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      One night of passion sealed their fate forever.

      

      Countess Irina Chernova is a young, dreamy girl desperate for affection. Prince Alexei Muromsky is on his way to a dangerous exile—an exile he may not survive. Can they be faulted for making a reckless decision?

      

      When they unexpectedly meet two years later, Irina has matured into an aloof, self-possessed woman and is married to Alexei’s old friend and mentor. The intoxicating night they spent together is still a vivid memory, but in all other ways, they have become strangers.

      

      After Irina’s husband dies, it seems like fate is offering them a second chance. But Alexei is embroiled in a risky conspiracy to free Russia from tyranny. When the rebellion is crushed and Alexei arrested, Irina engineers a daring prison escape to save the life of the man she loves. Will their treacherous flight through the snow-swept Russian countryside, pursued by the Secret Police, be the beginning of a life together or the end of an ill-fated passion?
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      To the memory of my cousin, whose name was also Alexei.

      

      To the memory of my grandfather, who was a colonel in the White Army during the Russian Civil War and who, like my hero, had a weakness for lost causes. I could not resist giving my hero a few of my grandfather‘s attributes, both physical and psychological. He would have liked that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      The major characters in this story are all fictional, although there is a smattering of historical personages among Alexei‘s co-conspirators in the revolt of December 14, 1825.

      When Tsar Alexander I died on November 19, 1925 in Taganrog, almost 2000 km away from St. Petersburg (it took more than a week for the news to reach the capital), the question of his succession was a cloudy one. He had no children of his own, so normally, his successor would have been his next younger brother Constantine. However, Constantine had renounced his right to the throne in a Manifesto in 1823 because he had entered into a morganatic marriage to a Polish noblewoman who was Catholic and not from a royal family. Unfortunately, almost no one knew about Constantine’s renunciation because this document was sealed and kept in the Uspensky Cathedral in Moscow, with instructions to be opened upon the death of Alexander I. This document named the next brother, Nicholas, the successor. This was conducted in such secrecy that even Nicholas may not have known that he had been chosen to succeed his brother.

      When news of Alexander’s death reached St. Petersburg, the officials of all the state institutions and—most importantly—the Army took an oath of allegiance to Constantine. At this point, Constantine made his renunciation of the throne public, which led to a period of chaos because Nicholas had also stated that he did not want to become tsar.

      Nicholas finally agreed to take on the succession on December 12, 1825, which caused much confusion because many had already taken the oath of allegiance to Constantine. This mobilized the conspirators.

      There had long been a secret society in Russia that had been making plans to overthrow Russia’s autocratic rule, even considering assassination of the tsar. They now took action.

      On December 14, they marched with their troops to Senate Square. But they were disorganized, and some of the leaders did not show up or fled. Finally, Nicholas ordered his troops to open fire, resulting in a massacre. More than 1200 conspirators and civilians were killed.

      In the following days and weeks, more than 500 conspirators were arrested. The majority were ultimately released, but five leaders were sentenced to death and hung (originally condemned to being drawn and quartered, the sentences were commuted to hanging), and more than hundred were found guilty of treason, stripped of their titles, and exiled to Siberia to do forced labor.

      These insurgents entered Russian history as the Decembrists (in Russian, Dekabristi) who were viewed as martyrs and inspired later revolutionaries. This rebellion is sometimes called the first Russian revolution.
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        Moscow, January 1823

      

      

      Irina did not smile as she watched her cousin crouch down beside her father’s chair and tilt her head to the side in a half-flirtatious gesture. As if this did not concern her at all, she leaned against the rich mahogany wood of the bookcases and breathed in the honey-sweet smell of the beeswax that was brought from one of their country estates every fall. She sighed as she saw the line between her father’s thick eyebrows deepen. She had told Klavdia that her father hated to be disturbed after dinner.

      “Please, Uncle Vladimir, do allow Irina to come with us.” Klavdia injected a sweetly plaintive tone into her high voice and laid a hand on his arm.

      Count Chernov frowned at his niece. He detested being interrupted while he was enjoying his after-dinner brandy. “Where is it that you are going?”

      Klavdia’s gaze wavered. “An outing to supper on the outskirts of town. Feodor Osipovitch, my fiancé, cannot go, and he suggested I take Irina with me,” she continued quickly, hoping that her uncle would assume they had an invitation to someone’s home. If he questioned her more closely, she would have to admit that they were going to ‘Strelnia,’ the most famous—and most infamous—Gypsy tavern in all of Moscow.

      Irina tensed as her father twisted in his chair, his annoyed gaze searching for her. Ingrained politeness and the manners instilled in her by the long line of English and French governesses, who had all fled from the cold, forbidding atmosphere of the Chernov mansion, had her straightening away from the bookcases until her spine was as straight as a ruler.

      “Well, girl,” he barked, “why are you hanging back like that? Why are you not here speaking for yourself?”

      In the space of a breath, Irina ran through her choices and knew that any answer she gave would be judged wrong. So she told the unvarnished truth. “Honestly, I really do not care if I go or not, papa.”

      There was a small, indignant gasp from Klavdia and a disapproving snort from her father. “What do you care about besides the books from France that turn your head and your little excursions of charity to the Khitrov quarter you think I don’t know about?”

      He took off his pince-nez and pointed it at her. “You think it becomes you to follow in your mother’s footsteps and go about distributing largesse to those beggars who get no better than they deserve. Let me tell you this, young lady—” his already ruddy face flushed more deeply “—if she had thought more about her duties to me instead, your mother would not have been dead at twenty-seven of typhoid.”

      Klavdia laid her fingers lightly on her uncle’s arm and opened her mouth to speak. But when he glared at her, she pulled her hand back as quickly as if she had been burned.

      “Leave me in peace, both of you,” he growled. “Do what you want. Maybe you will find a man who will take you off my hands, Irina. I only hope that he will have more of a stomach than I to teach you what your duties are.”

      He shoved the pince-nez back onto his nose and turned away from the two young women. Picking up his newspaper again, he held it so that it hid his face, signaling that they were dismissed.

      “Thank you, Uncle Vladimir,” Klavdia said softly and rose, sending her cousin a look of triumph. Tiptoeing back to where Irina stood, she hooked her arm around her younger cousin’s and pulled her out of the library.

      After the heavy oaken door had closed behind them, Klavdia let out a nervous giggle. “He is like a big grouchy bear. If he were my papa, I would have him eating out my hand.”

      “No doubt,” Irina murmured laconically and extricated her arm from Klavdia’s grip. She was certain that her cousin would not dream of doing any of the things she did that irritated her father so.

      “Come now.” Klavdia ran ahead up the broad staircase. “We shall see if you have anything suitable in that dreary wardrobe of yours.”

      Irina followed more slowly, wondering if she could somehow get out of this outing and curl up with one of the books that had come from France last week instead.

      

      Prince Alexei Muromsky frowned as the cavalcade of sleighs slid to a smooth stop. Crossing his arms under his cloak that was lined with lynx fur, he wondered what had possessed him to give in to Lieutenant Vitaly Efimin’s urging and allow himself to be dragged off to this outing when he should have long been on his way to his new post near the Persian border.

      He was already risking a new court-martial by not travelling to the Caucasus directly from St. Petersburg. His orders had not expressly forbidden a detour, but everyone knew what was expected. If his superiors decided to make an example of him—and enough people had seen him in Moscow to make it an absolute certainty that the news would find its way back to St. Petersburg—he might not get away with mere demotion from the rank of major to captain and a posting to the most dangerous regiment in the Russian army.

      But he had promised Prince Ilarion Golovin, his friend and mentor, months ago that he would be present at this meeting of the secret society that was dedicated to bringing freedom to the oppressed Russian people. He was proud that Golovin, whose position forbade him an active part, had chosen him to be his mouthpiece. God only knew when he would be able to participate again. If ever, he added grimly. He knew only too well what the casualty rate was in the Caucasus.

      “You will not regret this, my friend. Just wait until you see them.” Vitaly grinned, his teeth very white in his swarthy face, and kissed his fingertips. “The flower of Moscow’s maidenhood.” He jumped down from the sleigh and swaggered toward the entry of a stately town house.

      He was one of the hotheads who made their society weak, Alexei mused. He knew plenty of men like Vitaly in the army. Men who were more interested in their heroic posturing than in doing anything truly constructive. Men whose speeches were too fiery. Whose promises were too grandiose. Whose tongues were too loose when they had drunk enough vodka or champagne.

      Lost in thought, he barely noticed when Vitaly returned to the sleigh, framed on either side by a female figure wrapped in fur against the January cold and the snow that was beginning to drift down in lazy swirls. The sound of Vitaly’s laughter brought him out of his reverie and, remembering his manners, Alexei stood.

      His gaze collided with soft, dreamy eyes of a silvery gray and, as his fingers grew suddenly slack, he let the bearskin lap robe slide down to the floor of the sleigh. Perhaps this was why he had allowed himself to give in to Vitaly’s persuasions, he thought vaguely. He was too Russian not to believe in fate.

      Vitaly’s voice seemed a faraway echo as he introduced the two young women and, even as Alexei automatically bent over first one gloved hand and then the other, the image of those wide eyes, the color of a dove’s wing, stayed with him. As they settled the two young women between them, none of them noticed a curtain move aside or the sharp-eyed man who watched them with a half-smile on his lips.

      The driver, in his thick quilted coat, purred to the trio of horses, and Klavdia’s laughter vied with the bright tinkling of the bells that were attached to the harnesses as the line of troikas glided off. They crossed the frozen river that wound through the night like a silver thread, leaving the city, which was guarded by the ghostly crenellated towers of the Kremlin, behind them.

      Irina pulled the hood of her sable cloak more tightly around her face as the troika picked up speed. The fur was wonderfully soft against her stinging cheeks, but, as always, she felt a stab of guilt at the luxury it offered. Although her eighteenth birthday was not yet a month past, she had seen too many children in rags to ever be truly comfortable with luxury again.

      She ignored the chatter and the laughter. Klavdia had talked at her for what had seemed like hours, instructing her on her duties during this outing. But she had no interest in taking part in the silly, flirtatious conversation Klavdia had initiated.

      Instead, she slipped into her own dream world where she always went when she was ill at ease or unhappy. Only today, her dream world had a touch of reality, for it was inhabited by almond-shaped, uptilted eyes that were surely the legacy of a Tartar ancestor, eyes the color of the golden Hungarian wine that her father kept in a crystal decanter in his study. And the black-haired owner of those eyes sat close enough that she could imagine she felt his warmth through the fur between them.

      Irina leaned back and smiled dreamily. Perhaps the evening would not be so dreary after all.

      

      The tavern emerged out of the dark night like a beacon. When they had drawn up in front of the entrance, Irina saw that there were a dozen open fires around the building, where the sleigh drivers could warm themselves and thaw the icicles that had formed on their beards.

      When they had alighted, their boots crunching on the hard-packed snow, Klavdia gripped Irina’s arm. “I did not take you with me so that you could sit there as if you were deaf and dumb.” She whispered furiously and shook Irina impatiently. “Did you not see how Muromsky looked at you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Mon Dieu, my God.” Klavdia rolled her china-blue eyes. “Why did I bother spending an hour explaining it to you.” She shook her head and pressed her lips together. “I told him that you were too young and stupid for this.”

      “Told whom?” Irina stopped and turned to face her cousin fully. “What are you talking about?”

      Klavdia bit her lip. “It’s nothing.” She began to walk again, pulling Irina with her. “Remember what I told you. Just smile and listen to him. Encourage him to talk. Men are never happier than when they are talking about themselves anyway.”

      She should have known better, Irina reproached herself as they entered the foyer that was already crowded with the rest of their party. She should have realized that Klavdia would never have invited her if she had not wanted something from her. And if she had listened more carefully to what her cousin had had to say, she would have understood just what that was.

      Her fur that had been dusted with snow began to steam in the warmth, and she slid it off into the hands of one of the attendants. Well, Irina told herself, as the anger worked its way through her customary reticence, she would be damned before she spied for Klavdia. Or rather that odious toad she was engaged to. Everyone knew that Count Gvozdev was a functionary with the secret police.

      Suddenly, needing to move, she ignored the laughter and flirtation around her and walked into a large pine-walled room where supper had been laid.

      

      Alexei watched Countess Irina Chernova over the rim of his champagne glass and wondered what she was doing here in this dissolute company. She sat there, her hands folded primly in her lap, her hair, the same rich color as the sable fur she had worn, flowing down her back like a schoolgirl. And yet her eyes held a seriousness, a knowingness, like someone who has seen things she cannot forget.

      He had felt something when he had looked into her luminous gray eyes, and he could have sworn he had seen an answering spark in hers. Nevertheless, she had all but ignored him through supper. She had not really looked at him once and, if she answered his attempts at conversation, it was, at best, in monosyllables. He knew that he was less of a ladies’ man than his reputation gave him credit for, but he also knew that he had never been ignored so thoroughly. He lifted his glass and poured the Veuve Cliquot down his throat without really tasting it.

      Klavdia sent her cousin an irritated look. The girl had sat there all through supper like an idiot child while Muromsky had practically fallen over himself trying to get her to talk to him. Now she would have to work quickly and less than subtly if she wanted to have anything, anything at all, to bring back to Feodor Osipovitch. She leaned toward the handsome prince.

      “Mon cher prince,” she whispered.

      Warm breath drifted over his ear, and Alexei turned to face the young woman on his left.

      “May I occupy your attention for a little while? My cousin seems to be out of sorts this evening.” She smiled flirtatiously, implying that she was not.

      With a certain detachment, Alexei watched Countess Klavdia Chernova draw a slender finger down his sleeve and across the back of his hand.

      “Of course,” he said because good manners would permit no other answer. “With pleasure.”

      “Tell me about yourself.” Klavdia’s voice was soft and just a shade breathless. “Is it true that you are being exiled to some barbaric place for your revolutionary views?”

      “My views are hardly revolutionary,” Alexei answered with the automatic caution that seven years of clandestine planning had taught him. “I merely stood up for five of my men who were being cruelly and unjustly punished.”

      “And now you are being unjustly punished instead, poor dear.” She leaned close enough so that her breast brushed his arm. “How unfair.”

      Alexei looked into her eyes and, seeing the calculation that was poorly camouflaged by wide-eyed interest, felt his alarms go off. Could she have been sent to watch him, to question him, to lure some incriminating statement from him? No, he decided, she was too shallow, too foolish. The light, champagne-induced haze made it easy to dismiss any real concern.

      He shrugged in answer, the movement bringing him in even closer contact to her breast. When she did not withdraw from the touch, he felt a jolt of reaction. What the hell, he thought. He was only a man after all. He might as well enjoy his last night in civilization. He would just be careful of what he said. Very careful.

      He lowered his eyelids, blurring the face of the woman beside him. Good, he thought with a perverse satisfaction that was tinged with anger. Now he could pretend that the hair was not an ordinary blond, but the dark, silky brown of a sable pelt. That the eyes were not a pedestrian blue, but a pearlescent gray. That—

      The quicksilver sound of a tambourine interrupted his thoughts. Another tambourine picked up the signal and then another. Alexei felt a stab of impatience. There was still the entertainment to be gotten through before he could retire to one of the tiny rooms the Gypsies kept ready for those guests who did not wish to go home once the music was finished. No matter, he thought. The sensuous, intoxicating Gypsy music would stir his blood and make him forget that he would not be making love to the woman he really wanted.

      

      The sound of the tambourines jolted Irina out of her thoughts. Ever since Klavdia had turned Alexei Muromsky’s attention onto herself, she had devised half a dozen plans of action and discarded them all. How could she warn him that all Klavdia wanted from him was information without appearing like a lunatic? Or worse still, a woman driven by jealousy?

      How naive she had been, she reproached herself. She had hoped that by simply ignoring him, she would do away with the whole unsavory matter. But that had been a simple-minded illusion. She had seen Klavdia’s angry eyes, and she should have known that at some point her cousin would take things into her own hands.

      She was sorry now that she had not permitted herself to laugh at his charming banter, sorry that she had not smiled at his compliments. Sorry that she had denied herself the pleasure of looking into his exotic golden-brown eyes that would have been warm and welcoming. There had not been anything warm or welcoming in her life for a very long time.

      Chairs shuffled and scraped on the floor of wide pine planks as everyone stood up from the table and repaired to the low sofas and cushions that lined the walls. Within minutes, the white-coated waiters had removed both the remainder of their opulent meal and the tables to make room for the Gypsies who stood ready, their tambourines jingling that provocative rhythm that made all kinds of promises.

      Without realizing what it was, Irina felt the sudden change in the atmosphere of the room. What had been light and flirtatious and harmless became dark and sensual and dangerous. The Gypsy women in their long, full skirts of brilliant silks, their dark hair tied back by flowing red scarves, stood perfectly still except for the quick movement of their wrists as they shook the tambourines. The men in their collarless Russian shirts with a colorful patterned border and wide breeches that were stuffed into soft boots stood behind them, their brightly painted seven-string guitars and violins held ready.

      The rhythm of the tambourines quickened, heightening the anticipation. Irina sat very still, afraid that her heart, which was beating in time with that mad rhythm, would leap out of her chest. Then one of the women stepped forward out of the line with a mournful cry. The tambourines stilled, and the Gypsy began to sing of unrequited love and despair.

      

      She had never heard anything like it, Irina thought when the last minor chords had faded away. Her pulse still pounding, she leaned back against the worn cushion. Yes, she had heard the songs before. She had even sung some of them herself, accompanying herself on the pianoforte. But equating this hour with that tame pastime would be like comparing a carafe of fiery spirits with a glass of watered-down wine.

      A strange lassitude drifted through her, weakening her muscles. Yet, at the same time, her blood seemed to course swiftly through her veins—so swiftly that it seemed to have heated the surface of her skin. She shifted against the enticing ache that rolled through her belly, not realizing, in her innocence, that she was feeling pure, unadulterated arousal.

      The Gypsies disappeared, taking the magic with them. Irina looked around her and saw only a slightly shabby room. Some of the guests remained where they were to drink a last glass of wine. Others called for their wraps. Still others wandered off in pairs, their bodies closer than good manners in society allowed.

      She felt movement beside her and turned to see Alexei stand and pull Klavdia unceremoniously up with him. He slid an arm around her waist and, splaying a hand on her hip, maneuvered her toward a door at one end of the room.

      There was a burst of bawdy laughter, and Irina turned to see a man staring at her, his eyes glittering. Suddenly unsure and frightened, she jumped up and ran toward the door she had seen Alexei and Klavdia pass through. She found herself in a dim corridor, but there was no one to be seen.

      Then she heard a giggle and Klavdia’s high voice. “You are being very naughty, prince.”

      Irina moved toward the voices.

      

      “What are you doing?” The protest was accompanied by another high-pitched giggle.

      Alexei murmured something in answer, his words accompanied by the rustle of clothing as he slid his hand down her hip.

      “Stop it. Stop it!” Klavdia’s voice rose. “You are being very wicked, prince. Let’s call for champagne and talk.”

      “We can talk all we want later, my little countess.” His voice was muffled as he pressed his mouth against her neck. “Afterwards. I will bare my soul to you and tell you all my secrets.”

      “Stop it.” Klavdia began to struggle in earnest. She had not counted on this. She had expected that, his tongue loosened by the champagne and the music, he would spill all his thoughts, all his plans to her, just like all those other fools Feodor Osipovitch had set her on.

      Alexei knew the exact moment when her protests changed from coyness to panic. Both the effects of the wine he had drunk and his arousal seemed to drain from him in an instant, clearing his brain. So his first instinct had been right after all, he thought.

      He lifted his hands away from her body and leaned them against the wall on either side of her head, pinning her in place without touching her. “What is it that you want from me? Who sent you?”

      “Nothing.” Her breath began to hitch as the understanding struck her just how little this man resembled the others. Just how dangerous he was. “N-no one.”

      “Really?” His voice was very soft.

      “Yes.” Klavdia drew a deep, trembling breath. “Yes. Let me go now.”

      “I don’t believe you.” She was a tart, Alexei told himself, although much less honest than the ones who took money for the work they did on their backs. Perhaps it would have taught her a useful lesson if he had taken what she had been promising him. But he had never taken a woman, any woman, by force, and he was not about to blacken his record—or his conscience.

      He pushed himself away from the wall but did not move back. “Get out of here.” His voice was low and deadly. “Get out of here before I change my mind and take what you have been offering me.”

      With a sob, Klavdia squeezed past him and ran out into the corridor, bumping straight into Irina.

      “You!” Her half-hysterical relief became rage in an instant, and she turned on her young cousin, her small, sharp features distorted into a mask of fury. “It’s all your fault,” she hissed. “I could scratch your eyes out!”

      Irina stood perfectly still, stunned by the scene she had overheard and by Klavdia’s attack.

      “Stop looking at me like an idiot.” Klavdia grabbed her cousin’s arm. “Get going.” She gave her a push and when Irina did not move, she started to walk, pulling her cousin roughly along with her.

      Irina allowed herself to be pulled along the narrow corridor. In the entry, she stood silent, motionless, as Klavdia imperiously ordered their wraps to be brought. Only when Klavdia pushed her outside, and she felt the frigid air, the snowflakes on her face, did her capacity to move, to think return.

      “Why do you do this?”

      “What?” Klavdia did not bother looking at her as she pulled on her fur-lined gloves with jerky, nervous movements.

      “Look at me.” The anger, the passion that lived beneath Irina’s serene exterior flared, and she struck Klavdia on the shoulder, the blow forcing her to turn. “Look at me, and tell me why you do this!”

      “Stop making a spectacle of yourself, Irina. It’s all your fault that any of this happened anyway.”

      Irina ignored the accusation. “I want you to apologize to him.”

      Klavdia stared at her for a moment, her small, thin-lipped mouth open. “Are you mad? He almost—” she lowered her voice “—he almost violated me.”

      “But he did not. But you did your best to lead him into a trap.”

      “Stop being such a child. I most certainly will not apologize to him.” Klavdia moved toward the sleigh that had slid to a stop in front of them.

      “Then I will.” Irina turned back toward the tavern.

      Klavdia caught a handful of her cloak, stopping her. “If you go back in there, you can find your own way back to the city. I will not be here when you get back.”

      As much because of the fear that fluttered through her belly as despite it, Irina straightened. “Let go of my coat.” The carefully spaced words dripped ice.

      Klavdia’s fingers loosened, and she took a step back, unsure how to react to this Irina she had never seen before.

      Without looking back, Irina walked back into the tavern.

      

      Alexei was no longer in the small room where he had taken Klavdia. Feeling foolish and more than a little uneasy, Irina went looking for him. The large room where they had eaten and listened to the Gypsies was empty except for a small rowdy group of men crowded around a table that was full of bottles and glasses. One of the men hailed her, but she hurried past without responding.

      She passed through the door the Gypsies had used and encountered one of the sloe-eyed Gypsy women who carried a tray with several bottles of champagne.

      “Can you tell me where I might find Prince Muromsky?”

      “Is he the beautiful one with the Tartar eyes?”

      Irina almost smiled at the description and nodded.

      The Gypsy pointed toward the next door with her chin. “He’s in there.” She grinned slyly. “Good luck.”

      For a long moment, Irina stood in front of the door wondering whether or not to knock. Then, before she lost the rest of her courage, she pushed down the handle and went in.

      The room was thick with cigar smoke. Four men sat around a card table covered with green baize, and the only sounds seemed to be the slapping of the cards and the rustle of banknotes. One man swore under his breath as he scrawled something on a scrap of paper and pitched it into the pile of money in the middle of the table.

      Alexei sprawled in a chair, closer to the table that held the iced buckets with champagne bottles than to the card table. Irina waited at the door for him to look at her. When he did not, she went forward.

      He could smell her light floral scent that reminded him of a summer garden, Alexei thought, even through the cigar smoke and the fumes from bottles and bottles of champagne. How long had it been since any woman had gotten under his skin like that? Especially a woman he had not touched except to hand her in and out of a sleigh. He swore silently and reached for a bottle to refill his glass.

      His hand paused in the middle of the movement as he realized that someone was standing just a step away from him, and he looked up.

      “What are you doing here?” he snarled because reality was even more exquisite than the vision in his head.

      She stiffened at his tone, but her voice was steady. “I came to apologize.”

      “Apologize?” He shook his head as if to clear it. “For what?”

      “For my cousin’s behavior. For what she did.” Irina laced her fingers tightly. “For what she tried—”

      Alexei silenced her with a choppy gesture, afraid to hear more of her soft, husky voice that rasped over his skin like rough velvet. He closed his eyes against her warm beauty because he wanted to reach out and touch her so badly. Forcing himself to breathe deeply and evenly, he gathered up the tatters of his self-control and swung himself to his feet.

      “Go home, comtesse. You have no business being here.” He saw dismay dart into her eyes and, giving in to his instincts, he reached out to reassure her. But before the order to move made its way from his brain to his hand, she had fled the room.

      

      Irina made her way back to the entry and stepped outside. The slim hope that Klavdia had waited after all vanished. Not knowing what to do, she hesitated on the top step, her gaze drifting over the coachmen who seemed to all be staring at her.

      One of the men separated from the group and, his mittened thumbs hooked behind the wide belt that cinched his quilted coat, sauntered over and propped up one foot against the bottom step.

      “Nu, krasotka, well, my beauty? My master will be in there for a while yet. I am at your service.” He smiled, showing the gaps in his teeth through the straggly reddish beard that was frosted with ice.

      His small, close-set eyes gleamed, and Irina automatically took a step back. She felt the door at her back and, groping behind her for the handle, she turned, hurried back inside, and retraced her steps to the small room where the prince and Klavdia had been.
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      The wine he had drunk had settled as a vague ache behind his eyes, but his step was steady. Alexei set down the small lantern he had picked up in the hall, closed the door, and shot the bolt home. Damn it, he thought, as he leaned back against the door, the young countess’s summer garden scent was still with him. He had wanted to erase the memory of it with glass after glass of champagne, but it was there, stronger than ever.

      The small cast-iron stove in the corner still glowed with heat, and he discarded the uniform tunic he had unbuttoned hours ago. The light from the fires outside flickered through the room, and, skirting the bed, he went to the window. Fresh air, he thought. He needed some fresh, cold air to get the scent out of his nostrils. But the window had been sealed for the winter, leaving only the fortochka, a small pane near the top that could be opened. Impatient, Alexei rattled the handle, shaking the carelessly applied putty loose, and pushed open the casement.

      Dipping both hands into the snow on the sill, he rubbed it over his face and neck. The icy air stung his wet skin, but he plunged his hands into the snow again and again. When he finally closed the window, he found that his headache had cleared, but the damned scent remained.

      Swearing, he ran his damp hands through his hair and sat down on the edge of the bed. Something—a tiny movement, a small sound—made him turn, and he saw the girl curled up in one corner of the bed. The shadows of the fire beyond the window played on her face, emphasizing her expressive eyes.

      His temper flared, but before he could speak, he felt her hand on his arm.

      “Please do not be angry. When I came back inside to speak to you, my cousin left without me.” She looked down and bit her lip. “And the drivers looked at me …” The shiver that crawled down her back had her pulling her fur up to her chest. Suddenly impatient with her own timidity, she raised her eyes back up to his. “Will you take me back to the city?”

      “Of course.” Alexei felt his anger melting away just as the snow had melted on his heated skin. “How old are you?”

      “Eighteen.”

      His mouth curved at the defiant way she said the word, tilting her chin up for emphasis. “Eighteen,” he repeated, remembering well the wonder and the pain of that age.

      “Are you laughing at me?” she demanded.

      “No.” His mouth curved more fully. “I am remembering what it is like.” He had felt invincible and immensely greedy for all that life had to offer.

      Her skeptical frown prompted him to continue. “I wanted to know everything, experience everything.” He chuckled softly. “I was only seventeen, but I shamelessly used all my father’s connections so that I could participate in the campaign against Napoleon and the siege of Paris in 1813.”

      “You’ve been to Paris?” Her soft voice held both wonder and envy. “Will you tell me about it?” She leaned forward eagerly, everything else forgotten.

      Alexei nodded. Remembering those heady days ten years ago, he began to speak. He described Paris in the spring. He told her about the excitement of encountering new ideas and freedom and books that had been forbidden. Her sharp-witted, intelligent questions had him sharing with her what he had shared with few others.

      Neither one of them remembered that she had asked him to take her home. Neither one of them heard a faraway clock strike midnight, then one. Neither one noticed when he moved to half-sit, half-lie beside her.

      The desire Alexei had felt for her earlier in the evening became a half-remembered ache as the lively conversation eclipsed it. Talking to this young girl who glowed with animation became more intoxicating than champagne.

      “But if you believe Russia should have a constitution and the Tsar should be but a servant of the people, that means no less than revolution. The Tsar will never voluntarily give up being the autocrat,” Irina shrewdly summed up what he had told her. “No wonder Count Gvozdev wanted to know your thoughts, your plans.”

      “Gvozdev?” His eyes narrowing, Alexei sat up straight. What a fool he had been, he thought. And she so clever, with that combination of innocence and intelligence. And he had swallowed it whole. If she had been able to resist a triumphant hint, he might not even have noticed.

      Even in the flickering light, Irina saw the change in him. Saw the golden eyes cool. Saw the tension in the line of his jaw. She felt no anger, but an incredible sadness that he would think her capable of violating the confidences he had shared with her.

      “I assume it was Gvozdev. He is my cousin’s fiancé,” she explained. “Everyone whispers that he is with the secret police.”

      “Where would someone like you hear whispers like that?” Alexei asked skeptically. Unless you heard them directly from Gvozdev himself, he added silently.

      One corner of Irina’s mouth lifted in a lopsided smile. “Most people see me as a child with the brain of a coddled egg.” The smile steadied. “And people do not watch their mouths in the presence of a coddled egg.”

      “Go on.”

      “I did not realize what Klavdia’s intention was before we got here,” she said softly. “She probably told me, but I wasn’t listening.” She lifted a shoulder in a rueful shrug. “I have a bad habit of not listening to what I don’t want to hear.” She took a long, deep breath.

      “She wanted me to get you to talk. She said that you would—” Irina looked down at her hands as she felt her face grow warm “—that you had looked at me. And that would make it easy.” She raised her eyes to his again.

      “That is why I didn’t speak to you all through supper. I hoped—” she lifted and opened her hands in a helpless gesture, then fisted them again “—I should have known that she would try and worm something out of you herself,” she finished in a quick rush of words and turned away from him, afraid to look into his eyes. Afraid to see that he did not believe her.

      No one could possibly be that good an actress, Alexei thought, as he gazed at her perfect profile that was silhouetted against the wavering light. Besides, he had seen the integrity in her clear, light eyes. And he had felt—he shook his head as he capitulated before the impossibility of defining the confused mass of his feelings.

      Irina stared at the window that was frosted over with ice blossoms. How could she make him believe her? He had talked to her, truly talked to her. He had said things that had real meaning, and so had she. She would probably never see him again, but she could not bear it if he went off into that terrible exile of his, believing that she would repeat the precious things he had shared with her to some sordid spymaster.

      He was reaching for her to reassure her when she whirled back to face him, her eyes misted with tears. “Please, you must believe me. I would never betray you.” She gripped his arms. “Tell me you believe me. Please.”

      His hands slid up her arms as the last doubts dissipated like smoke. “Yes, of course, I believe you.”

      “Truly?” Her eyes were wide and full of questions.

      “Yes.” He leaned forward and brushed a kiss over her cheek. “Yes.”

      Instinctively, she turned toward the softness of the kiss, and they found themselves mouth to mouth.

      The desire hit Alexei as strongly, as directly as a punch to the belly. The past hour or two, when he had recognized first her youth and innocence, then her sharp intellect, had obscured the desire he had felt earlier in the evening. But now it returned with enough force to make him breathless.

      He heard the little hitch in Irina’s breath that could have been either excitement or fear, but she did not retreat from him and her eyes were vibrant. She exhaled on a soft sigh, and her breath drifted over his mouth in a caress. He felt the invitation as clearly as if it had been spoken. Accepting it, he slowly closed the tiny gap that still separated them and touched his lips to hers.

      He brushed his mouth over hers, once, twice. Her lips parted, but he waited to take the kiss deeper. His eyes open, he continued with the feather-light back and forth motion until he saw her eyes begin to cloud and then close. As carefully as if he were a painter, he outlined her lips with his tongue.

      At the first damp touch, Irina’s eyes flew open, but she did not draw back. The butterfly touch set off fires inside her that were new and terrifying and wonderful, and she held perfectly still, more afraid the fires would suddenly disappear than that they would devour her.

      When his tongue dipped inside her mouth, she moaned softly, wondering if one could die of pleasure. She had been kissed before, once, in a corridor between two sets of dances at a school ball, but it had been nothing like this. Nothing.

      She tasted so sweet, so innocent and yet as ripe as one of the sun-warmed peaches that he remembered plucking off the trees during those carefree, boyhood summers in the Crimea. Alexei knew that he could drown in that sweetness. He wanted to drown in it. Because he wanted it so badly, he drew back.

      “Don’t go.”

      His body stirred as her husky, seductive whisper grazed his skin.

      “I shall take you home now.”

      “No!” Her fingers curled into his shirt as the panic streaked through her. “Don’t send me away.”

      Needing every ounce of his self-control, Alexei cupped her cheek in his hand. “You are so young, Irina. You don’t understand what will happen if you stay.”

      Irina closed her eyes. For those moments when his mouth had been on hers, she had felt cherished, more cherished than she had ever been in her life. She had felt as if she were something precious. And she wanted to hold on to that for a few moments longer. She turned her face into his hand.

      Alexei’s breath caught in his throat as her lips brushed over his palm. For a long moment, both of them went utterly still.

      Then Irina curled her fingers around his hand, and, keeping it against her mouth, she turned to look at him. She saw the desire in his eyes, and, on some very basic level, she understood it, accepted it, wanted it. She had seen enough among the poor, desperate people of the Khitrov quarter to know what happened between men and women—and to shudder at it. But she wanted his closeness. And she did not want him to send her away.

      She had only a vague, faraway memory of being held by the frail, sweet-smelling woman who had been her mother. The memory of nyanya’s sturdy arms was closer, but it had been years since her father had, in a fit of annoyance, banished her old nurse to one of their estates.

      Still keeping Alexei’s hand in hers, she lowered it to her lap. “Will you hold me?” Her hand tightened briefly on his. “For a little while?”

      Not quite sure what she was asking of him, not quite sure of his self-control, Alexei put his arms around her and drew her close. Together, they slid down until they lay against the pillows.

      Just the physical sensation alone had Irina closing her eyes against the tears that shot into them. The warmth, the pressure of his body against hers roused comfort and contentment, reminding her painfully, how long she had had to go without.

      Alexei felt the wetness against his neck. Ignoring her murmur of protest as he drew back, he looked down at her. He wiped away the tears that trickled from beneath her closed eyelids with the backs of his fingers.

      “Why are you crying, Irina? Are you afraid?”

      She made a small movement with her head that could have been either a yes or a no.

      “Don’t be.”

      Taking a deep breath, she exhaled on a shuddering sigh. “I am not afraid.”

      Alexei’s mouth tipped up in a gentle smile as he wiped the last of her tears away. “Then why are you crying?”

      “Because I had nearly forgotten how wonderful it is to be held.”

      “Poor little girl.” His hand stroked over her dark hair as compassion filled him. Guilt followed swiftly. How could he have even thought of making love to her? he reproached himself. She might arouse him like a mature woman, but she was a girl who needed a father, not a lover, a gentle embrace, not passion.

      Irina felt him begin to withdraw from her. Not physically, for he still held her against him, but it was as if he had stepped away her. “You have gone away.” She placed her palm over his heart. “Here.”

      The warmth of her slender hand seemed to burn through the thin linen of his shirt.

      “Irina, please.” He curled his fingers around her hand to lift it away, but instead found himself pressing it more firmly against his chest. “You don’t know what you’re doing.”

      She looked into his eyes. They glowed with an odd, urgent heat so that they were like precious stones—topaz or dark amber. She was innocent, but she possessed a woman’s instincts, and she understood that he wanted her.

      She, too, wanted. Already more than half in love with him, she wanted desperately to prolong the tenderness, the intimacy of being with him in this tiny room, where the only reminders of the world outside were the shadows of the fires playing on the wall.

      But still greater than the want was the need. He had given her a few hours of easy affection, and she had realized she was starving. She knew there would be a price to pay. She knew there would be pain now and later. But was there not a price to pay for everything in life?

      Irina shook her head. “No, I know very well what I’m doing.”

      He let her go and sat up. Cupping a bent knee with his laced hands, he looked at her. “Are you asking me to make love to you?”

      She hesitated for a moment over her admission. Would he think her brazen? Wanton? Sitting up so that they were eye to eye, she nodded. “Yes.” She felt a burst of energy flow through her as if that one word had been a catalyst. “Yes, I am.”

      Alexei looked at her for a long time before he spoke. “I have always thought of myself as an honorable man.” He drew fingers that were taut with tension through his hair. “If I made love to you, I would be a barbarian.” He looked away. “A barbarian.”

      “I do not remember the last time anyone touched me with gentleness or affection.” Wanting him to look at her again, she lifted her hand to touch him but let it fall back. “My father will sell me to the highest bidder soon enough.”

      He turned back to look at her, and she shrugged at the surprise in his eyes.

      “Let me choose this one time,” she went on quickly before she lost the courage to speak. “This first time.”

      It would have been impossible to describe how much her words touched him. If he could have trusted himself, he would have reached out now to stroke his hand down her cheek. She was so lovely, so fragile, so desirable. Her scent drifted over to him, reminding him that it was that summer fragrance that had first aroused him and haunted him. Just the thought of making love to her stirred his blood, his body.

      When he met Irina’s quiet, direct gaze, his eyes were dark and already a little desperate.

      Irina felt her heart begin to race. She understood the power she had over him at
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