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Boulogne, France, June 1814

IT WAS THE SMELL THAT woke him.

For fully three seconds, Dominic lay quite still in the Lion d’Or’s best bed, trying to make sense of the strange messages tumbling into his brain. Dark. Silence. Smoke? Fire!

He flung himself out of bed. Light. He needed light. And where the devil were his breeches?

A terrified neighing ripped through the pre-dawn silence. Then a whoosh, as if a giant were sucking in a monstrous breath. Followed by red, hellish light.

The smoke had turned to flames. The Lion d’Or’s stables must be on fire.

Dominic threw wide the half-open window, stuck his head out and yelled at the top of his voice, “Au feu! Au feu!” It was surely loud enough to wake even drunken grooms.

He dragged on his breeches and crammed his feet into boots. A voice rang out below. At last. Then more voices. A woman’s despairing wail. And the ominous crackle of the fire taking hold in dry straw and ancient timbers.

Dominic took the stairs three at a time. In the yard, the silence was turning into utter chaos. Yelling, cursing men milling around in the eerie light. No one fetching water. No one saving the horses.

He grabbed the nearest groom by the shoulder. “Get to the pump,” he ordered in crisp French. “Start filling buckets. And you—” he seized another by his flapping shirt “—rouse all the men from the house. Get them into a line to pass the buckets. You two. Don’t stand there gawping. Start getting the horses out.”

In the space of half a minute, Dominic had turned the commotion into the beginnings of order. The terrified horses were being led to safety. Water was being brought. But the flames had a head start. And they were winning.

The front part of the stables and one side of the doorway were ablaze. One panicked horse was refusing to be led through. It was fighting against the halter, rearing, eyes rolling, hooves flailing. With a cry of pain, the groom dropped to the ground. The horse fled back into the stables.

Dominic lunged forward, hefted the unconscious groom over his shoulder and raced across the yard to the inn. By the door, a maidservant stood motionless, wide-eyed with fear. “You, girl.” He laid the boy ungently at her feet. “Make yourself useful. Look to his hurts.” He did not wait to see whether she obeyed. He had to help save the horses. Only one other man left to do that. Not enough. Not nearly enough.

The smoke was now so thick that it was difficult to see. And to breathe. Dominic looked around for something to use as a mask over his face. If only he had thrown on a shirt. But he had nothing. He would have to continue as he was. Taking a deep breath of the cooler air in the yard, he plunged into the hell of the burning stables.

Still at least half a dozen terrified horses to save. Possibly more. He could barely make out the back of the stable. It was full of smoke, though not yet ablaze. But he could hear the sounds of hooves thundering against stall boards. At least some of the horses must still be tethered. He raced to the back of the building, keeping as low as he could, to avoid the choking smoke. Let the groom deal with the horses nearer the door.

Like a ghostly apparition, a slim shape in grubby white emerged from the swirling smoke, leading a horse. No more than a boy, from the little Dominic could see, and dressed only in a bedgown and boots. But a boy who knew horses, for he had covered the animal’s eyes to quiet it. “Well done, lad,” Dominic gasped as they passed. No reply. The boy had his mind on his task. Just as Dominic must.

It was taking too many precious minutes to rescue the horses. All the time, the fire was engulfing more of the building. Yet the boy in the bedgown was fearless, always going back into the most dangerous area of the stable. He had a way with the terrified beasts, too. More than once, Dominic fancied he heard the lad’s voice, murmuring strong and low, urging the animal towards the flaming doorway. He had even started to cover the horses’ nostrils against the acrid smoke. Part of Dominic’s brain registered that he would find the lad after this was all over, and reward him for his bravery. He would have been proud to have such a boy in his own service.

Out in the yard again, Dominic caught a dripping cloth tossed to him by one of the inn servants. Gratefully, he covered his head, hoping that the boy had done the same. With this, there ought to be a chance of rescuing the remaining animals. Only a few more to bring out now. He ran back into the thickening smoke.

He found himself struggling with the tether of one of the last horses. The straining beast had pulled it tight in the iron ring. Its thrashing hooves were threatening to crack Dominic’s head open. If only he had a knife. Damnation. The rope refused come free. At this rate, they would both burn.

A strong, lean hand appeared out of the smoke holding a knife. Bless the boy. A single slash cut the rope. Then the hand disappeared again. No time to say a word of thanks. The horse, abruptly freed, reared up to its full height with a loud and terrified whinny. Dominic ducked under the deadly hooves and grabbed the trailing rope, forcing the animal down. He had to get this horse out. The fire was really taking hold now. Soon the stable roof would be aflame. There would be no more rescues then.

At last, Dominic managed to coax the horse through the stable doorway. Someone had taken an axe to the blazing wood so that the gap was wider and the flames were less fierce. The broken, smouldering timbers lay on the ground. Dominic thrust the rope into a waiting hand and raced back inside, ignoring the prick of sparks on the bare skin of his back and chest. He had tiny burns all over his body now. He would probably look as though he had a dose of smallpox when this was over. But he had to be sure that there were no more horses hidden by the smoke.

It seemed the lad in the bedgown had had the same thought. His eerie figure was just visible through the swirling darkness, searching among the stalls. Dominic ran towards the boy. “Is that all of them?” he yelled, trying to make himself heard above the noise of the fire.

Before the boy could say a word, there was an ominous crack above their heads. Dominic caught a glimpse of a huge, flaming beam dropping towards them. Towards the boy. Dominic bridged the space between them with a single stride, grabbed the boy and thrust him aside. The beam hit the stable floor inches from where they stood, showering them both with sparks. In seconds, the boy’s bedgown had caught alight.

Dominic made to tear it off him.

“Non!” It was a scream of anguish.

The boy must be a idiot. Surely he knew that it was better to be naked than to burn?

“Non!” the boy cried again, ripping the tail of his bedgown out of Dominic’s hands.

There was no time to argue. And only one solution. Dominic pushed the boy to the ground and covered him with his own body, rolling them both in the dirt to stop the sparks from taking hold.

And then he understood.

This was no boy. The lithe body straining against his own belonged to a fearless—and extraordinary—girl.

His mind told him it was impossible. But his body knew better. It was threatening to go up in flames to match the blaze around them. Dear God, why this woman? Why now? Had he no self-control at all?

A loud groan brought him back to stark reality. His weight must be crushing her delicate form. And there was no time now to wonder what was happening between them. He had to get her out of this hell hole. The rest of the roof would fall at any second.

He leapt to his feet, dragging the girl up by the arm. “Venez,” he rasped from his parched throat. He started for the door. But the girl was trying to free herself from his grasp. What on earth was she about? This was no time for modesty. Yet still she fought him.

With a curse of exasperation, he grabbed her slight form around the waist and slung her over his shoulder. Her small fists started to pummel his bare back, but he ignored that. He held her even more tightly against his body. No time to try to reassure her. In any case, the scorching smoke was burning his throat so much that he was almost sure he could not speak. He must get her out. Ducking low, he staggered towards the stable door and out into the yard. It was full of smoke still, but no flames. The men seemed to be bringing the fire under control at last.

With a groan of relief, Dominic set the girl on her feet, supporting her shoulders until he was sure she was strong enough to stand. He needed to commend her for her amazing courage. And to apologise for manhandling her. “Mademoiselle, vous—” It was barely a croak, but he was not allowed to finish. Her eyes had widened at his words. It could not be fear, surely? Not with this amazing girl. With a strangled cry, she wrenched herself away from him and fled in the direction of the inn door. He was left with a fleeting image, barely discernible through the hanging smoke, of huge eyes in a pale face, cropped hair, and a wet, filthy bedgown clinging to her slim form.

He started to follow. She must not be allowed to vanish, like a ghost. He must find out who she was. She—

“Monsieur! Attention!” One of the men grabbed his arm and pointed. With an enormous crash, the roof of the stables collapsed inwards. Sparks were flying everywhere. The fire was out of control again. If the men did not act immediately, the inn itself would catch fire.

Dominic grabbed a bucket and began to douse the inn wall, calling to the other men to help him. Provided they all stayed at their task, the inn should be safe. God willing.
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By the time the fire was finally under control, all the men were exhausted. But they were triumphant. The yard was a sea of grinning teeth in blackened faces. Dominic knew he must look as filthy as the rest of them.

For the first time in what seemed like hours, he relaxed his shoulders. His back was aching. And all those minute burns on his skin were beginning to hurt like hell.

The inn servants were working as an efficient team now. They no longer needed Dominic to direct them. So, with a sigh of relief, he made for the inn door and the staircase to his bedchamber. His room was deserted. His valet, Cooper, must still be down below, helping to fight the remnants of the fire, and unrecognisable under the dirt and sweat. No matter. Dominic had no need of him.

The reflection in the pier glass pulled him up short. It wasn’t only his face that was filthy. His whole body was grimed with smoke. He grinned at himself. No wonder the girl had fled from him. He looked like a black demon. Even his own mother would not recognise him like this. He would have to bathe, but that would be impossible until the fire was out and the inn kitchen was working normally once more. Hot water would be the last thing on their minds at present. He would have to wait.

Sighing with exhaustion, Dominic sank on to the bed and pulled off one ruined boot. Even Cooper would be unable to save this pair. He grinned again, imagining the valet’s consternation when he saw the state of them, and of his master. With luck, Cooper would have a pot of skin salve somewhere in his baggage. But, for the moment, Dominic did not care. What he wanted was to close his eyes, just for a few minutes.

He dropped the second ruined boot and lay back on the bed, allowing his head to sink into the feather pillows. Bliss. A few moments rest. Only a few.

He was beginning to drift into sleep when her blurry image came back to him. That girl. What courage she had. Who was she? He must speak to her again and thank her. But only later, once he was clean again, and presentable. And once he was fully in control of his body’s responses, too. He needed to show her that he was a gentleman, not a ravening demon. He found he could not quite remember her face, or the colour of her hair. It had all been too indistinct in the smoke. And later her head had been covered by a wet cloth, as his own had been. But her hair had definitely been cropped, like a boy’s. Very strange. Perhaps she had recently recovered from a fever or some such? Yes, that must be it. Still, it should be easy enough to discover her. There would not be many girls with cropped hair at the foremost inn of Boulogne. He would find her, and thank her. He’d give her a purse of guineas, too, if she would take them. She had certainly earned them.

So much courage. He must find her again. He must.
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“Hold still, your Grace, if you please.”

Cooper was being particularly thorough with his confounded salve. Dominic cursed.

“Exactly so, your Grace. But if I don’t catch all of these burns, they’ll turn bad and then where will we be? Begging your Grace’s pardon, o’ course.” There was nothing in the least subservient about Cooper’s tone, in spite of his words. He had been with Dominic for too many years and was particularly officious when he knew he was in the right. As now.

Dominic sighed and held himself still until his man had finished. Cooper eased a fine lawn shirt over Dominic’s injured torso. It felt blessedly cool against his tormented skin.

“There. Works wonders, your Grace. You’ll soon be right as ninepence. You’ll see.”

“No doubt, Cooper,” Dominic croaked. His throat was still raw from the smoke. He reached for the tumbler of water and drained it. For a moment, it helped.

“I’ll fetch up some honey in a moment,” Cooper said. He had been out in the yard, helping to pass the water buckets, but he had not inhaled nearly as much smoke as his master. He still sounded more or less normal. “Once your Grace is fit to meet company again.”

Dominic groaned and reached for his cravat. He had wasted too much time already. He had not intended to fall asleep but, exhausted as he was, there had been no fighting it. He must find that girl. She would be injured too, her throat burned and her tender body scarred by flying sparks. He would offer her Cooper’s salve. He would—

“Right, your Grace. You’ll do now, I think.” Cooper nodded knowingly at his master’s reflection in the glass.

Dominic assessed the image for a second. His mother would certainly recognise him now. It was as well that Cooper had cut out the scorch marks in his hair, though. The dowager would certainly have had something caustic to say about those, if she had seen them.

He strode to the door and clattered down the stairs to find the landlord. He must find that girl.

“Monseigneur.” The landlord had instantly appeared, bowing so low that his nose seemed to be about to touch his knees. His thanks were effusive. And apparently interminable.

“Yes, yes,” Dominic said, with a dismissive wave. “Anyone else would have done the same. Say no more about it.”

The landlord bowed again, even lower. It seemed he was about to start all over again, but this time Dominic cut him short. “Landlord, there is a girl in the inn, with cropped hair. I wish to speak to her. Be so good as to bring her to me.”

“A girl, monseigneur?” He was looking thoroughly puzzled. He began to shake his head. Then, “Oh, the girl with cropped hair. You mean that one.”

Dominic resisted the temptation to swear at the man. The landlord had had a major fire at his inn. No wonder his mind was at sixes and sevens. “Yes, that one. I wish to see her. Where is she? And who is she?”

“You must mean the corn merchant’s daughter, monseigneur. We have no other girl with cropped hair here. Poor thing, her father said they’d had fever in the family. Such a shame to cut off a girl’s hair like that.”

“Yes, yes, but where is she? I require to see her.”

The landlord swallowed and stared at the floor. “Désolé, monseigneur. She has gone, I fear. Her family left several hours ago. While monseigneur was resting.”

Dominic swallowed a curse at his own weakness. He should have followed her at once. All his instincts had told him to do so. He frowned down at the landlord, but the man had not raised his eyes. “But she has a name?” Dominic rasped.

The landlord hesitated for a moment. “I...I do not have the girl’s name, no. She was with the family Durand, of Paris. I assumed she was the daughter. Monsieur Durand gave me no precise address. It was not necessary, you understand. He—”

“So you have no way of contacting them?”

“I regret, monseigneur, that—”

“Oh, very well.” Dominic knew he was sounding bad-tempered. And he had no just cause. It was not the landlord’s fault, but it was so frustrating that the girl had gone. Why did she have to have such a common surname? And no exact address? It was as if the whole of Boulogne was conspiring against him. With a shake of his head and a curt word of thanks, he left the landlord and strode out to assess the state of the yard.

Behind him, the landlord shook his head slowly. They were strange people, these English, even ones who spoke perfect French like the Duke of Calder. What on earth could he have wanted with a ten-year-old girl? Nothing good, that was certain. It was rumoured that the English had strange and perverted tastes. As an honest and patriotic Frenchman, the landlord could not take the risk of betraying the identity of the child, even to the English duke who had been responsible for saving his livelihood. The English were the enemy of the Empire. They had been responsible for exiling the Emperor.

The landlord sniffed in disgust. Then he smiled to himself. Giving the duke a false name and address for the child had definitely been the right thing to do. And clever. By now, she was well on her way home. And not to Paris.
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Dominic strode across to where the horses were tethered in the yard, as far as possible from the ruined stables. The grooms were milling around, trying to settle them. The pervasive smell of smoke was making the animals decidedly skittish.

Perhaps, with a fast horse, he could catch her? The family must be on the road to Paris, and they could not be all that far ahead of him, unless they were travelling post. That was surely unlikely for a merchant’s family?

He was on the point of calling for a horse to be saddled. But then he remembered where he was. And the tasks that he was here to perform.

He could not leave Boulogne. Not even for an hour. He had to fulfil his orders from the Foreign Secretary, Lord Castlereagh. His lordship had treated Dominic with the utmost courtesy, but there had been not the least doubt that his soft-voiced instructions were to be carried out, and to the letter.

“On the face of it,” Lord Castlereagh had said, “your task is simple. You will be attached to the staff of Emperor Alexander for the duration of his projected visit to London. The Russian court language is French but you speak it like a native, so you will have no difficulty there. You are to do everything in your power to smooth the Emperor’s path during his stay. And you will ensure that none of his personal staff gets into any trouble while they are here.”

“On the face of it, sir? There is something more, I take it?”

Lord Castlereagh’s smile was thin, and acid. “You have just demonstrated why I was right to choose you, Calder. There is indeed something more. The Government is somewhat concerned about the Russian Emperor. He is an able man, but he is not above doing deals with England’s enemies. We know, for example, that he is unhappy about the Princess Charlotte’s proposed marriage to the Prince of Orange. It is possible he may seek to undermine it, for he knows how valuable a naval alliance with Holland would be to us. He would prefer the heir to the throne of England to marry a penniless princeling, I suspect. The Regent plans to offer him hospitality so that we may keep a close eye on who visits him. Your role will be to watch also, but on the inside.”

“If the Emperor is as astute as we are led to believe, sir, surely he will decline the services of an British liaison officer?”

“He might try. But I can assure you he will not succeed, Duke.”

And he had not. Or Dominic would not now be in Boulogne, preparing to attend on the Emperor. Still, at least Dominic had had a little time to go home to Aikenhead Park. After spending so many months alone in France, spying for the British government, Dominic had needed a chance to relax.

It had proved to be a brief but enjoyable respite, especially as his youngest brother, Jack, had been there to welcome him home. And to roast him as usual. Although Jack was only twenty-four years old to Dominic’s thirty-six, the bond between them was strong. They had become even closer over recent years, once Jack had become the third of Dominic’s little team of spies, the Aikenhead Honours. Dominic, the eldest of the three Aikenhead brothers, was Ace, the leader. Leo, less than two years his junior, was King. Jack—Dominic always found himself smiling at the appropriateness of the name—was the Knave, and Jack’s bosom friend Ben Dexter was Ten. The Aikenhead Honours lacked only the Queen, the Lady. Dominic had never found any woman who could be trusted with their secrets. Besides, it was often very dangerous work. No woman could be asked to do it. And none would have sufficient courage, either. Except, perhaps, that girl? Now she...

Dominic shook his head, shattering his wandering thoughts. He had no need of the Aikenhead Honours here in Boulogne, on such a straightforward assignment. And he must stop thinking about that girl. She was trying to haunt him and he would not allow it. He had work to do. He still had preparations to make before his first meeting with the Russian Emperor on the morrow. Everything must be exactly right.

He walked smartly back into the Lion d’Or, mounting the stairs two at a time. He must not let his frustrations rule him. She was only a merchant’s daughter, no matter how courageous she was. Too high to be a mistress; too low to be a wife. He would soon forget her. Besides, he could barely remember what she looked like. And she had refused to speak to him. She had a low, melodious voice, he was sure, for he had heard her use it to reassure the terrified horses. But, for him, nothing beyond that scream of “Non!” even after he had rescued her from the burning stable.

Not even a word of thanks. Just wide-eyed fear. And flight.

As from the devil himself.
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ALEX STOOD ON THE DOCKSIDE in Boulogne and gazed at the ocean for the first time in her life. She had tried so hard to imagine what it would be like. She had thought about bigger versions of the many lakes she had seen. She had even tried picturing the steppes covered with water instead of earth. But she had not foreseen the movement. Yes, that seawater was definitely moving. The ships in the harbour were going up and down.

Her stomach lurched in sympathy and she felt a sudden foreboding. She had been overjoyed when she was bidden to join Tsar Alexander on his trip to England. It was an enormous honour for such a young officer. But she sensed she was not going to enjoy this part of the journey one little bit.

She rearranged her fur-trimmed pelisse over the left shoulder of her jacket, even though her Hussar uniform, her best, hung perfectly. As did her sabre at her side. But she needed to do something to divert her mind from the horrors of the heaving sea. 

In the end, Alex distracted herself by remembering that extraordinary encounter in the blazing stable. Until now she had not dared to think about the man. He had saved her life and she should be grateful to him. She was grateful to him. But when he had addressed her as Mademoiselle, she had had no choice but to flee. Without even a word of thanks. He knew that she was a woman and, all unwittingly, he would have betrayed that the inn’s Russian guest was not what he seemed.

Alex had had no choice.

She could still remember the feel of the man’s half-naked body, lying on top of hers, and rolling them both around to stop the flames from taking hold. He had felt immensely strong. She was small, but she was no lightweight. Yet he had flung her across his shoulder as if she weighed nothing at all. If only she had dared to ask the landlord for his name. She could perhaps have sent him a note—an anonymous note—of thanks. Perhaps even now, she could—

No. She could not. To risk everything to thank a smoke-blackened French servant? She did not even have the first idea what he really looked like. To seek him out, she would have to betray herself. It would be utter madness. She must force herself to forget the man, the stable, and everything that had happened there.

She tried to focus on her mission instead, sternly reminding herself she was a Hussar officer and must appear to speak only French. She was under instructions from the Emperor himself not to disclose that her Scottish mother and her Scottish nurse had given her a perfect command of English. Her task was to listen, and report what she heard, no matter how unimportant it might seem.

In other words, she was to spy.

It was her duty to her beloved Emperor and to Mother Russia. It was all part of the officer’s service she had always longed for, the duty she had eagerly seized nearly three years before when, as a common cavalry trooper, she had knelt at the Tsar’s feet...
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“Trooper Borisov.”

Alex snapped to attention.

Prince Volkonsky, his Imperial Majesty’s Court Minister, was smiling. “His Imperial Majesty will receive you now, young man.” He held the door open for Alex to pass through.

She hesitated. Tsar Alexander himself is beyond that door. The thought shivered through her mind. The Tsar himself, the Little Father. And I am to meet him. Now. The Tsar himself.

Alex—Trooper Borisov—swallowed hard, forced her body into her best military posture and strode through that terrifying door.

It was a huge room, hung with paintings and mirrors, but almost empty of furniture. In the far corner, under the tall windows, stood an ornate gilded desk with a single chair behind it. Clearly, visitors to this room were not permitted to sit.

The figure behind the desk rose and came round into the centre of the room. Alex remained rooted to the spot by the door. She was alone. With the Emperor himself.

“Borisov. Come forward. Let me look at you in the light.”

She bowed and obeyed.

The Tsar was much the taller of the two. Unlike Alex, he had a fine set of side-whiskers. He stood erect and imposing in his military uniform, looking his visitor over with bright, intelligent eyes. Assessing eyes.

He will spot where my jacket was mended for that sabre cut, Alex thought, wishing she had been able to afford a new one.

“We have heard much about your courageous exploits during the wars. Your commanders report that you are totally fearless, throwing yourself into every skirmish. Even when it is not your squadron that is charged with the attack.” The Tsar smiled down encouragingly.

Alex swallowed. “That was a–a mistake, your Majesty,” she croaked.

The Emperor raised an eyebrow but said nothing.

“It was my first battle, your Majesty. No one had told me that charges were by squadron. When I returned from the first one, I–I assumed that I was to continue as before.”

“I see. But you stopped eventually?”

“Yes, your Majesty. The sergeant-major told me to charge only with my own squadron.”

The Emperor’s eyes were dancing with good humour. “But you continued to throw yourself into every battle? And you saved the life of an officer at Borodino.”

“He was wounded, your Majesty. I merely chased off the enemy. They ran as soon as they saw an unwounded trooper bearing down on them with a lance.”

“And you gave him your horse.”

“I— Yes, I did.” By the time her horse was eventually recovered, all the kit it carried had been stolen. Alex had almost frozen to death for want of her greatcoat.

“Saving an officer’s life is a meritorious act, Borisov. That is why you have been summoned here to receive the Cross of St George. And...” the Tsar turned back to his desk and picked up a paper “...and for another reason.”

Alex swayed a little on her feet. Please, no.

“I have here a plea from a distraught father, Count Ivan Kuralkin. His beloved child ran away to join the cavalry and has been missing now for more than two years, serving under an assumed name. The father begs that the child, the comfort of his old age, will be found and returned to him. Do you think I should grant his request, Borisov?” He dropped the paper back on the desk.

She gulped. “I would not presume, your Majesty.”

The Tsar nodded, as if acknowledging a good answer, then turned and walked to the long windows. For several minutes, he stood contemplating the vast garden of the palace. Then, abruptly, he spun on his heel and said, in a voice so soft that it barely carried to where Alex stood, “I have been told that you are a woman, Borisov. Tell me the truth. Is it so?”

Alex’s mouth worked, but no sound came out.

The Tsar strode across the room. They were barely a pace apart. He did not look angry or forbidding. He looked intrigued. And he was waiting for an answer.

It was not possible to lie to the Tsar. Besides, it was clear that he already knew. Alex managed a thread of a voice. “It is true, your Majesty.”

The Tsar smiled broadly and clapped her on the shoulder. “I should never have believed that a woman could do all that you have done. Such courage and such dedication. You are a shining example to the army. Alexandra Ivanovna Kuralkina, I salute you.” He fastened the cross to her uniform, kissed her formally on both cheeks, and took a step back, pausing to assess the effect. Then he turned to his desk and picked up the paper again. “You shall be returned to your family by the Tsar himself with all honour. Your exploits shall be feted.”

No. Oh, no. The Emperor was going to send her back to her father and stepmother. She had fled one marriage to a man she had never seen. And her stepmother would soon sell her to another. She would never be free again. Such a punishment was too much to bear.

She threw herself at the Emperor’s feet. “Your Majesty, I beg you, from the bottom of my heart, please do not send me back to my father. I would rather have died for you on the battlefield than return there. Let me continue to serve you, to fight for you. The cavalry is all I desire in the world. I cannot serve you if you send me back to my father’s house.”

The Tsar looked down at the man-woman at his feet. He frowned slightly and turned away, leaving her crumpled on her knees on the intricately-patterned wooden floor. It was no position for a cavalryman to be in, but she did not dare to move. She held her breath, watching him pace.

“How old are you?” he asked suddenly, waving her to her feet.

That was the last question she had expected. “Twenty-two, your Majesty.”

“Indeed? You look no more than sixteen.” He paused, clearly digesting that information. “Tell me, my child,” he said at last, “what would you wish to do, if anything in the world were possible for you?”

“I would wish to continue to serve you in a cavalry regiment, your Majesty.”

“Any particular one?”

She hesitated. “A Hussar regiment, your Majesty, if I had a choice.” A vision flickered across her brain of herself in Hussar uniform, sabre drawn, taking part in a mighty charge. Oh, yes, a Hussar regiment.

“As an officer?” A small smile licked the corner of his mouth.

Her heart began to pound. Only men with written proofs of their nobility could become officers. Under her assumed name, Borisov, and with no hope of demonstrating her noble status, her only choice had been to enlist as an ordinary trooper. Her military life so far had been wonderful, exhilarating. But to be an officer? She could do it. Of course she could. Like her father, she had been born to do it. “A commission in a Hussar regiment, your Majesty, would be like a— It would be the fulfilment of a dream I have always thought impossible.” She looked shyly up at him, wondering.

“I shall commission you into the Mariupol Hussars.”

She gasped. The Mariupol Hussars was a crack regiment. Noblemen fought tooth and nail for commissions in it.

“But not, I think, as Borisov. Nor under your own name, Kuralkina, obviously. You shall take my name. You shall be Alexandrov. Alexei Ivanovich Alexandrov of the Mariupol Hussars.”

“Oh, thank you, your Majesty,” she breathed. The Little Father himself had granted her dearest wish. It was a miracle.

“It is a fitting reward for saving the life of an officer on the battlefield. And since you will not be able to ask your father for the funds you will need, I myself shall supply you. Apply directly to me, through Prince Volkonsky. No one else is to know of this. You will continue to serve as a man.”

“Your Majesty, I do not know how to thank you. I—”

“There is one way to thank me, Alexandrov, and one way only. You have been given a new and honourable name. Let your conduct match it, on the battlefield and beyond. Let no stain of dishonour tarnish it so long as you bear it.” He stared down into her eyes, searching for commitment.

In that soul-searing moment, Alexei Ivanovich Alexandrov stood with bowed head and swore a silent oath of honour and service to Tsar Alexander...
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Movement pulled Alex out of her memories.

In the distance, she saw a Royal Navy barge. It was coming in to dock. At first, it seemed tiny, and flimsy, against the vastness of the water, but eventually it moored alongside the jetty. Even tied up with ropes, it was still moving up and down. Alex felt ill again, just looking at it. 

In a desperate attempt to master her mutinous body, and to banish haunting memories, old and new, she turned her back on the harbour and marched across to a group of French fishermen. She would engage them in discussion about their trade and their catch. About everyday matters.

With luck, by the time she had to go on board, she would be back in control.
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​Chapter Three
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DOMINIC WAS LEANING idly on the rail as the barge made its way into Boulogne harbour and prepared to tie up. He had satisfied himself that everything was in readiness for the Emperor on board the Impregnable. Once he set foot on English soil again, his duty would begin in earnest. He would not have a moment to himself. There would be weeks of banquets, and balls, and speeches, and all the endless ceremonial deemed essential for visiting royalty.

It would be exhausting, but he would have to remain vigilant throughout it all, in case there was some little snippet of intelligence to be gleaned from a drunken officer or an overheard conversation. He would so much rather have been still at Aikenhead Park, even though his mother had been urging him to remarry, as she invariably did when he first arrived home. Though her eyes were always full of love for her first-born son, she never managed to conceal a faint hint of exasperation with him. To be fair, she had cause. One failed marriage, one dead wife, and no heir. Not a very good track record for a duke, especially a duke who had a habit of risking his neck on secret Government assignments. Yet in spite of his mother’s hints, the Park always provided Dominic with a peaceful refuge, where he could refresh both mind and body.

That was what he needed in a wife. He could see that now. He had made such a wretched business of it, the first time, allowing himself to be seduced by the façade of Eugenia’s beauty, wit and vivacity. As a companion, she had been aloof and chilly. As a bedmate, she had had the ability to freeze a man’s ardour at ten paces. He would not make that mistake again. His new wife must be a woman of calm and serenity, who would make his home both welcoming and relaxing. A woman whose soft, mellifluous voice would stroke away the cares of the outside world. A woman—

A sudden shiver ran down his spine. From somewhere on the harbour side, he could hear a woman’s voice, speaking educated French in precisely the low, musical tone that he had been imagining. Just like the voice of that girl in the stable. Was she really there? Or was his mind playing tricks?

He scanned the quayside impatiently. He needed to see where she was, to see her face properly at last. The moment the ropes had been secured, he strode down the gangplank. He had to find the owner of that rich and wonderful voice. It was her. It must be.

“Je vous félicite,” said the voice. “Et je vous remercie, aussi.”

The voice seemed to be coming from among a large group of French fishermen, standing a few yards from the barge. A Russian officer in uniform was with them, his back towards Dominic. Was the elusive girl there, too, hidden by the Frenchmen’s burly backs?

The officer turned away from the group of fishermen. “Au revoir,” he said, raising his hand in farewell and starting across the quay towards the barge.

Dominic’s stomach clenched in shock. Before he could stop himself, he uttered a savage curse. He was losing his wits. He had been weaving his missish dreams around a voice that belonged to a man.
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A tall, dark man in civilian clothes had stepped off the military barge. He looked pale, as if he, too, did not enjoy the sea. But he also looked important. He certainly had an air.

Alex saluted him. “Captain Alexei Ivanovich Alexandrov, at your service, sir,” she said smartly, in French.

For a second, the older man looked shocked, but then he returned Alex’s salute with a tiny bow. “Calder, appointed as liaison between his Majesty’s Government and your Emperor,” he replied, in impeccable French. “My task is to ensure that his Imperial Majesty’s stay in England is as pleasant and enjoyable as possible. And if anyone in the Emperor’s suite should need assistance, please ensure he asks me. It is precisely why I am here.”

Goodness. He seemed a rather exalted personage to be performing such a relatively menial role. For the moment, however, Alex merely thanked him, as courtesy demanded.

“Will you please to come out to the Impregnable, Captain?” Calder indicated a warship at anchor in the bay. “You will wish to see where your Emperor is to be housed during the voyage.” With that, he made his way back on to the barge.

Alex hesitated. Her companion looked remarkably at ease on that flimsy plank of wood, even though it had dipped a little with every step he took. Courage, she told herself. Forward. She stepped on to the plank and marched along it, resolutely ignoring the swaying under her feet. She was an officer of proven courage. What was a little water to her?
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Safely on the deck of Impregnable at last, Alex allowed Calder to lead the way down a steep ladder and into a large, light cabin at the stern of the ship. It had been laid out with sumptuous furnishings: gilded furniture, paintings, plate, delicate glassware, and every other comfort that a high-ranking traveller might desire.

The ship moved, just as Alex turned to close the cabin door behind her. She reached for the latch, missed, and stumbled into a small table alongside.

“You’ll get your sea-legs soon enough, Captain,” Calder said. “But, until you do, it will be wise to hang on, if you are moving around the ship. Especially going up and down the companionways.”

“Companionways?”

“The stairs between decks,” he explained. “The Navy has its own language.”

“You will forgive me if I say so, sir, but I am extremely surprised to meet an Englishman who not only speaks perfect French but understands naval slang as well.”

“My mother is French,” he replied quickly.

“That would explain it. Though I would be astonished to learn that she had served in the Navy.”

Calder almost smiled. “Touché, Captain. No, indeed she did not. But I, myself, have often ventured to sea. We are a maritime nation, we British. It’s in our blood. Whereas for you, I imagine, the vast tracts of steppe play the same role.”

He was right. He was a man of insight, this Mr Calder. Unless...? “Have you visited Russia, Mr Calder?”

He looked slightly startled for a moment, but he replied easily enough, “No, Captain, I have not. You will understand, being a military man, that travel has been...ah...a little difficult for civilians, these last fifteen years or so. However, now that Bonaparte is safely settled as Emperor of Elba—” he made a sound in his throat that could have been a snort of derision “—now that he is Emperor of Elba,” he repeated, “the English are again indulging their love of travelling. Especially to Paris. Perhaps even as far as Russia? It repays the effort, I am sure.”

“Oh, indeed, sir. For Russia is such a vast country that we have everything.”

“Except...” said Calder softly, pausing on the word, “except the sea.”

At that moment, the ship lurched again. Alex felt as though her stomach had remained fixed in the air while the rest of her body dropped by a foot.

“May I suggest you sit, Captain? Then you will not have to put so much effort into trying to keep your balance.”

He sounded almost paternal, Alex thought, wonderingly. Why should a stern-faced Englishman take the least trouble over a Russian soldier who looked barely half his own age? But she sat, none the less.

“I can imagine how you feel. I do not suffer from seasickness myself, but I have a much younger brother who goes green at the very sight of a ship.”

“I see,” Alex said automatically, feeling increasingly queasy.

“But it does mean that I am well acquainted with all the best remedies. If you should start to feel ill on the voyage, I will have the galley prepare you a special tisane which will relieve the symptoms, I promise.”

“You are more than kind, sir.” With the swell now worsening, she felt real gratitude to this strange Englishman. He might yet turn out to be her saviour.

“However, to business.” In clipped tones, Calder described the practical arrangements that had been made for the Emperor’s comfort. There was nothing that Alex could cavil at. Calder, and his naval colleagues, seemed to have thought of just about everything. “Emperor Alexander’s host on this voyage to England will be his Royal Highness the Duke of Clarence, the Prince Regent’s brother. He is a naval man himself. I should perhaps warn you that he has, um, a tendency to be a little bluff. I hope that the Emperor will not take offence. Naval language can be a little ripe, on occasion.”

Alex smiled. In her years as a common trooper, she had probably encountered a great deal more ripe language than any prince of the blood royal would use in front of the Tsar. “His Imperial Majesty,” she replied carefully, “is a man of impeccable taste and manners. He will certainly not do anything to put his host out of countenance.”

“Excellent, thank you.”

“At what hour is the Emperor’s party expected to come on board?”

“About an hour or two before the tide, I expect,” Calder said. “The captain of the Impregnable will give us exact information shortly. Tell me, Captain Alexandrov, does his Imperial Majesty travel with a large suite?”

“No, not on this occasion,” Alex said. “He did not wish to impose on his host.” She went on to list all the people who were travelling in the Emperor’s immediate entourage.

Calder remained inscrutable throughout her recital. He could clearly be a difficult man to read, when he chose.

“The Prince Regent has had a splendid set of rooms prepared for the Emperor at St James’s Palace. I am sure his Imperial Majesty will be most comfortable there. His suite also.”

“Oh dear.” The words were out before Alex had time to think.

Calder’s eyebrows rose. “There is a difficulty?”

“His Imperial Majesty—” She stopped, trying to collect her thoughts. “You will be aware, I’m sure, Mr Calder, that his Imperial Majesty’s sister, the Grand Duchess Catherine of Oldenburg, is already in London, on a private
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