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Ukraine Province, Russia, 1836

Constantin Rubliov stood at the window in his drawing room, his hands clasped behind his back, watching the dust cloud in the distance slowly approaching. The window, located at the front of his house, looked out on the road that wound past his country estate and led to the Dnieper River in the east. From the second floor of the house, you could just make out the river on a clear day. From his vantage point in the drawing room, the road to the west was visible as far as the eye could see, and that was where the dust cloud was approaching from.

If he hadn’t known that there was going to be a horse race today, the sight of all the people crowding both sides of the road just beyond his house would have told him. His Cossacks loved a good race as much as they loved a good fight. They were a tough, volatile, high-spirited people, always laughing, singing, or fighting—and fiercely loyal.

But they weren’t exactly his, although he had always thought of them that way because they had been so long associated with his family. And they, too, thought of him and his as theirs. But Cossack meant “free warrior,” and these Cossacks were certainly that. Since his great-great-grandfather had given them permission to settle on his land and raise their families in peace, they had worked for the Rubliovs in whatever capacity was required. They staffed Constantin’s house, they bred his horses, they guarded him and his family in their travels.

The settlement they had started all those years ago was now a thriving town less than a quarter mile to the west of his estate. The Razins, who had supplied the town with its leaders for all these years as well as populated three-fourths of the town with the many branches of their family, had grown as prosperous as the Rubliovs.

With their help, Constantin now supplied horses to the Czar’s army, and thoroughbreds to aristocrats who could afford them. His sugar beet crops filled the markets of Kiev and the settlements along the Dnieper, and his wheat brought fine prices along the Black Sea coast. He was growing richer by the year since he had taken an active interest in his horses and fields. Ever since his wife had died ten years ago, he had stopped being an absentee landlord, as most of the Russian nobles were. Only his sister still made use of their town house in Moscow and the Rubliov palace in St. Petersburg.

“You aren’t going to like this, darling.”


Constantin didn’t glance at the woman who had spoken. Anna Veriovka stood only several feet away at the next window, watching the same scene in front of the house. Anna was one of those rare women who never seemed to age. To look at her with her dark brown hair always perfectly coiffed and her even darker brown eyes, the fine bone structure that was going to make her an eternal beauty, no one could guess she had seen thirty-five years.

Right now it was her tone, rather than her words, that made Constantin brace his hands on the window ledge and stare more intently at the oncoming horses.

Deep in his gut, he knew what he would see. It wouldn’t be the first time, or, he feared, the last. But for a moment all he could see was that dust cloud, nearly reaching the house now, and in its midst the vague shape of six thoroughbreds crowding one another on the narrow road. Fur hats, long coats flapping, sleek legs stretching for the finish line at the nearby village, and the large white wolfhound racing along beside the road, barking, urging the animals to a little more speed. And wherever that dog was…

“Alex will win,” Anna said in a smug voice.

“Of course Alex will win,” Constantin grumbled, watching the lead rider crawl up on the saddle, squat there, slowly rise to standing, then toss off a fur cap, laughing, with the other riders following suit.

His eyes were squeezed shut as he added, “She always wins—and I wish you wouldn’t call her that. It only encourages her to act the hoyden.”

His longtime mistress merely clucked her tongue, but after a few more moments he felt her breasts press against his back and her arms circle his waist. “You can look now, darling. She didn’t break her neck.”

“Thank God,” he whispered, and then the anger came, for the scare he’d just had was no less severe than it always was. “I’m going to beat her this time, I swear I am.”

Anna chuckled. “So you always say, but you never do. Besides, the Razin boys wouldn’t let you.”

“Then I’ll get their father to do it. Ermak will do anything I ask of him.”

“Except hurt a hair on that sweet child’s head. He adores Alex as much as you do.”

Constantin sighed as he turned around to do some hugging of his own. “Anna, my love, that ‘sweet child’ is twenty-five years old, too old for the foolishness we just witnessed. You know it as well as I do. She should be married and nursing babies. Her two sisters had no difficulty in that respect. Lydia has given me five granddaughters. Elizaveta had three before she was widowed. Why has it been so impossible to get my youngest daughter married?”

Anna thought it prudent not to mention Alexandra’s outrageous frankness that had caused such a stir and had made Czar Nicholas unofficially ban her from St. Petersburg. If Anna reminded Constantin of that, she was afraid she would laugh, which she did every time she recalled that scene at the Romanovsky dinner, when Princess Olga had lamented to the twenty or so guests sitting near her that, however much she tried, she couldn’t keep from gaining weight that season.

Alexandra, hearing her, had suggested quite helpfully and with complete sincerity, “Why, ma’am, if you would just stop stuffing your mouth with blinis and sour cream, you might lose a pound or two.”

Since the princess had been stuffing her mouth with those very things at that very moment, it wasn’t surprising that a good many of the guests had suddenly begun coughing into their napkins or looking beneath the table for something they had supposedly dropped, just to hide their snickers. Anna, who had been there as Alexandra’s chaperone, had thought it hilarious herself, but Olga Romanovsky hadn’t; she’d gone straight to the royal ear the next day with her complaint, likely asking for outright execution. Anna thought it fortunate for Alexandra that the Czar had merely politely suggested that Constantin take his daughter back to the country, where her wayward tongue would do no more than offend the peasants.

Unfortunately, Alexandra hadn’t learned from her mistake. Her outspokenness had not been curbed the next season in Moscow, or later in Kharkov, and certainly not closer to home, in Kiev. She had managed, single-handedly, to make herself a social pariah. And Anna suspected, more than once, that she had not done it all in ignorance or by accident. After all, Alexandra was a fairly intelligent girl, and she had confessed after that first disastrous season in St. Petersburg that she was in love with the Honorable Christopher Leighton, whom she had met there, and she meant to marry him and no one else. How better to wait for the lagging Englishman than to ensure that no other young man would be asking for her hand in the meantime. Which was what had happened, regardless of whether Alexandra had intended it.

As for Constantin’s question, Anna decided to remind him about the man who had stolen his daughter’s heart all those years ago. “You don’t think she could still be waiting for that English diplomat, do you?”

Constantin snorted. “After seven long years? Don’t be absurd.”

“But he left the country only three years ago,” she pointed out.

“And Alexandra hasn’t mentioned his name again, since I refused to let her follow him to England at the time,” he replied.

“Isn’t that when she told you she wasn’t going to marry anyone, ever?”

Constantin flushed, recalling the argument he’d had with his lovely daughter, which had been one of their worst. “She didn’t mean it. She was just angry.”

Anna lifted a brow. “Are you trying to convince me of that, or yourself? Or maybe it’s slipped your notice that Alex ignores every young man you bring home for her to meet, and she hasn’t traveled any farther than Kiev in the past three years, and she made that trip only to shop. Even then, she managed to come up with one excuse after another to remain cooped up in your hotel suite.”

It was actually a relief to Constantin to hear Anna voice his own suspicions, a relief and an easing of the guilt he’d been living with this past week. True, Alexandra’s excuses were always logical and sounded sincere, but they were still excuses. And when she had come up with one of them last week in order to refuse to travel with him to Vasilkov to visit her sister and nieces, he had come to the same conclusions Anna had just drawn, and got morose, thinking about his youngest daughter wasting her life pining for that damned foreigner. Unfortunately, he had also got quite drunk and done something he never would have if he had been sober.

Anna felt the change in his big body, which was no longer relaxed against hers, saw the flush climbing his cheeks, and noted how his deep midnight-blue eyes refused to meet hers. Anna knew him extremely well. Their spouses had died within a year of each other. The four of them had been close friends before that. She and Constantin had continued that friendship, and eight years ago, they had become even closer. She loved him dearly, though she refused to give up her widowed independence to marry him. Nor was it necessary to wed him when she lived in his home as his housekeeper and hostess, and as companion-chaperone to his youngest daughter whenever that duty was required, which was rarely these days.

Right now shame was fairly oozing from him, and she demanded as baldly as Alexandra would have, “Constantin Rubliov, what have you done?”

He moved out of her embrace without answering, walking straight to the mahogany cabinet where numerous crystal decanters were always kept full of his favorite spirits. Anna came up beside him while he filled one of the larger glasses to the brim with vodka. Immediately he lifted it to his lips.

“It’s that bad?” she asked gently. At his barely perceptible nod, she said, “Maybe you should pour me one of those.”

“No,” he replied, setting the glass down, but keeping his hand around it. Half the contents was gone. “You’ll likely throw it in my face, then the glass at my head, then come after me with the decanter.”

His family might be prone to that sort of tempestuous reaction, but she wasn’t. But she was definitely getting worried now. “Tell me.”

He still wouldn’t look at her. “I have found Alexandra a husband.”

That gave her pause, because it was nothing she hadn’t heard before. He had been trying to do just that for the past seven years. So wherein lay the shame he was presently exhibiting?

“A husband?” she said carefully. “But Alex will only refuse him, as she has all your other suggestions.” He was slowly shaking his head. “She can’t refuse him? How is that—?” She didn’t finish, and laughed instead. “Don’t tell me you think you can insist at this late date. Come now, darling, you know that does no good with this particular daughter of yours. She’s more stubborn than you are, if you haven’t noticed. You would end up raising the roof with your shouts, then give in to her as you always do.”

Again he was shaking his head, and looking even more unhappy about it. And he still wouldn’t meet her eyes. His color was also still high. He was a man genuinely wallowing in guilt.

Fearful new, she repeated her question. “What have you done?”

His head dropped so low on his chest, she could barely hear the words: “Given my daughter no choice.”

She waved her hand dismissively at that answer. “There are always choices—”

“Not when I have involved family honor, which is the one thing she won’t ignore—at least she’s going to think it is involved.”

“What does that mean?”

“That I sacrificed my own honor, my integrity, my principles, ethics, honesty—”

“What have you done?”

Anna never raised her voice. She was the epitome of all that was gracious and demure. Even when she was angry she would make her point quietly, and cause her antagonist to feel like an ogre in the process. That she was shouting now brought Constantin’s eyes to her, not in surprise but in dread. He could well lose her when she learned how low he had sunk in his desire to give his youngest daughter the same happiness and fulfillment her sisters had found.

He looked so miserable, so utterly guilt-ridden and despondent, that Anna gave a little cry and threw her arms around his neck. “It can’t be as terrible as you’re letting on,” she whispered by his ear, which was no easy feat since he towered over her by a foot. “Tell me.”

“I have arranged for a betrothal.”

“A betrothal?”

His response was anticlimactic, to say the least. She relaxed against him, leaning back just enough so she could see his face.

“Thank God,” she said with feeling, “I was beginning to think you had killed someone.”

His expression didn’t change; he looked just as miserable, although he was finally looking at her. “I believe I would feel the same if I had killed someone,” he admitted.

Anna’s eyes flared. She could have hit him at that moment, something she would never in her life have considered doing—until now. “Dammit, Constantin, get to the heart of it before you drive me mad!”

He flinched because she was yelling again. Yelling from Alexandra he could take; he even expected it, and could give it back with equal fervor every time, but he couldn’t bear it from his little Anna. Yet he deserved it, and her scorn as well.

He finally said, “I sent a letter to Countess Maria Petroff.”

The name brought a thoughtful frown to Anna’s face. “Why does that name sound familiar to me?”

“Because you have heard me speak so often of Simeon Petroff.”

“Ah, your good friend who died—what was it, thirteen or fourteen years ago?”

“Fourteen.”

When he said no more, she frowned again, this time in annoyance. Obviously she was going to have to drag the facts out of him bit by bit.

“Maria would be Simeon’s wife, or rather, his widow. What has she to do with Alex’s betrothal? And when did you arrange this?”

“Last week.”

She had hoped, for the sake of her mounting exasperation, that he would have answered more than one of her direct questions. “But you were here last week,” she pointed out. “And we have had no visitors—”

“The betrothal is with Simeon’s son. I reminded Maria of it, and suggested that it was high time she send her son to collect his bride—but not in those words. I was quite diplomatic about it, though the essence was the same.”

Anna was incredulous, more than incredulous, having never heard a word of this before. “Why did you never mention this betrothal? I assume it must be long-standing, at the very least made before Simeon’s death. And why have we been pushing eligible men at Alex all these years, with the hope that one might interest her, when she is already bound in contract to this—he would be Cardinian, wouldn’t he?”

Again he answered only her last question. “Yes.”

She offered a smile. “So why the long face, darling? This match must delight you.” And then she paused, drawing her own conclusion. “Don’t tell me you actually forgot about it until last week.”

“No, it wasn’t forgotten.” Constantin turned to drain his glass and then poured in more vodka before he added, “It wasn’t even conceived.”

Anna gasped. “What are you saying?”

He wouldn’t meet her eyes again, and he had to take yet another swallow of his drink before he said, “What I wrote to the countess was mostly lies, with only a few truths thrown in. Simeon and I did discuss a betrothal of our children back when Alexandra was born. At least that is true. We discussed it at length. We both thought it was a splendid idea. But we never made it official. There were years to do so, after all. Alexandra was not even a year old yet; Simeon’s boy was only six. So—so now you know what I’ve done.”

Anna let out a sigh. It wasn’t nearly as bad as she had thought, and could be corrected with another letter that could be dispatched immediately.

But just to be sure she understood the entire matter, she said, “You made claim to a betrothal that was never settled, and you did so because your friend is dead and can’t dispute it. Is that what you’ve taken so long to tell me?”

“I was drunk at the time I did it. It was the night you stayed in the village to help with that birthing. When it occurred to me, it seemed like the perfect solution for Alexandra. In fact, I have not the slightest doubt that had Simeon lived, our children would have wed each other seven years ago.”

“That may be so, but it didn’t happen that way, and your wishing it were otherwise is not going to make it happen now. You must write Countess Petroff immediately with the truth, before she does send her son here.”

“No.”

“No?”

“It is still a perfect solution.”

Anna’s eyes narrowed on him. “So that is why you are feeling so guilty? You have no intention of correcting what you’ve done?”

“That will be my cross to bear,” Constantin said with the stubbornness inherent in his family. “But think, Anna. What if they are ideally suited to each other? What if this one little lie—”

“Little?” she cut in.

“Harmless, then,” he insisted, continuing. “What if it brings together two people who would never have met otherwise, and they are so taken with each other that they cannot help but fall in love?”

She shook her head. “You are dreaming. Or is it merely wishful thinking to absolve your guilt?”

“It’s not impossible—”

“With our Alex?”

Her skeptical tone annoyed him. He, more than anyone, knew his daughter’s faults.

Ignoring those faults, he stressed the one thing in Alexandra’s favor. “She’s beautiful.”

“No one can deny that, darling, but has it gained her a long list of suitors? You know as well as I that she offends more than she charms, and men don’t usually make a habit of courting embarrassment. It’s a wonder that Englishman attended her as long as he did in St. Petersburg, and continued to correspond with her all these years. The English are sticklers for proper behavior, after all.”

He didn’t like reminders of the foreigner who had stolen his daughter’s heart with no intention of nurturing it. Were the man still in Russia, Constantin would seriously consider shooting him. But that bounder was no longer at issue, and the saints be praised for that.

“Simeon was a tolerant man just like me. He admired frankness, scoffed at hypocrisy, and was certainly no snob. It isn’t unrealistic to think that his son will have inherited his qualities.”

“Didn’t you also once tell me that your friend was a womanizer?”


Anna would have to remember that. “Simeon never confessed a great love for his wife,” he explained. “Theirs was an arranged marriage.”

Anna gave him a pointed look. “Which is exactly what you’re trying to foist on his unsuspecting son—an arranged marriage. Do you honestly expect the son to be any more faithful than the father, or for Alex to stand for anything less than complete faithfulness, considering how possessive she is of what’s hers?”

Constantin flushed bright red. “Dammit, Anna, it’s not at all the same. What I expect, or rather hope for, is that these children will find love together. If Simeon had loved his wife even a little, he would have been faithful to her. I expect no less from his son.”

“But therein lies the crux of the matter. If. You are putting all your hope on an ‘if,’ when you have never even met this young man. And for that matter, he’s not all that young if he’s about six years older than Alex. He would be thirty-one, more than likely already married—”

“He’s not.”

“How do you know?”

“Bohdan came through Cardinia on his way back from delivering the filly the Austrian duke requested. Bohdan knew I would appreciate word of the Petroffs.”

She conceded that point with a shrug. “So he’s not married, but you can’t deny he’s old enough to know his own mind and make his own decisions. What makes you think he will accept a betrothal to a woman he doesn’t know just because his father might have arranged it? He’s no longer a child who must do his father’s bidding, even if his father were still alive. And another thing—won’t the Petroffs wonder why they did not find a copy of this contract in Simeon’s papers after he died?”

“Possibly, but I have a copy to show the young count when he arrives. He won’t doubt his father’s signature.”

“You forged it?”

“It wasn’t difficult, with a little practice. As for the count and Alex accepting the betrothal—” Constantin paused, then added almost bleakly, “It comes down to honor. Though I have misplaced mine, they will be trapped by it.”

“What if your Cardinian has none?”

“He is Simeon’s son,” Constantin said, as if that were enough to explain his confidence.

Anna sighed. It was becoming quite obvious that nothing she said was going to make a difference. That damn Rubliov stubbornness. They all possessed it, but none so much as the father—and the youngest daughter. Once invoked, it was unshakable.

Even though Constantin was sick with guilt over what he’d done, he would cling tenaciously to his reason for doing it. He wanted his daughter to find happiness.

Anna couldn’t fault him for wanting what all parents wanted for their children, but happiness could be defined in a hundred different ways. After the eight years they had spent together, and the dozens of times she had turned down his proposals, he should have realized by now that marriage was not every woman’s fondest desire.

She placed a hand gently on his arm, determined to try to make him understand that at least. “Perhaps you haven’t noticed that Alex isn’t exactly unhappy. She enjoys the freedom you allow her. She enjoys working with the horses, which a husband would never permit her to do. She has friends here. And she adores you—when you two are not fighting. Frankly, I think she even enjoys your arguments. Have you ever considered that Alex just wasn’t meant to marry? Marriage would more than likely constrain her, might even stifle her—unless she can meet a man who doesn’t give a damn for convention any more than she does, a rarity—”

“Or one who loves her enough to allow her certain freedoms,” he cut in, “but also is capable of denying her those in which she risks her damn neck.”

He sounded so exasperated with that statement, Anna almost laughed. “Is that one of your motives? You really think a husband will be able to control Alex’s reckless nature even though you have failed?”

That got her a glower. “Perhaps not, but keeping her pregnant certainly will.”

She couldn’t argue with that. Motherhood would make a difference in Alexandra’s life. At the very least it would keep her from racing her horses so energetically. And Alexandra was very good with children. Though she had never said so, she probably did want some of her own. And she had been willing to marry that Englishman, in fact had desired it greatly, so she was not opposed to marriage.

Anna sighed. If she wasn’t careful, she would be applauding what Constantin had done.

“We have gotten away from the point,” she said. “What you are doing is forcing Alex and Simeon’s son into a marriage that neither one was expecting. It’s likely that they will both protest it, but I am absolutely certain that Alex will. And what happens if they don’t take to each other? If they are both against the marriage, they won’t exactly meet under the best of terms. Alex could end up hating the man, which would hardly produce the happy life you envision for her.”

“Purely suppositions, Anna.”

“But more likely than those you anticipate.”

“The truth will be clear when they meet,” he replied stubbornly.

“And if I am right?”

“If it’s obvious that they won’t suit, then of course I will release them from the betrothal and compensate the count for his trouble in coming here.”

“Well, thank God you’re not going to be pigheaded about this to the very end.”

He flinched at her sarcasm and retaliated by saying, “Actually, I’m feeling much better about it, now that you’ve raised issues that hadn’t occurred to me and I have successfully put them aside.”

She was about to reply quite scathingly to that remark when the front door slammed, and a moment later, Alexandra appeared in the doorway. She didn’t notice them yet, as she was busy slapping dust from her sleeves with her equally dusty fur cap, spreading a fine coating of it on the floor at her feet where her Borzoi was making a bigger cloud of it with his wagging tail. A single lock of ash-blond hair had escaped her coiffure and fell over her shoulder to her waist.

She looked like a Cossack, a male Cossack, in her baggy pants which were tucked into knee-high boots, her bright red sash tied around her narrow waist, her no-longer-white shirt with the fine blue embroidery down the front, and her knee-length coat with the wide skirt. This was her customary dress for riding and working with the horses. Her bedraggled and filthy appearance was nothing new to her family.

“Much, much better,” Constantin said in a soft whisper that only Anna could hear, a reiteration of what he had said moments before. “And fortunate it is that a man with a new wife will lay down the laws early in their marriage and see that they are obeyed.”

Anna’s nostrils flared wide as she gritted her teeth. But because of Alexandra’s present, she couldn’t address that statement in the manner that it so richly deserved, so she picked up Constantin’s second glass of vodka, which still had enough liquid in it for her purpose, and without the slightest hesitation tipped it over his head.

Witnessing only the dunking and her father’s sputtering, Alexandra laughed delightedly. “Anna? You have given in to temper? But then, I told you I would be a bad influence on you eventually, didn’t I?”

“Indeed, darling—and you know where to find the bucket and mop, don’t you?”

Glancing down at the trail of dust she had tracked into the hall, Alexandra was still grinning when she asked, “Before or after Bojik and I bathe?”

With visions of the disaster that the Russian wolfhound was going to leave in the bathhouse, Anna said, “I don’t believe it matters.”

Alexandra flashed one of the smiles that could so easily turn grown men into mush if she only knew how to utilize it, and marched off toward the kitchen, Bojik following at her heels as usual. It had been unnecessary to mention the mop and bucket. The girl always cleaned up after herself—and her overlarge pet. They might have a dozen servants on hand to wait on her, but she rarely made use of them.

“Anna?”

The word came softly for all that it was a growl—as if she could forget the undoubtedly furious man standing behind her reeking of vodka. She cringed inwardly at what she’d done. Never, ever, had she stooped to such a low level of behavior. It simply wasn’t in her nature.

“Shall I pour you another glass?” she offered without looking around.

She heard a snort. “Will I get to drink it?”

After a moment’s thought, Anna said, “Probably not,” and marched out of the room herself.
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