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      “Seasickness would have been a blessing,” said Miss Judith St Clair delicately, taking a seat near the warmest fire she could find in the narrow, elegant residence. Outside, more snow drifted down the colourful streets of St Petersburg, the Russian winter as fierce and unrelenting as she had feared.

      The gentleman standing in front of Judith frowned, and she wondered how to continue without offending him. She explained that their ship was so uncomfortable she’d wished for anything to occupy her mind, even illness. Some of the men had been so sick that they’d ended up on the decks, pouring out their souls, hoping in vain for the day when their stomachs would grow accustomed to the strange swaying of the ship.

      For Judith, there had been nothing to distract from the small quarters, from the awkwardness of sharing every single space with hardworking men who were not supposed to speak with the lady passengers.

      “It was worse than being confined in a carriage,” Judith said. “I’m afraid I could never love a ship unless it were a very grand one.”

      Judith could not bring herself to address the man before her as Monsieur Zharkov. It seemed an unthinkable liberty, though the Russians insisted it was quite correct. She was already blushing for reasons she would have had trouble explaining. So, instead, she called him “Monsieur Zharkov.” After all, French was the language he had chosen as he spoke in loving tones of the Russian navy.

      “I have never in my life seen a ship I did not love,” he said. “I tell you, it is madness for me to walk past our harbors every day that I must be confined to land!”

      Monsieur Zharkov took a chair next to Judith’s. He was hardly taller than she was, with skin darkened by the sun and hair as black as any she had ever seen. His entire body seemed to be thick and strong, and she would not have been surprised to learn that he weighed at least twice what she did. It was rather strange for Judith, for when she faced him, his piercing eyes were exactly at the level of her own.

      She attempted to stop thinking of his appearance. After all, she was an engaged woman, and at only twenty-six years of age, Monsieur Zharkov was hardly more than a child, or so he seemed to Judith. Though he might be of an age to marry a very young woman, surely, she was too old to interest him! In spite of the very great warmth of his gaze, his eyes never leaving her for a moment, Judith told herself that he was all politeness. He could not possibly be enraptured by an old spinster such as herself.

      “Our ship was very small,” she managed to say. “I never grew used to simply drawing a curtain at night rather than closing a door.”

      “Of course, and think of it without curtains! There is scarce space for all the men to sleep, even when we are on watch at all hours,” he said, gesticulating with his hands as he spoke as if he were a hot-blooded gentleman from Tuscany. “But the ocean, I tell you! When we are in the midst of such vastness, what is a sleeping space?”

      Judith blushed again. She had spoken with many people about their sleeping quarters, but something about her present conversation felt less innocent. True, Monsieur Zharkov had not said anything improper, but he was leaning so close to her that she felt he was practically inviting her to take another voyage.

      Judith leaned back. “Thank you, no,” she said. “I suppose we shall take another ship when we leave St Petersburg, but after that, I intend to be a land dweller.”

      “To be sure,” said Monsieur Zharkov, “there are many great adventures to be had on land! You cannot think of leaving before the summer, surely? The ice has trapped us for only two months so far, and yet already, I am dreaming of our next voyage.”

      “I am not entirely sure,” said Judith. “Yes, perhaps the summer.”

      Judith glanced at her friend, Louisa-Margaretta Haddington. Louisa-Margaretta, the daughter of a wealthy and prominent English family, had told Judith two months earlier that she was going to face an unpleasant punishment for her brief dalliance with a married man. Judith St Clair, a pious rector’s daughter who had never thought she could condone Louisa-Margaretta’s reckless behavior, felt for her dear friend. She’d begged the assistance of a painter whom they had befriended. Madame Chatel, who had survived a revolution while supporting herself as a portraitist, promptly took them to St Petersburg, where she and her grown daughter had been invited to spend the winter with English friends. Madame Chatel stated plainly that she would only be easy in a place where the odious Napoleon had already invaded and been repulsed and that she would throw herself under the protection of Emperor Alexander. In spite of her daughter’s assurance that the English were more than prepared to fight off any future French invasions and that the imprisoned Napoleon Bonaparte was hardly likely to escape the isle of Elba and attempt another conquest of Europe, Madame Chatel insisted on living and working in St Petersburg.

      It was a rich city, and Judith easily understood why the Russian winter had defeated the French invaders. Madame Chatel had sound financial reasons for settling there, as the wealthy families seemed intent on spending their money quickly and lavishly. Even the event they were attending, a soiree at the Prussian ambassadors’ home intended to honor their native Christmas traditions, was one of the most opulent that Judith had ever seen. The decorations were fresh and beautiful, with scented boughs on all of the glistening surfaces, and even her best gown made her feel dowdy next to the elegantly dressed Russian, French, and Prussian ladies.

      Louisa-Margaretta, of course, looked quite beautiful in her finery, though the green gown that she had chosen had needed to be taken in earlier in the day. Louisa-Margaretta’s acquaintance with her married paramour had begun in September, and Judith knew that in the first few months, it was not uncommon for women to grow sickly and thin before their bellies began to grow large and round. Even so, she worried for her friend. They had discussed how to get Louisa-Margaretta to an appropriately discreet location in the Russian countryside once it was no longer possible to hide the approach of her confinement. They might attempt this in May or June. Then, after Louisa-Margaretta had recovered for some weeks, they would take advantage of the brief absence of ice to return to England by ship.

      But the plan was going rather too well for Judith’s liking. Louisa-Margaretta should have gotten at least a little bit stouter. Instead, though she continued to complain of feeling ill and tired, she looked much too thin. In addition, Louisa-Margaretta had been listless on the voyage and claimed that she was bored with their life in Petersburg, though she usually would have enjoyed the adventure. She had no interest in attending parties, learning Russian, or even going for rides in the grand carriage kept by their hosts.

      At the moment, Louisa-Margaretta was stifling a yawn, and Judith could see that she was making only desultory conversation, though the group of ladies that included her was speaking French. A great deal of fuss had been made about the presence of three of the Emperor’s many brothers and sisters, and Louisa-Margaretta could have conversed with the young and beautiful Anna Pavlovna. But even a princess could not rouse Louisa-Margaretta from the stupor that had been overcoming her for months.

      “Let us take a pleasure boat out, then,” said Monsieur Zharkov, his earnest face turned once again towards Judith. “In the spring, as soon as the ice has broken.”

      Judith tried not to think of spring. How would she explain her desire to go into the Russian countryside? Thus far, in between conversations with the ambassadors’ friends in French and German, she had tried to learn Russian. Her pronunciation was good, but her grammar was a terrible mess. If she needed to communicate something urgently when Louisa-Margaretta’s time came, she was not certain she would be able to do it.

      “I’m afraid boats give me little pleasure,” she said, trying to make her tone firm enough that the gentleman would take the hint. But he only nodded.

      “Tell me what does bring you pleasure, then, mademoiselle. I can see that it is not grand parties. You and your companions seem heartily bored with this one.”

      Judith hastened to correct him. “I am sure we are not, and I am very sorry if we have given that impression. Indeed⁠—”

      “Indeed, you are, and who could blame you! I love parties myself, but it is much better if there is dancing. You must be a dancer, surely?”

      Judith, who was not a dancer, feared that her answer might be construed as rude. “Well, I do love music. But more as a listener. I am not fond of dancing.”

      He leapt to his feet with the air of a puppy too long confined to a cage. “That is perfect! Here, we have a Frenchman who has been longing for the opportunity to exhibit. It is Ivo Solier, the finest little opera man I have ever known!”

      He corralled a handsome gentleman who had been standing at the window, sulking, and brought him to Judith. She hoped that the gentleman had not heard that moniker “opera man,” as it sounded rather like an insult. She hoped it was due only to the Russian gentleman’s poor command of French, not some desire to insult Monsieur Solier’s profession.

      After the introductions were made, Judith forced a smile. “I am very interested in hearing about your work, Monsieur Solier.”

      “There is nothing to tell,” the gentleman said sharply. Judith noticed that his face was rather handsome except for his dark expression, though this did not cause her any discomfort. Vain men never captivated Judith, and Monsieur Solier was clearly above his company. Judith could tell that he took no notice of her.

      “Pardon?” she said.

      “I do not like to speak of my work,” he said, speaking rapid French. “I can only show it. Do you play, then, Mademoiselle…?”

      Judith could tell that he had not bothered to learn her name. And he was not trying hard to disguise that fact.

      “I play,” she said. “And I sing, passably. About a year ago, I had an occasion to learn a great deal of Bach, because I⁠—”

      But before she could tell the story of how she had become ever more enchanted with the work of her favorite composer, the man shook his head.

      “I will play myself,” he said. “It is my own work; there is no one better. Maxim, bring me a better singer than this woman.”

      Judith bristled inwardly, though she was too well-bred to show her annoyance. She had merely used the correct degree of modesty when speaking of her accomplishments. In fact, she excelled at the pianoforte. Her singing, while not as varied as a virtuoso’s, was also much admired. But instead of trying to correct Monsieur Solier, she recommended her friend.

      “Mademoiselle Louisa-Margaretta Haddington is an accomplished singer,” she said. “She is my friend in the green dress, just there. If you would like a soprano, you need only provide her with music.”

      Monsieur Zharkov, who had already been introduced to Louisa-Margaretta, drew her away from her group and over to the pianoforte, where she stood leaning against the instrument as if she might fall asleep in that spot. He introduced her to Monsieur Solier, who had brought over a folio stuffed with papers and was pulling several out so quickly that he must have some system for keeping them all in order.

      “I hope you sing well,” he snapped, without looking at Louisa-Margaretta. “My compositions are not well-suited to amateurs.”

      *ChapterBreak*

      Louisa-Margaretta, for the first time in many weeks, felt herself springing to life. She was often fatigued by the things others said to her, but on hearing the French composer’s words, she felt a rush of a more familiar emotion. Rage threatened to overcome her, and she stood tall.

      “I am only an amateur because nobody has ever paid to hear me sing,” she said. “That does not mean I am not equal, or perhaps superior, to many of the women who are hired to sing your songs on the stage.”

      Mr Solier looked at her as if for the first time. He continued to speak French, but he plainly understood at least some of Louisa-Margaretta’s words. “You would not wish to sing on a stage, then?”

      “Certainly not. I am far too rich.”

      They appeared to be destined to trade barbs in their own languages. Louisa-Margaretta was not about to use French with this arrogant man, and he showed no inclination to speak English with her. But she was surprised to see him smiling.

      “Rich, eh?” he said. “Well, well. I could use another patroness.”

      “Save your breath,” Louisa-Margaretta said. “I have no intention of giving you money. But I will sing this aria that you have written out with such an inelegant hand, though I can scarce make out half the words. Consider that a gift.”

      He laughed, which then set off the large young man standing next to Judith. “Monsieur Solier, I have never heard you laugh before! How fortunate we are.”

      “Get back,” said the composer brusquely, all seriousness again. “Mademoiselle, er⁠—”

      “Miss Haddington,” said Louisa-Margaretta in English. She much preferred to speak English, though her months with Madame Chatel had given her some facility with French. “My name is Miss Haddington, and it is not a difficult one. If you cannot bother to learn it, I shall not bother to address you as Monsieur Solier.”

      “Miss Haddington,” Solier said. “You are ready?”

      “Yes,” said Louisa-Margaretta.

      She had often heard stories about women singing when they were with child. Some said that the broad changes in one’s body were detrimental to the voice, others that they added a mysterious and desirable quality to the music. This gave her a small sense of nervousness, but as she sang, it fell away. The aria, in fact, was not difficult. The harmonies that Monsieur Solier had chosen were strange, to be sure, but the part he had written was well within her range.

      By the time she was halfway through the aria, she had noticed a shift in the room. In an instant, the entire company seemed to be around her, dozens of faces and glistening gowns shining in the candlelight as the guests competed for the best view.
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      Judith could hardly have believed it. The entire company was now crowding into the room with the pianoforte, and she could see that any young lady determined to demonstrate her own skill at that instrument would be cowed by the gentleman who was bent over it. To Judith’s astonishment, Louisa-Margaretta was smiling. She and the French composer were taking turns leading. Louisa-Margaretta would grow faster or louder, then Monsieur Solier would add in an ornamentation or exaggerated dynamic. For the first time in many months, Judith’s friend looked as if she were ready to laugh.

      “Encore!” was the cry when Louisa-Margaretta finished singing the last aria he had laid before her.

      As the composer attempted to look for another paper, Louisa-Margaretta stopped him. “‘Morirò, ma vendicata,’” she said.

      “Handel,” sneered Monsieur Solier. “My arias are better than his. Every melody that man writes is forgettable.”

      “You dream of composing better arias than he does, perhaps,” said Louisa-Margaretta with a smug smile, to the general amusement of the company. “Play it.”

      Monsieur Solier, to his credit, played it well. It turned out that he was extremely accomplished on the pianoforte. Judith wondered aloud whether his performance was due to excellent memory or a secret love for George Friedrich Handel’s work. And she was amused to watch her friend as Medea, hurling curses at the assembled company. If any of them knew how truly Louisa-Margaretta could embody that character, no doubt they would not find her quite so charming.

      Monsieur Zharkov, however, shook his head before the performance was halfway through. “This room is too warm,” he said. “We should eat something. I hate how late they serve meals at these gatherings. A man could starve waiting.”

      Judith had no wish to be drawn away from her friend, who was much more animated than she had been in weeks. “Perhaps after this next aria,” she said, but Monsieur Zharkov had already offered his arm. Judith’s words deserted her when she was faced with the prospect of refusing it.

      And so they found themselves in the front room of the stately home, alone but for the servants and one young woman who was touching her carefully arranged curls rather more than she ought. Monsieur Zharkov had piled a plate high with all of the Prussian delicacies that had been left on a table in the adjoining room, and he was eating meat and dark bread with a gusto that showed he had been quite honest about his appetite. According to the way Judith had been raised, she and the other young woman ought not to have been left without a chaperone, though it seemed that these strictures were rather looser in St Petersburg than they had been in England.

      Silently, Judith mused that she and the young woman ought to stay together in case they exposed themselves to comment or criticism. She decided to engage the young woman in conversation so as to keep her in the room. All it took was two young ladies rather than one to extinguish the tide of gossip.

      “Was the music rather loud for you?” Judith said in French to the lady.

      The young woman’s eyebrows went up, and she said some words that sounded like very accented French or perhaps another language. She added her name, Mademoiselle Lara Claudio.

      In England, it would not have been proper for them to converse without an introduction. But the young lady looked as if she were anxious for Judith to finish the ritual.

      “Judith St Clair,” she said. “And this is Monsieur Zharkov.” Judith hoped that the young woman had not been long enough in Russia to demand the first name and patronymic, for introducing her companion as “Monsieur Zharkov” would have felt terribly forward.

      “I hope you enjoyed the music too,” said Miss Claudio quickly, not exactly answering Judith’s question and continuing to look round.

      “Yes.” Judith could think of no other response. “I thought it was beautiful, so lovely that even the tables full of food were abandoned.”

      Monsieur Zharkov, who had worked his way through his portion, nodded. “Yes! They leave the meat, and even the fruit from the orangery, all to listen to some Italian nonsense. I couldn’t understand more than every few words of what she was singing, your friend.”

      Judith permitted herself a small smile. Though Zharkov’s French was fluent, by his own admission, it was because the language had been beaten into him. She could well believe that his Italian was not up to the task.

      “In the aria Louisa-Margaretta chose, Medea is insulting all who have wronged her,” said Judith. “Presumably, as a powerful sorceress, her threats of revenge carry some weight.”

      “Hmm,” said Monsieur Zharkov. “Medea does not sound like a very agreeable lady.”

      “Well, perhaps you are right.” Something possessed Judith to keep speaking, perhaps her knowledge of the many ladies she had met who could not have been described as “agreeable” but had gifts all their own. “Medea has indeed been wronged. But her determination in not simply accepting those wrongs but in fighting for justice, is that not something to admire? When a man seeks revenge for a great injustice, we call him honourable, and yet a woman performing the same acts is referred to as some sort of wild heathen.”

      The young woman, Miss Claudio, nearly jumped. Judith realised that perhaps the bloodthirsty Medea did not make a suitable topic for a polite gathering after all.

      “Shall we go and listen to my friend once again?” she asked. “Miss Claudio, will you join us?”

      The young woman coloured, shaking her head. “No. That is… Not at the moment.”

      She looked out the window then at Judith. It seemed as if she wished very much to leave the gathering. Perhaps Miss Claudio thought that Judith wished to be alone with Monsieur Zharkov. And it would not have been an unreasonable assumption, as they had left the performance alone. Or rather, not quite alone, but in only each other’s company.

      Judith resolved not be near Monsieur Zharkov again without another lady present, which meant that they could not walk back together to hear Louisa-Margaretta sing. Some people might assume that they had been alone, and tongues would certainly wag. Instead, they would need to stay in the front of the house, with its tall windows overlooking one of St Petersburg’s many canals, which was full of ice and snow. The darkness had descended in the early afternoon, and Judith wished that the horrid weather would dim some of the enthusiasm of the revelers. Instead, she feared the gathering might last well into the night.

      With a sigh, she glanced at the roaring fire. Monsieur Zharkov was on his feet, examining what Judith hoped was a ceremonial sword on the wall.

      “This is damned impractical,” he said then raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Terribly impractical—I apologise, ladies. Forgot my company for a moment!”

      Judith, who had been easy with him a moment earlier, could now only manage a strained smile. She wasn’t sure if Miss Claudio had mistaken them for a couple, but without asking directly, Judith could only do her very best to dispel that impression.

      Just as she was wondering whether she ought to have told Zharkov not to take the sword down from the wall and make feints with it, behavior that would have gotten him thrown out of any proper English drawing room, a pale young man went quickly through the room. Judith would have been able to tell from the man’s clothing that he was rich, but she would not have recognized him as royal if Monsieur Zharkov did not remark upon it.

      “Where are you off to, then?” Monsieur Zharkov asked, but the man had gone.

      Zharkov shook his head. “Awfully cold night to walk back to the palace. I could manage it, but a thin child such as that one had better not try. There are many who will be very displeased with him, though I understand that a young man needs fresh air and exercise. I need it myself!”

      Miss Claudio only looked away, but Judith gasped. “That was one of the princes?”

      “Yes, the young one, Mikhail Pavlovich. Poor thing, his grandmama may have thought he had promise, but I’m sure parties like this are devilish dull for him.”

      “He really looked very ill,” said Judith. “And is it wise for him to go out alone at night?”

      “In this country, princes may do as they please,” said Miss Claudio, one of her first contributions to the conversation. “Miss St Clair, what brings you to St Petersburg?”

      Judith realised that she had been uncommonly rude with the young lady, forgetting to ask Miss Claudio about her own visit. Once more, she reflected that she was not showing her usual degree of courtesy or tact. It would have been convenient to blame Louisa-Margaretta, whose delicate situation was the reason for much of Judith’s unrest, but she knew that her own mind had hardly been steady. She worried about her family, her fiancé, and the life in Derbyshire that she had once again abandoned. She dreamed of sailing away from Russia, into a future that would not be filled with so much doubt and bewilderment. But ever since they had landed in St Petersburg, the frost and the darkness had obscured her vision. She could not think of the future as easily as she once had, and she felt suspended, like her friend. Judith was left wondering if, after all her own dithering, Morgan Ramsbury had changed his mind and decided not to marry her. She was used to spinsterhood, but she was not at all used to the prospect of not marrying Morgan. In fact, every facet of her being rebelled against it.

      She endeavored to calm both her breathing and her heart. Morgan had met Madame Chatel and realized that her way of thinking was becoming all too common in England. For the painter, perhaps it was understandable that she reject not only Napoleon Bonaparte but all of the reforms he had brought to France. Many of the Russians that Judith had met had similarly bitter views of that man, and as he had gone so far as to invade and burn down their capital city of Moscow, perhaps those views were justified. But both Morgan and Judith privately felt that all Europe was in danger of throwing the baby out with the bathwater. If a solution were not found for new alliances and borders, they would end up with the same sort of unequal, destabilised norms that had caused the wars in the first place.

      For this reason, Morgan had decided to change his life and become a diplomat, a decision that Judith had heartily supported, though it necessitated a long engagement. In fact, at first, the length of her engagement was something of a relief, as she had initially kept her understanding with Morgan secret even from her family. She knew that they might well need some time to adjust to the idea of her marrying a Nonconformist, and she felt that she could bear the wait. But as the months passed and she heard nothing, she began to wonder if Vienna had changed Morgan’s heart. He had decided to go there as a fledgling diplomat, helping to create a more just future for Europe, but the rumours of the other diplomats’ wild parties and scandalous love affairs did nothing to still the doubts in Judith’s mind.

      Miss Claudio was plainly awaiting a response, and Judith shifted in her seat. “Madame Chatel, the painter, is a friend of our family. My friend Louisa-Margaretta Haddington and I wished to accompany her here to St Petersburg to see the city. We had never been abroad, and our families were only easy with such a proper situation, with a steady friend and an English family.”

      In fact, this was a lie. Judith’s family had not been at all easy with the arrangement, but in spite of all the lies she had told about Morgan, she knew that her father still trusted her to keep her head. If her mother had been alive, Judith might not have been permitted to go. Mama would have seen through her feeble reasoning and gotten at the heart of the matter. Louisa-Margaretta’s family did not approve in the slightest, but they could hardly refuse when she insisted. The stain of their decision to remove her from her beloved, Isaac, still clung to all of their choices.

      “What brings you to St Petersburg, Miss Claudio?” Judith asked, remembering her manners once again.

      But the young lady only shook her head. “My cousin,” she managed to say. “She had business here, or rather friends. You see, our path is a sort of spiritual one.”

      Perhaps Miss Claudio became conscious of Monsieur Zharkov shaking his head. With a quick look away, she retreated into herself again.

      “I’m sorry, I can’t abide any of it,” said the young man, shaking his head. “Statues crying? Books about prayers instead of action? Call me old-fashioned, but I have to respond to what I see before me, you understand? In the navy⁠—”

      Before the young man could start telling war stories to a young and sleepy audience, every bit as insensible of their desires as an old seafarer, they heard a shout from outside.

      Judith rushed out, as did Monsieur Zharkov and the young woman. More than enough light shone from the houses to see a young man on the bridge, shouting in Russian. Monsieur Zharkov ran over to him.

      “It’s Mikhail Pavlovich,” he shouted back to Judith in French. “He went over the bridge. Get help!”

      In England, Judith would have stayed, trying to get to the bridge and help the man herself. Though she hated swimming, she had been forced to learn from a young age. Her brothers, energetic and careless, might have drowned in a pond on many occasions if Miriam, Judith, and the other village children had not been skilled enough to save them. They were forever jumping in, getting themselves cold and muddy, then crying for help when it was time to get out.

      But in Russia, Judith felt that her skin was burning in the cold, and she grabbed the hand of Miss Claudio. Tears stood in the young woman’s eyes, and solicitude for her helped Judith remember her duty.

      “Come in,” she said to her. For Monsieur Zharkov had just jumped over the side of one of the canals himself, using a large bank of snow to cushion his fall. Judith took a better look at the canal and realized that the young prince had not fallen through but was on top of the snow. For the moment, the ice was holding. If they did not find assistance for the prince and Monsieur Zharkov, Judith knew that more than one man would run the risk of perishing.

      As soon as they entered the house, the French words sprang to her lips as well as the Russian one which she had heard the young man yelling from the bridge.

      “Au secours! Pomogite!” she cried over the roar of the music from the far room.

      Though Judith would not have expected anyone to take note right away, the singing stopped. The pianoforte continued, but Louisa-Margaretta’s commanding speaking voice came to the fore.

      “Help for my friend,” she said, her voice as loud as it was imperious. “At once!”
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      “You’re sure you didn’t see anyone else, Judith?” said Louisa-Margaretta. “It really seems most unlikely. Why were there not tigers in the front, holding the horses? Or some other servants, laughing and smoking? In London, there would have been a thousand witnesses.”

      They were having a quiet meal at the residence of the English Cluetts, their hosts in St Petersburg, but Louisa-Margaretta was alight with the thrills of the previous evening. Judith had begun to describe her experiences to the Cluetts, but she decided to let the subject rest.

      “Ladies, please,” said Susannah Cluett, the ambassador’s wife. She looked as if she were about to faint into her soup. The Cluetts, like many diplomats, had an independent income that stretched to such luxuries as a French cook. Unfortunately, the cook had given notice as soon as the worst of the dark winter was upon them, and now, they were all making do with Russian cuisine. The cabbage soup, which Judith privately considered rather delicious, repelled the gentle Mrs Cluett. She had confessed that she preferred bland English offerings to the rich French food that their former chef had prepared, but she certainly did not consider Russian soups to be an improvement on their previous situation.

      “One ought not to talk of such things,” mumbled the ambassador, taking several large mouthfuls of soup while shaking his head. He puckered his lips, perhaps at the amount of dill floating in the thin broth, but he continued to eat nonetheless.
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