispered to herself.

Her blue eyes were shining in her small heart-shaped face as she waited for a man in the uniform of a Petty Officer to walk across the quay towards her.

He saluted smartly as he said,

“I have paid ten men who will carry your baggage to the inn, My Lady. Would you allow me to accompany you?”

“No indeed, Mr. Barnes,” Vesta answered. “I know the Captain is having difficulty in holding the ship in this heavy sea. He will wish you to return as swiftly as possible.”

“But My Lady, there should be someone to meet you.”

“I anticipate that they will be waiting at the inn,” Vesta replied. “After all they could not be sure of the exact time or indeed the exact day of our arrival.”

“Indeed no, My Lady, and they can count themselves fortunate we are here at all.”

The Petty Officer smiled as he spoke and Vesta smiled back at him.

“It was rather a frightening voyage at times,” she said, “but I have arrived safely and I am deeply grateful. Will you please convey my thanks to the crew?”

“I will indeed, My Lady, it has been a privilege and an honour to have you aboard.”

“Thank you, Mr. Barnes.”

Vesta held out her hand. He shook it and said,

“I would like on behalf of myself, My Lady, and every member of the crew, to wish you great happiness in the future.”

“Thank you, Mr. Barnes,” Vesta said again.

He saluted before walking smartly back along the jetty to where the boat was waiting that had carried the Lady Vesta Cressington-Font and her baggage from the ship. It was manned by eight British sailors and Vesta repressed an impulse to wave to them, thinking it would seem over-familiar. Instead she turned and walked slowly after the men who were carrying her trunks upon their backs. Some of them were so old, she noticed with a feeling of consternation, and they were almost bent double by their burden.

It was strange, Vesta thought, that the elegant, gossamer-fine gowns that constituted her trousseau should weigh so much.

But she was not particularly interested in her trunks at the moment, but rather in the people she saw standing outside their houses and working around the harbour, knowing that with them lay her future. The men were dark-haired and sturdily built with strongly defined, features, the women were plump, full-bosomed and undoubtedly attractive.

They had smiling faces and their skin, burnt by the hot sun, was a golden brown. The children with bright inquisitive black eyes wore little red caps on their heads with long tassels, which were a part of their national costume.

‘It is a lovely country with nice people,’ Vesta told herself.

She remembered when her father had first mentioned Katōna, she had looked at him in surprise.

“Katōna?” she had queried.

“Do you know where it is?” the Duke of Salfont had enquired.

Vesta hesitated a moment.

“In the Mediterranean?” she had queried and had then given a little cry. “But how foolish of me! Of course I know. It lies between Albania and Greece and is independent of the Ottoman Empire ruled over by the Turks.”

“That is right,” the Duke approved. “I am glad you are so well-read.”

“I must confess to have very little knowledge about the country,” Vesta admitted. “But I think I am right in saying that they were not affected by the war.”

“You are right,” the Duke replied. “Napoleon Bonaparte did not conquer Katōna, so they have escaped the devastation which affected so much of Europe, nor have they sacrificed their menfolk.”

There was a bitterness in his voice that Vesta did not miss. Any reference to the war would bring back to him all too agonisingly the fact that he had lost his only son at Waterloo.

Vesta realised that ahead of her the baggage-porters were entering the courtyard of a small inn. She followed them and a man, who was obviously the innkeeper, appeared in the doorway bowing low as soon as she had reached him.

This was the moment she knew that she had to show how proficient she was in the language she had been studying so arduously during the long voyage from England.

“You were expecting me?” she asked gently, hoping he would understand.

“Yes! Yes! Gracious Lady.”

“There are people here to meet me?”

He shook his head and burst into a long explanation of which she understood barely one word in ten. What was clear was that there was no-one to meet her. But it seemed they had expected her, the innkeeper had also believed that a number of personages would have arrived in time to welcome her.

Still talking, the innkeeper led Vesta along a narrow passage into what she realised was a small private parlour. It was a pleasant room. It had paned windows looking out on one side onto the quay, on the other onto a small garden bright with flowers, in which she saw her first orange tree bearing the golden fruit.

When Vesta had been shown the parlour, a large stout woman of middle age, obviously the innkeeper’s wife, curtseying respectfully, offered to take her upstairs. Vesta entered a bedchamber where she understood she could wash or change her clothes should she desire to do so.

But as she had just come from the ship, she merely put the heavy cape she had worn on the boat down onto the bed and went down the narrow wooden stairs again to the parlour. Going to the window she could see outside in the harbour the schooner that had brought her from England riding uneasily at anchor. A boat was being taken aboard and Vesta felt suddenly afraid, seeing her last link with England leaving her.

In the ship there were fifty men who knew her, who spoke her language, who were her countrymen, and they were now leaving her alone in a strange country that had not even bothered to send a representative to greet her on arrival.

She could not understand it.

The Prime Minister, His Excellency János Sutez, had been explicit in telling her exactly what to expect.

“His Royal Highness will not meet you at the port,” he had said, “He will wait for you at the palace in Djilas. But you will be received by Baron Milovan, a very distinguished noblemen, who has a magnificent castle half way between Jēno, where you will disembark, and Djilas where you will be received with every possible ceremony.”

“Who else will be with the Baron?” Vesta had enquired, feeling she must be prepared for everything.

The Prime Minister had understood her anxiety. He had explained in detail the matters of lineage, and even the personalities of those who would constitute her first contact with her new country.

There would be two ladies besides the Baron’s wife. There would be a number of courtiers, statesmen and noblemen to be her escort to the capital.

“The first day will be quite informal,” the Prime Minister had said. “They will expect you to be a little tired after your long journey, and you will drive to the Baron’s castle, where you will stay the night. The following day it will only take you two hours to reach Djilas, but you will have luncheon at another fine mansion outside the city, belonging in this instance to a distinguished member of the Prince’s Government.”

He smiled.

“There you will be able to change into your very best gown with which to dazzle the people who will undoubtedly be lining the streets to cheer you when you enter the city.”

“And the Prince?” Vesta had asked.

“His Royal Highness will be waiting for you on the steps of the palace. He will know of course the exact moment of your arrival and as the carriages draw up, he will come half way down the steps to meet you.”

He smiled.

“Were I able to be there, I would have had the honour of presenting you, but in my absence it will be the Baron who will perform that little ceremony.”

Vesta had drawn in a deep breath. That moment she knew would be the most frightening of her whole journey. She moved across the small parlour. What could have happened? How was it possible there was no-one here?

The Prime Minister had made it very clear that she was expected to disembark at Jēno. There was a larger port further down the coast, but Jēno was nearer to the capital. In fact it was only five hours’ drive, but it had been planned that she should break her journey at the Baron’s castle.

‘They must have mistaken the day of my arrival,’ Vesta told herself.

But she knew that the Prime Minister had said they would definitely reach Jēno between the 25th of May and the 1st of June. Today was only the 26th, so she was not late. And supposing she had arrived the day before, would they have expected her to wait alone in this small inn?

She partially answered the question by remembering that they would certainly not have expected her to be alone. But even so, she could imagine how infuriated the Prime Minister would have been had he accompanied her and found himself treated in such an offhand manner.

The innkeeper came bustling into the room and Vesta understood that he was asking her if she would like something to eat.

“Thank you,” she replied, “I would like it very much.”

It was only about noon, but she did in fact feel quite hungry. The ship had managed to take on new supplies at Naples, but she found that after such a long voyage she was heartily tired of the few dishes at which the cook was proficient and had found herself eating less and less every day.

A table was laid for her in the window looking into the garden, and a moment or two later a young girl with golden skin and two long plaits of jet-black hair came into the room carrying a large dish. It smelt delicious, and having seated herself at the table Vesta discovered she was eating a fresh fish covered with the egg, oil and lemon sauce which the aide-de-camp to the Prime Minister had described to her in glowing terms.

He had also been her teacher not only with regard to the language, which she had studied with the Prime Minister, but about the customs of the country, the food, the entertainments and the amusements of its people.

“As you know,” the aide-de-camp had said, “our people are a mixture of Greeks, Hungarians and Albanians – the Hungarians being predominant socially. We therefore have acquired the tastes and characteristics of all three countries.”

He smiled.

“Where food is concerned perhaps the Greeks have made more impact than the others. As we have a long coastline our seafood is good, and even when our people fail in other aspects of cuisine, they still produce excellent fish dishes!”

There was no doubt that the fish which Vesta was eating now was very good. To follow it there was lamb, young and tender, cooked on a long skewer with tomatoes and a green vegetable she did not recognise but which tasted rather like green peppers. The lamb was garnished with herbs and she told herself that once she had arrived at the capital, she must learn more about the vegetation of the country. She had found in fact that the aide-de-camp and the Prime Minister were unable to answer half the questions that she posed to them.

The innkeeper brought her a light white wine to drink and, while she had also asked for some water, she sipped the wine and found that it was very pleasant. She wanted to ask if it was grown locally, but that was beyond her vocabulary. In fact not only did she find the innkeeper hard to understand, because he had a very different accent from that of the Prime Minister and the aide-de-camp, but it was clear, that except for a few words, he also found her almost incomprehensible.

When Vesta had finished luncheon she realised it must be nearly one o’clock and she guessed that the inhabitants of the little port would soon settle down to a siesta.

Looking through the window, she could see a number of old men sitting on chairs or on their doorsteps with their heads nodding and their eyes closed against the brilliant sunshine.

‘What am I to do,’ she asked herself, ‘if no-one ever comes for me?’

It was a frightening thought. Supposing they had forgotten all about her? Supposing she just sat here day after day, month after month? Supposing she ran out of money and could not even pay for her food? She might have to work for her living. What could she do? Work in the olive groves, help in the inn?

She gave herself a little shake. This was the sort of daydreaming for which her mother had scolded her very often.

“You are too imaginative, Vesta,” she used to say. “You have got to learn to be more practical, more down-to-earth. It is no use living in a fairy-tale world!”

It was, Vesta had told herself severely, her most regrettable fault, and yet she found it hard to cure herself of what at times could be a magical experience. She remembered two or three years ago hearing her father and mother discussing her when they did not realise she could overhear what they were saying.

“I am worried about Vesta,” the Duchess had said.

“Why?” the Duke enquired.

“She is so introspective. She is not the least like the other girls. She lives in some fanciful world of her own and half the time is unaware of what is going on around her.”

“Perhaps that is a good thing,” the Duke smiled.

“It is nothing of the sort!” the Duchess snapped. “Vesta expects too much of people. She always thinks they will live up to her own ideals.”

“Then she will be disappointed,” the Duke predicted.

“She will be hurt and unhappy,” the Duchess said, “because when one expects so much, there are always deep disappointments.”

She sighed.

“Vesta is too sensitive, too introspective, too imaginative.”

“She will grow out of it,” the Duke said firmly.

But Vesta knew she had not grown out of it. If anything, her imagination had increased as she grew older. But she had promised herself before she left England that she would be very circumspect, very sensible, and not surprised by anything however different, however unaccountable it might seem.

‘I must not expect too much of anyone,’ she had said to herself and knew that what she really meant was of one person in particular.

She walked across the room feeling restless and again a little afraid. Should she go for a walk by the quay or should she just wait hoping someone would arrive? Because she felt so restless she forced herself to sit down in an armchair. There was no fire in the big grate, which in the winter could hold a huge amount of wood. There was something rather empty and comfortless about it now, and Vesta felt her spirits sinking lower and lower.

It was then she heard voices outside in the passage. There was a loud voice speaking authoritatively and beyond doubt in a cultured manner.

She could not understand what was being said but she thought that here at last the welcoming party had arrived. Instinctively she stiffened a little, sitting more upright in her chair.

The Duchess had said to her as she left,

“Remember to be dignified, Vesta. You have every reason to be proud of your breeding and your father’s importance. And you are English. Hold your head high, and remember, whatever happens, not to show emotion.”

“I will try, Mama,” Vesta said meekly.

Now she hoped her face was expressionless as the door was flung open and a man strode into the room. Despite her resolution Vesta could not help feeling surprised at his appearance.

He had thick black hair, broad shoulders but a narrow-hipped, thin and wiry figure. She thought she had never seen a man with such an arresting face. His features were sharp cut with a high-bridged nose between two hard penetrating dark eyes which stared at her so searchingly that she felt embarrassed.

‘His manner is impertinent!’ she thought.

She noted with astonishment that his clothes were covered in dust, the polish of his boots almost obscured by it, and instead of a cravat round his neck, his shirt was open showing the sunburnt skin of his neck and chest.

“They tell me you have arrived alone!” he said and his voice seemed to echo round the room. “Where is the Prime Minister?”

There was something imperative in the way he spoke and Vesta sat up a little more stiffly. For the first time since she had arrived at Katōna, she felt angry. She had felt alarmed before at not being met, but the manner in which this stranger had burst upon her and was now addressing her, aroused her resentment.

“As, Sir, you are apparently aware of my identity,” she said slowly, choosing her words with care, “it would perhaps be courteous if you would introduce yourself before asking me questions.”

The gentleman stared at her for a moment as if he was surprised at her reply. Then he shut the door behind him and advanced further into the small room. He seemed very overpowering and as his very dark eyes met Vesta’s blue ones, she thought to herself,

‘He looks like an eagle!’

“My name,” the stranger said, “is Czakó – Count Miklós Czakó – and I have a message of great importance for the Prime Minister.”

His English was excellent – there was only a faint accent, little more than an intonation, to show it was not his native tongue.

“Then I am afraid you will have to go some distance to give it to His Excellency,” Vesta answered.

“What the Devil do you mean by that?” the Count snapped.

Then seeing the shocked surprise on her face he added quickly,

“Your pardon. My Lady. I should not have spoken in such a manner. But I have instructions for His Excellency from the Prince.”

“You have come here from His Royal Highness?” Vesta inquired.

“Yes.” The reply could not have been briefer.

“I imagine that there must have been some mistake, or perhaps a muddle about the date of my arrival,” Vesta said slowly. “His Excellency, the Prime Minister, was expecting Baron Milovan to be here to greet me.”

“Where is the Prime Minister?” the Count asked again.

She knew by the tone of his voice that he had found the fact she had not answered his first question extremely irritating.

“His Excellency is in hospital in Naples.”

“In hospital!”

“We had a very rough voyage through the Bay of Biscay,” Vesta replied, “but it was nothing to the storm we encountered on entering the Mediterranean. Indeed the Captain thought at one moment the ship might founder.”

“And the Prime Minister was hurt?”

“He broke a leg. It was a bad break and the doctors at the hospital in Naples, to which we took him, declared it was quite impossible for him to travel for at least another two weeks. It was His Excellency himself who insisted that I should continue my voyage.”

“Alone?” the Count enquired. “Where are the rest of the people who should be with you?”

Vesta could not help two dimples appearing at either side of her mouth as she smiled. She was well aware that the gentleman in front of her was confused and bewildered by what she had to impart, and because he had upset her it amused her to disconcert him.

“After we left Naples,” she said, “when in fact we were looking forward to arriving at Jēno, a number of the ship’s crew were taken ill. This happened on the twelfth day after sailing, and ever since everyone on board has been coming out, one by one, in spots that were so profuse and so ugly that we feared at first that they had contracted smallpox.”

“Smallpox!” the Count cried.

“Fortunately our fears were groundless,” Vesta went on. “It was in fact a very unpleasant and virulent form of chicken-pox.”

“But surely your attendants…”

“The lady who chaperoned me and the aide-de-camp both succumbed yesterday,” Vesta explained, “and this morning they are both running high temperatures. The aide-de-camp’s was in fact over 103°. It was impossible for them to come ashore.”

“Good God!”

There was no doubt that the gentleman in the dusty riding clothes was shocked at the information Vesta conveyed to him. He stood for a moment looking down at her, at her blue eyes twinkling a little because his astonishment amused her, at her very fair hair silhouetted against the darkness of the arm chair.

Then he said harshly,

“As the Prime Minister is not here, I must therefore explain to you what has happened. The reason you have not been welcomed to Katōna, Lady Vesta, is that a revolution is taking place.”

“A revolution!”

It was Vesta’s turn to be surprised. The Count nodded.

“It began about a week ago, and the Prince has therefore decided that it would be best for you to return home. That is the message I was to convey to the Prime Minister.”

Vesta was silent for a moment. Then in a voice she hardly recognised as her own she said,

“Are you seriously suggesting that I should go ... back to England?”

“It would be best.”

“After I have come all this way? It has been a long and difficult journey.”

“I am aware of that,” the Count said, “but a revolution can be dangerous and one is not yet certain of the outcome.”

“You mean the Prince might be deposed, or forced to abdicate?”

“There is always that possibility.”

“But it has not happened yet?”

“No, not yet.”

Again Vesta was silent for a moment and then she said,

“And how do you suggest that I should return? My ship has gone. It is now sailing to Athens, from which it is anticipated that both my chaperone and the aide-de-camp will be well enough to return to Katōna either by ship or overland.”

“There must be other ships,” the Count said quickly.

He looked out of the window as he spoke, as if expecting to see one in the harbour.

“Even if there were one,” Vesta said calmly, “I would not board it. I have no intention of returning to England.”

“That is a ridiculous attitude!” the Count said sharply. “You know little about this country. I imagine you know little about revolutions – you have never had one in England. You must think of yourself and leave for safety.”

“I have chosen to come here,” Vesta replied, “and whatever happens, I consider it my duty to stay.”

“Good God, woman, it is not for you to make the decision!”

The Count spoke so violently and Vesta rose slowly from her chair. She stood facing him and now her eyes were flashing blue fire.

“I cannot imagine that because there is a revolution,” she said, “the officials surrounding His Royal Highness must lose all sense of propriety. You will please apologise for speaking to me like that.”

Their eyes met and for a moment Vesta thought the Count intended to defy her. Then he said quietly,

“I apologise, and I hope that you will forgive me. It is only that I am deeply concerned for your safety.”

“I prefer to decide such things for myself,” Vesta answered. “And now will you answer one question, Is His Royal Highness in danger?”

The Count appeared to be considering before he replied,

“I cannot answer that with any certainty. He may be.”

“In that case,” Vesta replied, “I should be at his side.”

“It is impossible!” the Count retorted. “I have His Royal Highness’s authority to beg you to return home. When things are more settled in Katōna, an emissary can journey to England and discuss the matter of your marriage further.”

He paused before he continued.

“At the moment it is in your best interest to go back. I must find a ship to carry you.”

“I have already told you, Count,” Vesta said patiently, as if speaking to a child, “that I have no intention of leaving Katōna. There is no point in any further argument. I must ask you and – if necessary – command you to take me to my husband.”

For a moment the Count was absolutely still. Then he said, and there was no mistaking the stark astonishment in his voice,

“Your husband?”

“The Prince and I were married by proxy before I left England,” Vesta replied. “The Prime Minister has the papers with him.”

“Married! But the Prince was not aware of this. It is the Prime Minister’s doing – the wily old fox!”

“I understood,” Vesta said, “that His Excellency was carrying out the wishes of His Royal Highness in asking for my hand. But it was in fact my father who insisted on the marriage before I left. He did not wish me to travel on a basis of ‘sale or return’.”

Then as the Count seemed too stupefied to speak, she added ironically,

“How right he was. Although he would not have anticipated that I would have been asked to leave almost before I had arrived!”

The Count, scowling ferociously, walked across the room to the window overlooking the quayside.

“If this is true,” he said after a moment, “it can of course be rectified. A marriage by proxy is only a legal ceremony. As the Prince is head of the law in Katōna, the marriage can be declared invalid.”

Vesta drew a deep breath.

“That is something, I think, that should be discussed between the Prince and myself, and not by outsiders.”

Her voice was very cold and the Count turned from the window to say,

“Very well, Ma’am, I am of course obliged to obey your command. I will take you to His Royal Highness. But let me say this. If at any time during our journey to Djilas you change your mind, I shall be very willing to bring you back here, or to find you a ship at some other port which will convey you in safety to England.”

“I am most grateful for your consideration,” Vesta said with a touch of sarcasm in her voice. “Kindly tell me when you wish us to leave?”

Her voice brought a different expression to the Count’s face.

“Immediately!” he replied. “I should explain that the reason I posted here with such haste is that your life may be in danger. There are certain people who do not wish you to stay in Katōna.”

Vesta stared at him uncertainly.

“You mean they intend to assassinate me?” she asked.

“They might have merely forced you to return on the ship on which you arrived,” the Count answered. “But as that has left, I would not give much for your chance of survival.”

“Those are the revolutionaries, I suppose?” Vesta questioned.

He nodded.

“Does that make you see sense?” he asked. “Go back to England, Lady Vesta. Return to a country where there are no revolutions
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