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But love was only a romantic dream

Tarini Brown was just twenty and had never reakgin to live.
Now, holidaying in the romantic alpine principaly Liechtenstein,
she hoped her chance had come!

The tiny country was captivating, and she lostime tfalling in love
with it--and with one of its leading countrymengteGraf Hugo von
Tiersen.

It was a hopeless situation, for Tarini could nev@mpete with the
beautiful baroness the handsome Graf was said/é lo



CHAPTER ONE

A LouD two-toned chime rang out above the hustle andldowst
Manchester airport, warning travellers of an immine
announcement.

'‘Will all passengers for Swissair flight SR843 tarigzh please
assemble at Gate Twenty-four!'

In spite of the fact that for two hours she hadvaating, filled with
nervous trepidation, mentally checking and re-chreckall the
instructions she had been given in case she slave omitted to
have carried out some vital part of the procedureiva at the
airport at least an hour before flight time; chectkiggage; hand over
ticket, receive boarding pass and keep it handytoeyour passport;
then relax, have a coffee or stroll around the shagil your flight
number is called—Tarini's heart jolted, then beganing fast,
causing her palms to sweat, her stomach to cherrkrees to almost
buckle beneath her when she jumped to her feebegad up her
handbag, magazine and one small piece of handdeggad set off
In a panic-stricken rush towards the departure leung

It was still early morning, yet the airport was rteeg with
passengers—businessmen with  bulging, briefcasestentsa
shepherding children equipped for a holiday ingbe, young men
and girls looking comfortably casual in the teenageform of
tee-shirt and slim-legged denims, middle- aged Esupbviously
well-travelled enough to be looking slightly boradd others more
elderly looking frankly nervous, yet all blessedttwia sense of
purpose, not one of them, Tarini felt certain, saffg the same sense
of desolation, of loneliness, of sheer blind parlat had
overwhelmed her the moment she had left home ete rou the
airport.



'‘Why did | allow myself to be coerced—bullied— intaking a
holiday abroad on my own?' she murmured under resatlb when,
reaching the entrance to the departure loungdpsinel it blocked by
the head of a rambling queue. 'l should have refueelisten to
Carol,' she decided, turning to trail the lengthttad arrival hall in
search of the tail-end of a .queue that seemee t@deding farther
into the distance with each passing second. Fedinginge of
anxiety, she quickened her steps, sensing thatthorgehad gone
slightly awry, that this queue was a deviation fraxmrmal, an
unforeseen obstacle to the carefully-prepared;lsyegtep itinerary
that she and Carol had meticulously rehearsed.

'l say, this is a bit much!" A disgruntled travelleonfirmed her
suspicions. 'If this queue isn't speeded up I'bsmmy flight, my
plane's due to take off in twenty minutes!'

Tarini's startled eyes flew down to her wrist- wateller plane was
due to take off in ten!

'l suppose the civil servants are on a go-slowragdomeone behind
her heaved a sigh of resignation. 'l can't undedstahy they don't
just ' strike and be done with it.’

‘This hold-up has been caused by a need for stregeurity,' a
cheerful voice chimed in. 'Because of a tomb soarehis airport
yesterday security officers have been ordered textea thorough
when searching hand-luggage. But no one need wbmeyassured
them so confidently that everyone relaxed, 'theaatrauthorities are
bound to have foreseen this delay and altered thgint schedules
accordingly, I'm certain no one is in any dangemgdsing his flight.’

Because the man sounded so authoritative, so amewithat he was
right, Tarini ceased to worry and resigned hetsalfaiting patiently,

even managed to daydream, slipping into one obtbg/n studies
that so often in the past had irritated her mothen heaven's sake,



Tarini, how you can stand there staring into spagth that idiotic
half-smile on your lips while I'm suffering intoddrie pain is beyond
my comprehension!

Her breath caught in a gasp when the echo fromsafpl@ad with
sleepless nights, tiring days, and an endless gstoh peevish
recriminations jerked her back to reality.

‘Are you feeling faint, my dear?' a kindly handtched her elbow.
‘You've gone very pale ...?" A stout, motherly wonpeered down,
her expression registering concern. '‘As | was gatonmy husband
just a few minutes ago,' she nodded towards thestaading by her
side, 'such a slip of a girl has no right to beeting alone—you look
frail, as if a strong gust of wind might blow yaght off the airstrip.'

'I'm fine ... really." Tarini blushed, feeling awévd, unable to cope
with kindness and concern in spite of weeks of tevgare that she
had received after the breakdown that had occuasd direct

consequence of her mother's sudden death aftes gEbeing nursed
through what her doctor had always insisted werelpumaginary

ailments.

‘Well, you know best, dearie...' The woman's voitailed

uncertainly as she eyed a small peaked face loaiimgbeneath a
smooth cap of hair, mouse-brown, with matching-gilkged lashes,
delicately drawn brows, and a mouth timid as astéved child's. A
face indistinguishable in a crowd, yet redeemethftotal plainness
by a pair of startling eyes, blue as cornflowersjely trusting,

clearly honest, devoid of the guile, mistrust apicism imposed by
an increasingly violent and uncaring society.

'You must be a country girl." The woman murmured theughts
aloud.



'‘However did you guess?' Tarini looked so surpribedwoman was
unable to suppress a smile. Before she had a chtanaply the

warning chimes rang out preceding a further annemnant and she
hesitated in order to listen.

'‘Will Miss Tarini Brown, the last remaining passendor Swissair
flight SR843 to Zurich, please proteed as quicklypassible to Gate
Twenty-four!'

'Oh, no ...I' Tarini choked. 'I'll never make thete must still be a
hundred people ahead of me in the queue!

'‘Are you the missing passenger?' Immediately thmawonudged her
husband. "'Tom, would you take this child to thextraf the queue and
explain that her plane is about to leave withou?lten certain no one
will object.'

No one did. In fact, once the situation had beethn®a the crowd
parted to make way for her; an official gave onlyuasory glance at
her passport before waving her in the directiorsexfurity officers
who rifled swiftly through her shoulder bag and thdinggage before
speeding her on to a moving platform.

The long, empty passageway leading towards thertepagate
seemed interminable. The platform seemed to benadwa little
faster than a crawl, so desperately, once her karsbber breathing -
had steadied, she let go of the handrail and begaim. As soon as
she came within sight of twgrim-looking men in uniform standing
with their backs to closed doors she realisedghatwas too late. that
in spite of a much-too-early arrival at the airpantSpite of careful
planning and meticulous attention to detail, sheé t@ammitted the
unpardonable error of missing her plane!

'Miss Tarini Brown . . .?' the elder of the t\valiae officials
guestioned coldly.



‘Yes . . ."' she gulped, feeling cowed as a prisan&iting sentence.

‘Do you realise, | wonder, the expense incurredrbgirline company
when a flight is delayed? Have you any notion @& tlchnicalities
involved, the rules that must be strictly adhereohtorder to move a
plane safely out of a busy airport? The, captaiyooi plane delayed
take-off until the last possible moment, but whenvas warned
byFlight Control that unless he left immediatelg plane would be
grounded for at least another four hours he hachoae but to give
first consideration to the rest of his passendéy®u had arrived,' he
flicked back his cuff to study his watch, 'justdiminutes earlier
you'd have made it. As it is,' he shrugged, 'youehao one but
yourself to blame.’

'‘But | did arrive early,' she protested, 'lI've beiting in the airport
lounge for hours! As soon as | heard my flight nemtalled | made
my way to the departure lounge, only to find a cuef people
waiting to pass through the security check poimisying so slowly
that there was no way | could get through in tirkker troubled eyes
scoured the men's faces, seeking a hint of sympatigyimmer of
understanding.

The younger man shuffled his feet, looking unconaifiole. 'l should
raise that point with the airport authorities, Wére you, Miss Brown,
Unfortunately, individual airlines have no juriston over delays
caused by airport employees.’

‘Nor will Swissair accept any responsibility forighits missed

because of a change of airport policy,' the eldan rmterposed

swiftly. "You must appreciate, Miss Brown, that lsuchecks are
imperative for the safety of passengers and thagneter the

circumstances warrant it the already stringentsrhbeve to be further
tightened. It's up to the individual passengerrsuee that he or she
can accomplish all the formalities with plenty ohé¢ to spare.’



'l understand.' Tarini blinked, close to tears, denng why she
should be feeling so dejected when only half arr ipoeviously she
had been wishing that she didn't have to go.

'Is this your first flight, Miss Brown?' The youngman enquired
gently.

'It was to have been," she corrected with uninbeati irony. She
squared her slim shoulders, making a brave effortappear
composed. 'But it doesn't matter, | think I'd myrkfer to return
home.'

Suddenly the elder man cleared his throat and iserher by
offering gruffly, 'No need to make hasty decisioyp@ing lady.' He
stooped to take charge of the bag she had pladest &et. 'Let's go
to my office and see what we can sort out.’

A badge pinned to his lapel identified him as J&mith, a very
ordinary name for a man who, once the argumentdagited, the
recriminations were over, proved to be possesseskimhordinary
gualities of efficiency, expertise, and a deterrtiorato transport one
small piece of mislaid human baggage to ZuricHI|atost.

It could be, Tarini mused, that he regarded anylaced passenger
on his airline as a personal affront. Yet when $ieeved her into his
office, saw her settled in a comfortable chairntpersonally busied
himself filling up a kettle to make her a cup ad,tehe felt inclined to
suspect that behind his crusty exterior lurked ragassionate heart.
As she sat quietly in a corner, gratefully sippteg, he and his
companion began rustling through papers strewn avarge desk.

'‘Our only other flight to Zurich today is fully bked," she heard him
mutter.



'‘What about the shuttle service?' the younger raggested. 'There's
a plane due to leave in five minutes that willlget to London in time
to catch a connection to Zurich with less than hears' delay.’

Hopefully, two heads lifted, two pairs of eyes sgum her direction.
'‘Could you manage an extra seventy-five poundsfaai, Miss
Brown?'

Her blush of embarrassment appeared answer enough.

'‘On second thoughts,' swiftly Mr Smith turned backhis paper,
'there's a chance, a valymchance,' he emphasised, 'that there mig
be one seat vacant on our next flight. Two seate baen booked in
the name of Count Hugo von Triesen, but | know trehabitually
makes provision for business associates who aretsoes required
to make a spur-of-the-moment decision to finalisgrtbusiness in
Zurich. | saw him earlier in the restaurant eatalgne—it's just
possible," he turned to study Tarini thoughtfultizat this could be
one of the occasions when the spare seat he'svedsaon't be
required.’

The aristocratic ring of the name he had menticeedered Tarini
petrified.

'Please don't bother," she blurted, 'l don't wanlbé a nuisance to
anyone!' Cup, spoon and saucer rattled betweeshading fingers

as she deposited them carefully upon an adjacbls beefore rising

to her feet with an endearing show of dignity.e&lly would much

prefer to return home.'

‘What about your luggage?' The younger man cockednguiring
eyebrow. 'lt's already on its way to Zurich.'

'‘Oh...!" Tarini's mouth formed a quivering circlé dismay. 'l'd
forgotten about that.'



John Smith straightened purposefully. 'I'd. betgérx Zurich airport
and instruct the lost luggage office to take charfjdliss Brown's
cases until she arrives—Ilet's hope, on the negtttfli

She slumped back into her chair. Practically eveng of value she
possessed were contained within her two suitcasesputfits rashly
purchased at Carol's insistence with the small atnofimoney left
over once her mother's affairs had been settleel.h&d doubted the
wisdom of frittering her tiny nest-egg, but Caroldhleen so
persuasive. 'Listen to me, Tarini," her candidnidi®dad urged, 'every
item of clothing you have is shabby and out of déthen you return
from blooming with health, | hope, your first prityrwill be to look
for a job, which means that you'll need to looksergable. Far from
being extravagant, a new wardrobe is a necessaggtiment that will
help you gain the confidence needed to impress progpective
employer.'

She had not realised how visibly her thoughts reshlibetrayed upon
her expressive face until John Smith prompted gentl

'‘Well, Miss Brown, have you reached a decision?'

'l seem to have been left with very little choishe swallowed hard.
'If you can get me a seat on the next plane tocBurshall be very
grateful.'

For the following half hour she was left aban-doaed ignored, a
self-effacing shadow shrinking farther into her @yrwishing she
could simply disappear from sight, while John Smhd his
associate resumed their busy routine, not forggtanfifteen-minute
intervals, to broadcast a polite request over thmod loudspeaker
system.

'‘Would Count Hugo von Triesen kindly contact thasSaw desk
before boarding his plane for Zurich?'



'‘Won't the old gentleman mind?' Tarini whisperexdidly when the
younger official approached within earshot.

'Old gentleman ...?" He looked puzzled. Then whedetstanding

dawned his mouth split into a wide grin. '‘Count Hudo you mean?
I'm certain he won't. In direct contrast to thesgelglgentleman you've
envisaged, the Count has earned himself a sligakigh reputation.
An astute businessman, he nevertheless ensuresfdiamount of
his time is spent circulating the playgrounds ofdpe. You've no

need to worry, Miss Brown, I'm certain you'll fi@bunt Hugo well

ingrained with the aristocratic traditions of higce—that he's a
gallant, ever ready to come to the rescue of a @maiad distress.'

Instead of feeling reassured she shrank even fairth@ her shell,
fretting over the alarming new picture the youngcadl had just
painted. She had impulsively assumed that the Cowmntld be
elderly. Her knowledge of European nobility was ited to the
casual perusal of small paragraphs tucked awayencorners of
newspapers and magazines, and in spite of beiegaietl subject of
the British monarchy she had formed an impresdianh throughout
the rest of Europe aristocrats were almost extaatying breed of
elderly nobles determined to hang on to worthlgles wntil their last
expiring breath.

When the office door was flung open every head skad towards
the tall figure that stalked across the threshold lareezed into the
centre of the room.

‘Well, my friends, what is it you require of medrihi's fascinated
eyes caught a glimpse of black hair, bronzed featand a flashing,
white- toothed grin. 'l warn you that your reascad hbetter be
important enough for me to forgive you for haviregeh forced to cut
short a delightful encounter with the lovely youlignerican actress
to whom I've just been introduced!



Shock waves ran from the tips of Tarini's toeshi® ¢rown of her
head. Cowed by the impact of his vibrant personalite crouched
unnoticed in her seat, staring at the being froottser world, a world
that bred self-assurance to a degree she wouldanst dared to
emulate, a world of mountains with ski-slopes tad rendered his
lean limbs tough as whipcord, movements balancet panfectly
relaxed; whose sun had tanned his skin to match#rk of trees that
towered, tier upon tier, towards snow-capped paakese lakes had
reflected into eyes narrowed with laughter a clgeren sparkle
holding just a hint of the chill of melted snow; ege clefts, faces and
brows of rugged rock had set the pattern for aileroéfined only by
pride of birth.

'‘We have here a lady in dire need of help, Courgdiuohn Smith
explained with the ease of a man confident of apathretic hearing.
'‘Miss Brown's plane has left without her, and as rlext flight to
Zurich is fully booked we're all hoping that—as hlaappened
occasionally in the past— one of the two seatsvesan your name
might not be required.'

‘You are in luck'" Following the direction of Jol8mith's nod, the
Count spun round in search of Tarini. Slowly, hisuged smile faded
as he raked her limp figure curled, timid as a ,ednghe presence of
a sleek, green-eyed tomcat. For a split secondowdih his
expression did not change, Tarini detected a lobickvno young
American actress would have recognised, but whiels all too
humiliatingly familiar to one of the wallflowers tfie world—one of
those girls who are always last to find a danciegtrer, whose
well-meaning friends insist upon manoeuvring eligiachelors into
situations in which they are forced to pretendredéein a female
discarded by others as boring and unattractive.

He bowed. 'You are welcome to make use of the speag Miss
Brown. The friend who was to have accompanied nsechad off at
the last minute," he told her kindly. Then witlgkli but obvious haste



he took his leave. 'If you would please excuselmmist return to the
restaurant where my friends are waiting.'

‘Thank heaven for that!" John Smith's sigh of fellben the Count
had retreated from his office made her feel moes taver like an
unwanted piece of baggage. 'You're a very forturtate Miss
Brown, your luck's turned up buttered!

Tarini bit her lip, forcing back the ungrateful adsion that given a
choice she would have preferred to walk barefoaZudch rather
than share close proximity with Count Hugo von 3eie!



CHAPTER TWO

CouNT HuGo was the last passenger to step aboard the planai, T
her boarding pass clutched in an anxious fist, lbeeh one of the
first, and once she had settled into her seat slesht nervously
gnawing her bottom lip, watching the rest of thesgmmgers filing
along the aisle until every seat was occupied—exoeghe one on
her immediate flight.

Wondering which of the forthcoming experiences slwaild find
most distasteful—the trauma of her first take-offtioe ordeal of
having Count Hugo von Triesen as a travelling camgoa—she tried
to relax, forcing clenched fists to unwind untiingl pale hands
appeared to be resting placidly in her lap; fordagk a tide of panic,
attempting to blot from her mind the stories sheé heard of horrific
plane crashes that invariably seemed to occur at riost
danger-prone times of landing or taking off.

A tall figure appeared in the aisle, blocking heww of the rest of the
passengers while, with unhurried ease, he sliccafshf papers from
a leather briefcase, then snapped shut the lockdasfowing it on an
overhead rack. She dared to meet his eyes whetdichet® the
adjacent seat and was not surprised to find hiscglaool, his nod of
acknowledgement briefly disinterested.

Then a powerful, throbbing hum began reverberatimgugh the
aircraft, a hum that developed into a whine aptare began moving
forward. As its wheels began moving faster andefasiong the
airstrip the whine gave way to a demoniacal shiiegit sounded to
Tarini like the screams, of a thousand dementedlsdeleefully
anticipating her destruction. Pressure like thedaf a huge invisible
hand pinned her back against her seat, then asrtraft lifted from
the ground her stomach rose with it, her body viedightless, her
brain numbed by a steady, insistent drumming inclaes.



She must have gasped aloud, or perhaps her stompobility
communicated her fear to Count Hugo, for his eyé@sedled in her
direction.

'Holy Saints,' he muttered, 'you look terrified ofityour wits! Is this
your first flight, Miss Brown?'

The irritable snap of words attacked her pride, in@gk surface until
it swamped every other emotion. 'Yes,' she admittéde to the lips,
'but I'm all right now."

She glimpsed a glint of gold, the stark contrastddpotless cuff
against a tanned, sinewed wrist when his handiliftesummon a
stewardess. She felt almost sorry for the girhatreceiving end of a
smile that could have charmed a cooing dove away fts mate.

‘Would you fetch a cognac, please? My ... erientt is not feeling
too well. Make it two," he amended, flashing thenbeed girl a
charming grin, 'l think any drink tastes better wiaken in company,
don't you agree?'

‘Not for me, thank you,' Tarini protested weakiyddn't drink, even
shandy goes straight to my head.'

'Please allow me to know what is best for you.'ddeashed her
protest with an arrogance she found infuriatingcah't remember
how I felt on my first flight, it is so long agoubl can imagine that
one's first introduction to screaming jet enginesuld be

guite-alarming. Here, take this, and sip it slowhté smiled his
thanks to the pretty young stewardess who hadmedike a homing
pigeon to his side, carrying two glasses of cogmaa tray. 'It will do

you no harm, and even if it should make you febttle tipsy,' he

concluded dryly, 'the company of a person drunk vane is

preferable to one who is drunk on virtue.'



If the remark had been made purposefully snidejeche calculated

to fire her ashen cheeks with anger, to light alsp&resentment in

wide frightened eyes, the ploy succeeded. Cupgegobwl! of the

glass in hands shaking with indignation, Tarinstxs back her head
and gulped every drop down before handing him thete glass with

the prim observation.

‘Thank you, you've been very kind. Please carryiin your work,'
she glanced pointedly at the sheaf of papers heabaddoned, 'I'm
feeling fine now.'

She told herself that his impatient attitude justifthe lie. Nothing

would have induced her to admit that the horrilblgtihg cognac was
blazing a fiery trail from the tip of her tongueagsed a pulsating
throat, along every vein and nerve, threatening explosion

somewhere deep inside of her—a soundless explasadroccurred

without her knowledge some minutes later, leavirehibd the

devastating after-affects of a head that seemhbdue begun floating
inches higher than her body and a tongue that beghabling an

endless stream of confidences into the ear of @megd-looking,

slightly amused Count.

'l didn't want to come on holiday alone, but meifi Carol insisted.
You see, my mother died recently,’ to her surmsisediscovered that
for the very first time since , her death she cdhbidk of her mother
without feeling the slightest twinge of guilt, '&hebeen ill for
years—not seriously ill, her doctor always insistgdst plagued
every day with a different niggling complaint. Tsbock of her
sudden death made me ill and this holiday, Casalr@s me, will put
me back on my feet, help me to become fit enoudimtba job.’

‘You have my sympathy, Miss Brown." The Count'scepithough
strangely distant, sounded gravely gentle. 'l, know how it feels to
possess—or rather to be possessed—nby an ailinghlivyet often
infuriating mother who | suspect is not above malapng her frailty



in the pursuit of her own ends. No one knows bdttan she how
effectively a threatened heart attack can bringuawvard son to heel.’

'‘Or how to wring one's conscience with the pathetycthat the old
are unwanted!" Tarini capped triumphantly.

'‘Or to make one feel secretive unless one takegdhble to explain
in detail about every chance encounter, every driviappening
experienced outside of the home," he agreed witbrspiratorial
grin.

Suddenly they were smiling at each other like filerevelling in the
relief of shared confidences.

As they ate what Tarini considered to be a delEimeal of fruit
juice, followed by roast pork and a selection ofetbles served
piping hot in deep foil dishes, the effect of tligreac began wearing
off so that she no longer felt lightheaded or gidayt simply
cocooned within a warm golden glow that gave hercibnfidence to
believe that the Count was not merely pretendinghterest in her,
well-being when he probed.

'‘What sort of work will you choose to do once yayé completely
recovered from your illness, Miss Brown?'

She deliberated, spooning tiny helpings of tritiet@ her spoon in the
manner of a child seeking to make a treat lasbr@ag &s possible.

'l shan't be in a position to choose, Count; I'mmpletely
untrained—except perhaps as a sort of nurse-compatoiothe
elderly—so | shall be grateful for any job with @ay sufficient to
cover the expense of sharing a flat with my friend.

'You have had to sell your home?' He looked shockedif such
poverty was completely beyond his comprehension.l@use was
rented," she sighed, 'and the right of tenancywiddmy mother. We



ought to have been able to purchase our own heheefrowne'd, 'but
my late father who was a professor of Roman Historg quite a
brilliant scholar had no head for finance, I'm afrdt was he who
christened me Tarini..."! The Count paused halfwayhe act of

raising a coffee cup to his lips, his eyes fixedmuthe dreamy smile
that had transformed her elfin features into a @aroé gentle

serenity.

"... I think," she continued musing as if to hdrséiat he must have
taken one look at his unprepossessing offspringdactied to make
up for what was lacking by bestowing a name of ueignterest.

Tarini,' she told him without the slightest track self-pity, 'was

purported to be a Roman goddess of unusual beauty.'

'l think you do your father an injustice, Miss BnowSuddenly the
Count sounded sorely tried. 'Why can't women letontake
compliments at face value instead of trying to re&olthem far more
than was originally intended? Your sex is neveisBat, always you
want more, more, moré&lo ut des,he quoted cynically . The code by
which most women live—I give to thee so that thotesgt to me!

The flight lasted for less than two hours, yethy time the captain's
voice broadcast a warning that the plane was abdand Tarini felt
she had,endured a short lifetime in the Count'sos®rcompany.
Obviously, she thought, the man was nursing a grieg against
everyone of her sex— not because of his mother faheertain;
because in spite of his condemnatory remarks stiegd@gnised a
thread of deep affection running through his wows,attitude of
resigned acceptance of the whims and idiosyncradies beloved
parent. Yet it hardly seemed possible that sucrexaeptionally
good-looking and eligible man could have been cbssdove. In
her role as an onlooker she had discovered that gids fell like
ninepins beneath the spell of an attractive rothat,they considered
character and warmth of personality to be of seapnisnportance to
that vital component: sex appeal.



'‘Can you manage to fasten your seatbelt?" The Gohmimour
appeared almost restored to normal when warningsdidlashed,
prior to landing.

'1 haven'unfastenedt,' she confessed simply.

'‘Such an attitude is typical of your race, Miss\#nd The set of his
lips was derisory. 'Only one of the unpredictableglish would
scramble aboard an unfamiliar jet plane and thérhsgging an
Imaginary parachute!’

Yet in spite of the fact that he seemed to finddauisance, he was
kind enough, once the wheels of the screechinpgdttaxied to a
standstill, to escort her into the arrival hall a@pherd her through
the airport formalities. As his only piece of luggawvas the briefcase
he had carried aboard the plane, they were splagechbre of joining
the rest of their fellow passengers clustered ataumrcarousel that
was disgorging baggage from the hold of the aitcsafwith his hand
cupping her elbow he guided her in the directiotheflost property,
office, where John Smith had assured her she winddher two
precious suitcases.

"You'll need the ticket for the flight you missedgrovide means of
identification,' he reminded her as they steppetbugpcounter where
an attendant was waiting.

Conscious of the Count's darkening frown and thendant's

growing impatience, Tarini fumbled in her handb#dggn pounced

with relief upon the elusive ticket, waving it likebanner beneath
their distant noses.

'It's here!" she gulped. 'For one awful momenbutht I'd lost it.'

With the look of a man anxious to be relieved of last debt to
society, the Count lifted each of the retrievedesasas if it were
featherlight and began striding towards a taxi rank



‘At which hotel in Zurich are you staying, Miss Bno?' While he

was speaking he glanced idly at one of the labiéclzed to the
handle of each suitcase then halted so suddenlyesimoned straight
into him. She sensed that the impact of their siolti was not entirely
responsible for the look of shock she saw stamped his face when
he lifted his eyes from the luggage label.

‘Malbun ..." he spelled out harshly. "Your destorais Malbun, in
Liechtenstein?'

When she responded with a fearful nod he breatheéeply. 'Then
how, might | ask, do you intend getting there? Mgkinto account
the number of trains and buses that will be neg¢alé@nsport you to
the Swiss border and then finally to a village &ti¢al five thousand
feet high in the mountains, | estimate that theney could take at
least twenty-four hours—provided, that is,' he steesharshly, 'you
miss none of your connections.'

He forbore to press the point that she had alreaglyaged to miss
her plane, but her insight into his thoughts sewthectic patches of
colour flying high in her cheeks. Feeling enormesassfaction, she
hastened to put the arrogant Count firmly in hecpl

‘You've been very kind, Count von Triesen, and &rtremely

grateful to you for helping me over a difficult pst, but as from this
moment you need feel no further responsibility oy Imehalf. Mr

Smith telephoned personally to the office of thartoperators with
whom | booked my holiday and in turn they passedmhim the

telephone number of a courier in Zurich who haslastructed to
deal with all further travelling arrangements. S \ysee, you may
leave me now without suffering the least twingecohscience.’
Deliberately she stuck out her hand. 'Goodbye— ather,’ she
blushed slightly, 'now that we're in your counttyseems more
appropriate to sayauf Wiedersehen!'



'You have the telephone number written down? Give me....' To
her consternation he ignored her outstretched bamgletely.

'‘Really, there's no need....'

'You areau faitwith the intricacies of foreign telephone exchaje
he questioned sharply.

‘Well... no, but I'm certain I'll be able to manage

'‘As well as you've managed up until now, I've nalmtd The dry

observation left her seething. 'Come,' once agaigrabbed her by
the elbow and began propelling her in the directidna nearby
telephone kiosk, 'a few more minutes of precioosetwill be well

spent ensuring that you are to be deposited inbtar@ands.’

For the first time in her uneventful life Tarinilf@an urge to rant and
rave. But knowing that such a reaction would belduthat the

dictatorial Count had no intention of being shakéhshe submitted
to being led into a telephone kiosk and stood fusstnmering while

he dialled the required number.

‘You're through . . ." When a voice respondeddcehquiry he handed
her the receiver, but instead of stepping out oftezt he remained

grimly listening.

'H . . . hello," she gasped, 'this is Tarini Brogmeaking. | was
Instructed by the tour operators to contact you ediately | arrived
in Zurich.'

'Oh, yes, Miss Brown.' The girl's reply was so @iy offhand
Tarini's nerves tightened.

'l believe you may be able to help me,' she almtestded, 'l need
transport to ray hotel in Malbun.'



ACertainly I .an help you.' To her relief the courier respondethwi
alacrity. 'But I'm afraid it's out of the questitor me to accompany
you because in an hour's time I'm due to pick ypaae load of
tourists who are en route for Lake Lucerne. Thiy doust have been
overlooked by my head office when they promised gowscort and
wired instructions to me to meet your plane. Howgeuehave
enquired on your behalf about which train to cateid also the times
of a series of connecting buses that will get yotiriesenberg, which
Is as far as local buses run. Once you get thershauld not be
difficult to contact the village taxi driver who Iake you on the last
stage of your journey up the mountain to the skoreof Malbun.
Have you a pencil and paper handy?'

Numb with shock, Tarini fumbled in her handbagdarotebook and
pencil. 'Yes,' she croaked, 'l have now.’

'Right!" Sounding relieved to have been sparedirdesh argument,
the courier began rattling off a list of train abds schedules.
'Remember, T-R-lI- E-S-E-N-B-E-R-G, she spelled out plainl
'marks the last stage of your journey,' she stikbséore she finally
concluded, 'Have a pleasant journey, I'm certain'llyccope
beautifully.'

When the line went dead Tarini slowly replaced theeiver and
remained staring fixedly at the name of a villdug seemed vaguely
familiar.

‘Triesenberg? Of course!" her eyes flew upwardsetocompanion's
face. 'Count von Triesen— Triesenberg. What a cdemce!'

‘Hardly that, Miss Brown.' The Count sounded salyagsigned. 'As
it did not seem important at the time, | did noth®s to correct your
assumption that | am Swiss. | am, in fact, a sulgéthe Principality
of Liechtenstein, and the village of Triesenbergjust a few



kilometres from the Schloss Wolke, which has béenhtome of my
family for centuries.'

Suddenly, fatigue descended like a cloud uponibdoay that only

weeks ago had fought a brave battle to survivdliass caused by
exhaustion, by years of selfless dedication toitossible task of
ministering to an invalid whose demands had growavier and

more fractious with each passing day. An hysteniesire to laugh
rose within her as she recalled her doctor's gagdvice.

‘What you need now, Tarini, is a holiday, a resitfitérlude in some
place that can provide fresh, clean air and gemxtécise, plenty of
good wholesome food to put flesh on your bones arale all, a
peaceful environment, for you must avoid at alk @y situation that
might cause you stress!'

What would he think of the situation she was in A®le wondered,
subconsciously tightening her grip until her knesklwhitened
around the flimsy slip of paper that was to bedmy guide across a
width of unknown territory whose inhabitants spokedanguage
foreign to her ears. Would the dear old physicidro\wad done his
best to ease the burden that had been forced wrdahénday she had
left school and had not been shed until two datex &fer twentieth
birthday advise her to return home immediately? v@uld he
censure her, as he had done previously, for heditynfor reacting
to adverse circumstances with the resignationatfild who, having
been told continually that she is unloved and usid®, begins
accepting tribulation as a penance?

‘Don't fret, Miss Brown, I'm certain it can be dgiyou no good.' The
Count sounded calm, his eyes surprisingly kindhay rested upon
white teeth gnawing a tortured bottom lip. ReacHorghe crumpled
piece of paper she was grasping like a lifelineploeked it from her
grasp and with a gesture of distaste threw it ihaady waste
receptacle. 'l shall be travelling to Liechtenstéist thing in the



morning,’ he forestalled her outraged gasp, 'itld/doe criminally
selfish of me, don't you think, if | were to alloav visitor to my
country to endure unfamiliar trains and buses wkekeping a speedy,
comfortable car all to myself?'



CHAPTER THREE

CAREFULLY, Tarini laid her modest nightdress across smoo
flower-sprigged bed sheets, then stepped back frmgydisturbed by
the incongruity of limp white poplin spread agaiastixurious pillow
and a plump, featherlight, matching duvet. Of ceutswvas out of
place—but then so was she! She had been givenarxelio argue,
no chance even to catch her breath before beingketiinto a taxi
and sped through the streets of Zurich towards @tel hwhose
maghnificence, when she had been ushered into ylee, fload reduced
her to a shrinking, tongue-tied shadow who had yhrto be
allowed to sink through the cream marble floor kjwag
mirror-bright beneath thesoles of her dusty shaemédlt into walls
lined with black plate glass reflecting elegantt@dtpalms, banked
flower arrangements, huge crystal chandeliers, amdimposing
reception desk presided over by a concierge whogenturbable
expression had not altered one iota when the Qmatequested that
a room should be found on the same floor as his fowithe waif
trailing nervously in his wake.

He had not been unkind enough to use those spesdids, of

course, but the pageboy's sympathetic grin whehadeshown her
inside a lift that had swooshed her silently ughe highest, most
prestigious floor of the hotel had contained a rmge®f recognition
from a kindred spirit, one who knew how it hurtfél inferior, one

who had no difficulty interpreting awe, humilityné downright

panic in her dilated stare.

Tarini's heart lurched with fright when a telephosierilled its
summons through the silent, room. Nervously, sheed towards it,
then hesitated, her hand hovering over a handssdlefgreen onyx
banded with gilt. But when the insistent trill beea more than her
nerves could stand she plucked it from its restqural/ered into the
mouthpiece. 'H ... hello. ...""



'‘Miss Brown, you sound distressed, is anything \gfrthe Count
guestioned sharply.

‘N ... no, everything's fine,' she gulped, thewase he should think
her ungrateful, hurriedly qualified: ‘My room isratortable, and so
luxuriously furnished it's quite taken my breathagw

'‘Good." She could tell by his tone that he wasiamil'lnstinct tells

me that for too long you have wallowed in the lyxaf martyrdom,

therefore it is time you were forced to endure riisery of a little

spoiling. If you are not feeling too tired, wouldwcare to join me for
dinner this evening?'

'Oh, but ..." She began scrabbling in her mindvords of refusal.

'‘Don't bother to change,' he continued brisklyprgmgy her obvious
confusion, 'have a quick wash and brush up andmékt you
downstairs in fifteen minutes.’

When the line clicked and then went dead she sétarthg stupidly,
frozen with dismay at the prospect of having totuesm down an
Imposing staircase and to pretend to be relaxedigin@o force
morsels of food past a throat so tight she couleélpananage to
swallow. Then his imperious command impinged upo&r h
consciencel'll see you downstairs in fifteen minutes.'

How on earth did he expect her to eliminate thengrand creases of a
journey that had commenced during the early holitisi® morning,
within the short space of fifteen minutes!

The threat of attracting his displeasure sent karrging towards
suitcases lined up against a wall in readinesshfar early-morning
departure. Luckily, her hand-luggage, a small vanigse
accommodating make-up and toiletries, also contaarsgmhre pair of
tights, a change of underwear, and a blouse basyn afterthought,



which she had tucked inside the pocket lining ofdeese at the very
last minute.

Relieved by the knowledge that her leaf-green veoadluit had stood
up to the journey well, she sped into the bathréama rapid shower
and emerged ten minutes later from a cloud of stéawking
pink-cheeked and breathless but feeling vastly sbfd.

The blouse, when it settled across her shouldets avsoft, silken
sigh, amply condoned her last guilty extravagarncertlosing tilted
breasts and a tender stem of neck within pink retatgolds, its
billowing sleeves lending an illusion of roundndsstoo-slender
arms; ruffled cuffs disguising the fragile, sparrbaned thinness of
her wrists. Just a light application of make-upoach of colour on
lips that had to be forcibly held still, a few d¢es of a comb through
her hair, and she was physically ready—but still ntaky
unprepared. Her wristwatch told her that she was fninutes late
when she hurried into a lift that sped her swiftbwn to the foyer to
face yet another intimidating hurdle—a downwardejpvef staircase
giving access to two rooms, a dining-room to the \Wfere silver
cutlery glistened against a pristine backgroundwbite damask
tableclothes thrown over innumerable small tabkadattended by
an army of soft-footed waiters, and to the rightumge bar bathed in
subdued lighting, with opulent chairs and couchesuged in its
centre and ranged around its walls, and low tafb®se supporting
silver buckets holding dark green bottles plung#d icracked ice,
with a folded napkin swathed around each froste#t.ne

Count Hugo had drawn her a quick verbal sketcinefayout of the
hotel, but his words had barely registered. Cdstamothing he had
said had prepared her for a magnificence she faendfying.
Willing her footsteps not tdalter, she negotiated the last few step
then stood rooted before closed glass doors, krgpthigit nothing on
earth could induce her to enter the vast diningrradone.



Giving in to cowardice, she spun on her heel toarakjuick retreat,
but even as her foot descended upon the first mathir a mocking
remark speared from somewhere behind her.

‘You bore a large misfortune with great couragesdviBrown, why
weaken now in the face of what is by comparisonesy \minor
venture?'

Reluctantly she turned to face, the Count. 'Soneiintakes courage
to admit to cowardice, Count Hugo,' she huskedll YWu take pity
on my timidity and excuse me from joining you fanmer—I'd much
prefer to have something light served in my room?"'

'‘No, | will not excuse you, nor will | take pity ap one lacking in
self-esteem,’ he refused tersely. 'lf you persistuimulervaluing
yourself, you cannot justly complain if you are anghlued by
others. Now is as good a time as any to begin ileguto mix with
confidence, to discover that no one can make yal if&erior
without your co-operation and consent!'

For a second she looked stricken, then pride sdquler slim
shoulders, tilted her head to betray in the deptifiewer-blue eyes a
glint of long-lost spirit."Very well, Count Hugoshe bowed to the
inevitable, 'if you insist.’

A smile of satisfaction quirked his lips as he teatfor her hand and
tucked it within the crook of his elbow.

‘You're looking quite pretty this evening,' he em@aged, dallying on
the threshold of the dining-room to enjoy the whldish of colour
rioting in her cheeks. 'What is it about the debcknglish rose, |
wonder," he sounded genuinely puzzled, 'that makesy other
flower appear vulgar, and too colourfully flamboyarby

comparison?'



Although the compliment was an obvious ploy to hobsr
confidence, it nevertheless prompted a glow thateth right
throughout dinner, a light meal of clear soup, lakeit and salad,
followed by a helping of chestnut mousse whichutitoit looked
and tasted delicious, she accepted only becaus€dbat was so
persuasive.

'You really must eat more,"' he reproved, studyirlicdte features
that seemed to be altering every few seconds aiogptd the whim
of a low candle flickering inside a circle of flovgeset on the table
between them; one moment steady, casting a veialoh serenity,
and the next animated by a slight movement otlaiowing shadows
under high cheekbones, tremors over a young, \alihermouth,
drawing a screen of secrecy over dark blue eyese&bandid look he
had begun to recognise as her trademark.

'I've never been blessed with a large appetite tehfessed, resisting
an impulse to fidget when his stare became intent, | must be
improving, for the meal I've just enjoyed is thegksst I've eaten since
my illness.'

'You must try to do better than that, or else radfending the
proprietress of your hotel in Malbun.'

'I'm looking forward to living on top of a mountdiishe responded
eagerly, 'l can hardly wait to get there.'

‘You appear to be imagining your hotel perched lnigka mountain
peak.'

Isn't it?'

He laughed aloud at her look of disappointmentt tiNate. The Hotel
Rothus, where you will be staying, is situated tiveusand feet high,
but in a sheltered valley with snow-capped peak®tmg all around
it. It is used mainly as a ski lodge and is pack&tl winter sports



enthusiasts right throughout the winter season.dsadually, over
the years, the holiday season has been extendedcltale the
summer months also. This month, May, must be thetegt of all,
yet many would argue that springtime in the Alpsthe most
beautiful of all the seasons. In spite of the that your hotel will not
have its full complement of guests, that there W@l no hordes of
ravenous skiers descending upon her dining-rooenptbprietress,
whom | know well, is certain to be upset if anyhef guests does not
do justice to the hearty soups floating with dumgs, the pancakes,
the boiled beef and saddles of venison and chantiogsstrudel,
souffles and gateaux for which she is justly famous

‘You make my holiday sound as if it might turn éoitbe a feat of
gastronomic endurance,' she protested faintlyuldn't sample half
the things you've mentioned—one suet dumpling weaaldsfy my
appetite for the better part of a week!

‘Ah, but wait until you have spent a full day irvigorating Alpine
air," he nodded wisely. 'After a few hours spenking the peaks I'm
willing to bet that you will quickly change youmnte. Did your doctor
advise you to visit the Alps in order to reap trendfits of clear
mountain air and good wholesome food?'

Forgetting to be shy, Tarini leant forward to cdefi The choice of
location was entirely mine. For years I've promissgelf that if ever
| were to be lucky enough to take a holiday abrogddestination
would be Liechtenstein. Snatches I've read abeutinly principality

overshadowed by its larger neighbours, GermanytzZewand, and
Austria yet somehow managing to retain its independ and
culture, caught my imagination, made me yearn ¢ofgemyself the
castle of the reigning prince, the lonely, untoutiverld of the Alps,

the flower-filled meadows, the cows with tinklinglls hung round
their necks, and to soak up the atmosphere—for stlnewery

paragraph I've read about your country has reféoddas: the valley
of peace.'



She seemed so steeped in romantic wonderment hateeésas if
loath to damage the dream she nurtured.

‘Twenty years ago my country could possibly havenbesed as a
background for an operetta,’ he told her cautiquigly then it really

was a valley of peace with cows wandering alongstneets of a
capital that is now packed with buses and cars.dvitotlouses cover
slopes that once were spread only with flowerstdfaduildings are

scattered throughout the valleys, and high up iatwbu referred to
as the lonely and untouched world of the Alps,litg, chalets and
hotels abound. Liechtenstein has awoken from ig Isleep, Miss
Brown, the fairy tale atmosphere that was prevatettie old days is
now as illusory as your highly romantic image.'

He winced from a look reminiscent of a child whe lpast been told
that there is no Father Christmas.

'So you no longer have a reigning prince livingmhistorical castle?'

'Oh, yes, we have a Prince,' he seemed relievied &ble to reassure
her on one point at least. But impelled by a datyoé honest, he
gualified: 'However, his castle has now been tiamséd into a
modern home where the Prince and Princess live ihajppy
atmosphere of simplicity with their five childre®ur monarch has
often made plain his dislike of superficial pomp@eremony, which
Is why there is no court etiquette and why heiislyan uniform. He
insists upon his family mixing with his subjects w&ry democratic
and friendly terms—even to the point of sendingdtigdren to the
local school in the capital, Vaduz, for the firstays of their
education.'

'Oh, I see . ..' Though she strove to appear werord her voice was
bleak with disappointment.



Looking uncharacteristically sympathetic, he attesdgo redress the
balance. 'Perhaps it is we Liechtensteiners whe ltdvanged more
than our actual surroundings. | suspect, Miss Brotuat one as
convinced as you appear to be that paradise egistsre to find it.
Perhaps it could still be lurking beneath the stgfaand once you
move away from the towns and into the country yoay nstill
discover your own particular valley of peace wagtifor you
somewhere in the mountains. But meanwhile,’ he rtedeto
briskness, 'the mountains must wait until the righof Zurich has
been explored!

As their hotel was central they decided to walkeathan take a taxi,
meandering slowly along streets lined with shopsmtned with
goods of every description, their window displagegecatching and
original Tarini's mouth was soon in danger of settinto a
permanent circle of delighted astonishment. Jewel;hes and furs;
clothing for comfort and sport, for leisure and dtittering nights out
on the town; antiques and objets d'art; books, iexiaiod and
mouthwatering confectionery; embroidery, lace arahdicarved
wooden animals made it almost impossible to daguis a souvenir.

But it was when they came to the river and begsollisig along a
bank lined with guildhouses, curious boutiques andhny
enticing-looking side streets that she really belgasoak up the gay,
cosmopolitan atmosphere of Switzerland's largégt ci

'‘Would you like a drink?'

She was about to refuse until Count Hugo indicatgd a nod a
pavement cafe looking on to the river, its tabtggoed by colourfully
striped umbrellas, its chairs filled with youngstevho could have
been students wearing a uniform of faded, skinttigknims,
tee-shirts stamped with slogans, and with the table guitars slung
across some of their shoulders.



'I'd love a Fanta,' she decided, noting a largebairof the fruit juice
cans strewn across the students' tables.

‘Are you sure you wouldn't like an iced lollipog go with it?' he
drawled sarcastically, then relented immediately $env her
humiliated blush. 'Forgive that boorish remark,' &pologised
quickly, 'of course, you may drink whatever you lwis

As boats sailed past on a river reflecting the lamide of strings of
coloured fairy lights; as the fragrance of linderest' filled the air and
somewhere behind her someone began strumming ar,gUt#rini's
hurt faded, the embarrassment caused by the Cquuzaing jibe
superseded by a glow that she eventually begaectmgnise as the
elusive, long-lost stranger in her life-supremeteatment.

Count Hugo ordered a bottle of wine for himself aviden it Was
brought to their table he tried to tempt her tdeasfew sips.

'It is very light, a Clevner wine which must always drunk chilled,
made from blue Burgundy grapes grown on the shofekake
Zurich. Try a little, it will do you no harm . . .'

'‘No, thank you,' she refused hastily, 'Alcohol, eeer much diluted,
always has a curious effect upon my tongue andnbvatention of
boring you with the story of my life, as I'm afrdidlid during our
plane journey. I'd far rather hear about your'lgae dared to display
shy curiosity, 'it's such a novelty for me to behe company of a
sophisticated man of the world.’

'Is that how | appear to you?' He looked mildly el

'Of course,' she confirmed simply. "You must be ranhat your
privileged upbringing has endowed you with an aiseif-assurance
rarely achieved by ordinary mortals who lack thedust of a title and
the rarefied background of a stately home. Andf dlsat were not
enough to excite anyone's envy,"' she sighed, 'lsmimssess more



than your fair share of physical attraction. Akétgood fairies must
have been present at your christening, Count Hugmloubtedly,
you are one of Fortune's favourites—a man who tasything!'

‘At the risk of sounding trite, | must remind ydwat appearances car
often be deceptive.' She was surprised to seeva slawkening his
features and jumped nervously when, pushing hissgéside, he
suddenly bit out: 'As you seem to pride yourselaarability to judge
character, Miss Onlooker- who-sees-most-of-the-ggdaps you
could come up with a theory that might explain véhgnan such as
you have just described—one who has everythingaualtl therefore
presumably be regarded as the answer to any mapi@yer- should
have recently been jilted?'

Jilted? You?' Tarini stared, round-eyed. 'The girl, whoever e
must be out of her mind!

His head reared, displaying a profile etched wahtbur, his glance
sharpened by the suspicion that her words hadahefdy of sarcasm.
But one look from honest eyes, tender with compasseemed to
dispel the unworthy thought. Wryly, with a twist kos lips that
tugged her heartstrings, he complimented dryly:

'You may lack some of the more blatant attribueggrded by many
as essential to the makeup of an attractive fenilses Brown,
nevertheless you certainly know how to soothe a'sreavaged ego.'
Abruptly, he rose to his feet and pushed back ngsrc'Let's walk!
he commanded, at the same time extending a hanthgher to slip
cool, "slim fingers in his. Smothering a gasp ofpsise, she
responded to his bidding, intuitively aware that@oHugo, the man
she had dubbed a self-possessed, sophisticatedfrireveorld, felt
in need of a confidante!

Sensing that he was unused to unburdening his @soon to the
shoulders of others, that the impression he gabeiog in complete



command of his own destiny was no facade, but ratheluty
ingrained during childhood into a boy destined ¢é@dme a man of
authority, she made no attempt to force his confidebut strolled
along the river bank with her hand clasping hisnewnicating silent
sympathy. Then as if inspired by mental telepathgjr footsteps
slowed as they crossed a deserted bridge spanniivgraflowing
seductive as silk, sighing a song of solitude cosegacespecially for
lovers.

'If things had worked out the way I'd hoped, yoccissation of my
being over-privileged would have been amply justifi Leaning his
arms against the parapet, he cast a brooding gtioweewards to the
river. 'l could hardly believe my luck when, aftaonths of fruitless
argument, Maria finally gave in and accepted myppsal of

marriage. She's the most beautiful creature o ghe confided to
the mysterious depth of water, 'her hair lookingraes like a spun
gold coronet piled high upon her head, always swasatlling, and
fresh as the buttercups she often used as a pilbenever we
walked too far and she became fatigued. Treasuoedents of bliss,'
he murmured, so deep in thought Tarini felt likeghing herself to
ensure that she had not suddenly been rendereshieyi'the feel of
her soft, tender body melting against mine; thdl tbf a tiger-cub

purr reaching from the depths of a milk- white thrdigs tasting of
honey; potent, whispered promises that acted likieug upon the
senses...

'‘What went wrong . . .?' The involuntary cry wamtfrom Tarini's
lips.

Resenting intrusion into his privacy, he swung obua direct a
glittering, green-eyed stare.

‘My mother decided to interfere," he clenched. (yrbecause Maria
has been married once before, because she wageoussenough to
divorce a husband who had treated her abominabyy,nmather



refused to acknowledge her as a future daughtEwn-thereby
plunging us all into a conflict Maria found so udemable she was
forced into issuing an ultimaturtAs much as | love you, Hugo, my
darling," ' he intoned stonily,"l can fight for you no longer. The time
has come when you must decide whose happiness rsna
most—mine, or your mother's!" '

'Oh!" Tarini had not meant to sound condemnatoryt her
exclamation rang unmistakably with the disappoimtmef a
romantic idealist who imposes impossibly high stadd of chivalry
upon her heroes, whose heroines are never allovabsa because
their purity had to be unquestionable, white aspifesrerbial driven
sSnow ...

Her telling gasp tipped flame to his sensitive fuse

'‘Damn all censorious, sanctimonious women!" heaslgd, grabbing
her shoulders to administer a furious shake. 'Hawit you are to

condemn the small indiscretions of your less faatarsisters. Can it
be,' he jeered angrily, 'that you are simply jeslofi others more
beautiful than yourselves, that you are forever scmus of

nondescript looks that deny you both the abilitytenpt and the
opportunity to be tempted?'



CHAPTER FOUR

As Tarini had expected, Count Hugo's car was ateaplimousine

with sparkling maroon bodywork, glistening chrontérfgs, plump

white- walled tyres, and an interior decor of a sthprich shade of
buttercream.

Timidly, she crouched in her seat, wishing the ugtieoy rippling

soft as chamois leather beneath her palms woulah aype and
swallow her completely, thereby curtailing the joey which, since
they had set off half an hour previously, had depedl into a silent
embarrassing nightmare.

Her interest perked up when they began leavingotiskirts of
Zurich behind them, factory units, warehouses,gesand blocks of
flats that could have been part of any major cityingg way to
hedgerows, farmhouses and fields full of graziagdtock. In spite of
the fact that Count Hugo's deeply morose mood haais no sign of
abating, she nerved herself to intrude upon heneé in order to
resolve a problem that was causing her consideratey.

'‘Count Hugo . . she jerked.
‘Miss Brown . . ." he began simultaneously.

After a second's startled silence they both broke laughter, his a
deep-throated chuckle, hers more of a giggling, mes\gulp.

'Please continue with what you were about to $eylrged politely
when courage appeared to have failed her.

'It's just that I'd like to settle the debt | oway she dived in search of
her handbag, to hide her blush of confusion. "Witeesked for my bill
before leaving the hotel | was told that it hackatty been taken care
of.'



She emerged from her search just in time to searlaot disdain
lifting the corner of his mouth. 'Please try to asdyit as a small
gesture of atonement, Miss Brown. | am aware thahey cannot
buy forgiveness, and that the payment of a smhiltéan in no way
compensate for the boorish way | behaved last pigtttif | add to it
my sincere apologies will that help?"

'You were upset,’ she excused in a breathless rtesid
understandably so, considering the circumstances.’

‘Thank you, Miss Brown,” he accepted gravely, affgrno
contradiction, 'l felt certain | could rely uponwmagenerosity.'

'H . .. have you decided what you're going to slog' stammered out
the question that had caused her many sleepless, Habout your
mother and your fiancee, | mean?'

The silence that followed, a glimpse of knucklesitering as he
tightened his grip upon the steering wheel, seemautlicate that he
considered the question an impertinence. Then sigte sighed,
the weary, heartfelt sigh of a man in need of anfilly shoulder to
share his burden.

'l feel like a pennant tattered by variable winglswn first one way
and then the other, in danger of being torn apathé love | feel for
my fiancee and the duty | owe to my mother. At 8imé/e managed
to convince myself that my own happiness, and Marghould be
my prime consideration, but as you have no doustadiered for
yourself, Miss Brown, a mother can wield duty lkkevhip to revive
flagging conscience.'

'l know exactly what you mean,' she nodded thouwdjigtf'although
I'm sure my own mother would have been offenddtdeathought of
duty being linked with personal relations. All pémphowever
unreasonable they may sometimes appear, needlilcetdeno one,



and especially not a mother, wants to feel she'©hject of patient
resignation.’

‘Are you implying that | should be feeling gratefoit being used like
a pawn on my mother's chessboard?' he challengedybi

'l can think of many worse things than being magawan of love,’
she reminded him wryly. 'You take your blessings touch for
granted, Count Hugo, instead of complaining abowt tvomen
loving you too well, you ought to remember the mamych less
fortunate, who have no one to love, no one whoddlkiem.'

‘Am | right in thinking," his imperious eyebrowétdid, 'that you are
obliquely implying that | am spoiled?'

The dangerously soft challenge filled her with e@mndn. She felt
sympathy for him in his dilemma; no one knew betit@n she about
the torment inflicted by a demanding parent, therglous railing
against the selfishness of youth; the pitiful fedroneliness that
blinded the aged to youth's need to be free taasiite wings, yet in
spite of her compassion, she could not bring hietsdie. Mourning
the fact that she seemed fated always to be prgduis dragon's
temper, she ventured timidly:

‘Considering your background, it would be a mirati®u weren't. |
thinks all charming, worldly-wise people are spojlg’d part of their
charisma.’

She waited tensely for a reaction that was omiryoglelv in coming,
then started with surprise when the silence walsdrby his shout of
laughter.

"Your velvet tongue could blunt the edge of a daglykss Brown!
His chuckle of amusement amazed her. ‘I number ndgslgmats
among my friends, but not one of them can match yamility to
castigate in such a way that your victim is madeébgrateful for the



experience. You are a deceiving wench,' he decidedghtfully,
'supple as a willow branch that can be bent buénbroken.’

Tarini passed the rest of the journey in a blisda#e, conscious that
some miracle had changed her morose foe intoradiglecompanion,
yet not quite certain how it had occurred. As hgpdied her with a
running commentary on the changing face of the tygsile her
relaxation became so complete she cried out withiteaxent when
she caught her first glimpse of a mountain lake—+Haamt ice-green
splash of colour immediately obscured by a bettexds.

'‘Oh, how delightful .,.!"" She twisted round in Iseat in an attempt to
see more. 'l never imagined water could look semte

‘The best is yet to come,' he assured her withile. s@nce we reach
the top of this rise you will enjoy your first engder with the Rhine
Valley and the wooded slopes of the surrounaagsifs."

'‘Massifs..." she repeated slowly, enjoying the taste ef fbreign
word upon her tongue. 'You speak English so pdyie€bunt Hugo,
| have difficulty remembering that you are not ooiemy own
countrymen.’

'‘English is our second language.' He took his ayes/ from the road
just long enough to cast a smile that stopped bartbeats, then set
them racing thunderous as a cataract down a mourgaige.
'Liechtenstein has a patois all its own, a vocalulhat has been
officially recorded yet which is not widely availalin the form of a
dictionary, nevertheless it is so closely assodiatgh German that
even the most uneducated peasant can interpreswspuoken in that
language. But you will have no difficulty making wymself
understood, for even in the most remote mountdlizgeas you would
be unfortunate not to come across at least oneopex$o could
understand, if not,converse, in English.’



When the car breasted a rise he braked and guited standstill at
the side of the road. Displaying surprising insigid her feelings, he
did not attempt to intrude with speech upon a mdreerprofoundly
moving that when he helped her out of the car sbedsrooted,
mesmerised by a view so awe-inspiring no film anfiaush could
hope to do it justice.

Towering granite peaks still with a frosting of wen snow reared
against a backcloth of summer- blue sky, complatklyd-free, the
only movement caused by the wheeling of a solisagle lazily
policing his territory in search of a marmot to yad® his next meal.
Lower down on wooded slopes, dark branches tippitd spring

green were swaying in the breath of a light breamd,on the floor of
a patchworked valley irrigated by a river threadangilver course
past neatly cultivated fields, lush pastureland, asscattering of tiny
villages Tarini saw houses resembling cuckoo cldéecks which she
would not have been surprised to see birds popiporg under the
eaves to record in chorus each passing hour.

'‘Well, could this be the valley of peace for whiehu are searching?'
he prompted softly, smiling his appreciation ofeapression so rapt,
so chased with emotions that words were rendeneeruous.

'l never imagined ..." she drew a hesitant breltk,seen pictures, of
course, and read books describing wooden housds asitved
balconies and ornamental windows and door-frames, nieither
prepared me for this ... this feeling that Heididedf might appear in
the doorway of one of those houses any moment now!

‘The local peasantry has an instinctive feelingliersort of building
material most appropriate to his surrounds,’ heeejyr 'and
fortunately there is an abundant supply of pireaind larchwood in
the forests to allow them to continue exercising thiealth of
experience handed down from generations of forabes
Nevertheless, in spite' of the area's Alpine imagestill have some



distance to travel before we reach Heidi-land.hAsurged her back
to the car his grin held more than a hint of tegsikor one who
seems to have existed upon a diet of fairytalessMrown, this view
can be regarded as no more than a nibble, a start@het your

appetite, for the banquet still to come.’

During the following hour she was treated to aatidf views that
left her gasping as they left behind them lakesmsiering
satin-smooth beneath warm spring sunshine, dappleshadows
cast by towering peaks; stirred by shoals of figmardy visible
through crystal clear water; pounded here and tihésea cauldron of
activity by cataracts tossed like silver streanieyen great heights,
enveloping the lake surface in a mist of sciniitigtspray. As the
road climbed higher she was able to examine fofitsitime at close
guarters herds of Alpine cows the colour of patavet with large,
doleful eyes and placid faces, each with a leatbekband sporting a
large, tinkling bell.

'‘Less than two weeks ago the road leading to yotel vas blocked
with snow,' he told her, 'but any day now the cawlkbe herded up
to higher pastures where they will remain all dgrihe summer. In
autumn, the cowherds, in whose care they areuvdftpring them
back down to the valley where their owners willdmiously waiting
to find out which one of them is the proud posses$édhe "queen
cow", the one that has earned the right to leadhiérel with an
upturned milking stool tied between its horns ancblured heart
festooned across its forehead, for every Liechéamst yearns to be
able to boast that he is the owner of the bestafdive high pastures,
the one named first in her herd in yield of milkitter, and cheese.
You can tell a queen cow by the size of the beliharound her
neck—the better the yield, the larger the bell.’

As the bells she could see around the necks gfrd®ng herd looked
cumbersome, made out of some heavy dull metal atindanclapper



to provide a tinkling accompaniment to their evergvement, she
was moved to protest.

'l think it's most unfair to reward industry with ancreased burden.
Surely it should be the other way around ...?"

'Life is never fair, Miss Brown."' She could tell bis tone that he was
not taking her remark seriously. 'The world is ded into talkers and
doers; invariably, it is the talker who has stondhe background
keeping his hands clean, who steps into the limelihenever there
are accolades to be received.'

'Yes,' she nodded thoughtfully, 'my father useslaypthat if ever one
needed a job done in a hurry one should alwayogo man who
already has too much to do.’'

‘Your father must have been a student of philosppi@ygrinned, 'as
well as beihg adept at matching character with pprapriately
beautiful name. May | have your permission to galll Tarini?' He
glanced sideways at her startled face.'Althouglearur journey is
over, we are unlikely ever to meet again, | shahk of you often,
Tarini Brown—the shy, timid little English girl whavas such a
sympathetic listener she won from me secrets | dvdwdsitate to
confide even in a close relative. But we are freendw, aren't we?' he
continued to amaze her by adding. 'In fact, giendpportunity, |
think we might have become very good friends indekuh't you
agree?'

Friends! Something deep inside her baulked at mtisgid word,
because in spite of the fact that friendship witman like Count
Hugo was more than a nobody such as herself hadighy to
expect; in spite of the fact that in less than aurne would be taking
his leave of her, no doubt uttering polite expr@ssiof regret at the
unlikelihood of their ever meeting again, she kitleat she was more
than halfway to falling in love with him.



'‘Well, Tarini, you haven't answered my questior?! He cast her an
amused glance. 'Don't tell me that you are ondna$d misguided
souls who declare that friendship between a manaam@man is
impossible?"

‘There are two sorts of friendship,’ her brow puekleas she sought
for words to express her theory. 'On the one hhacktis friendship
as light and inconsequential as the brush of aHllyts wings across
a windowpane, and on the other, there is friendshg must be
studied deeply as a book, because all personsiaréeg, and puzzles
can't be understood until one has found the keyndgine,' she
concluded gravely, ‘that most friendships betweeman and a
woman would fit into the first category, becaussitaly man is an
idle creature who prefers to sit back and be ambgdtie light and
undemanding, rather than be forced to delve ireqtiges of a book
which at first sight may appear dull but whose eatg he might find
rewarding.'

'‘What a profound creature you are!" Smoothly, hanged into a
lower gear to negotiate the road, ribboned withrgnaibends, that
had begun circuiting a mountain. 'Were it not fog fact that | have
to leave for Austria first thing in the morning atiét I'm unlikely to
return before your two weeks' holiday is over, b insist upon
furthering our acquaintance. But | can at leastsiiou my home.’
He drew the car to a standstill in a layby that basiously been
designed as a vantage point from which to surveycthuntryside
from a dizzy height.

Simply by craning her neck, Tarini could see th#bon of road
descending thousands of feet down the mountainsiden,
following his directive, she lifted her eyes to aajacent peak and
saw a belt of woodland topped by the towering gvails of a castle
with four round towers, set one at each corner; gaented, red-tiled
roofs shaped like witches hats poking the skyline.



‘Schloss Wolke—Cloud Castle,' he interpreted fordemefit.

She stared up at the majestic pile that lookedfliblsad been growing
out of the rock for centuries, thinking how apthy had been

named—Cloud Castle—a castle in the air, a visionagject, a

daydream, a splendid imagining which has no reistexce, like one
of the fairytale castles built at a word that cob&l made to vanish
with equal swiftness. Childishly, she blinked, thegrened her eyes
wide to ensure that the castle was still standing.

'It looks very grand,’ she finally managed to gugp, grand that it's
hard to imagine anyone actually living there.'

'It can be a feat of endurance at times," he spskagting up the car to
resume their journey. 'One needs time to readjastraughty
corridors and smoky fireplaces after prolongedsstayuxury hotels.’

When the road suddenly dipped Tarini's heart dippiéal it, sensing
as they drove down into a valley dominated by a deoo
three-storied building tiered with balconies rumnbeneath mosaic-
framed windows, its surrounding slopes dotted \uibkiday chalets
clustered like chicks around a large mother heat,ttikey had reached
journey's end.

Her knees were trembling when, immediately he di@wa halt, she
stepped from the car.

'Please don't bother to get out!" She managedep ker voice steady
even though a tightness in her throat, a stingielgiri@ her eyes,
warned of tears that would both shock and embahiass

'l must see you settled in,' he insisted, easiaddmg legs on to the
ground.

'Really, there's no need. Please don't delay argelo Count Hugo, |
suspect that you prolonged our journey deliberafelymy benefit,



and I'm very grateful, but your mother must haverbanticipating
your arrival hours ago, you mustn't keep her wgitamy longer.'
Shyly, she extended a hand towards him. "Thank ggain, for all
the kindness you've shown me.’

He frowned down at his watch, then shrugged. 'lpsap you are
right. Goodbye, Tarini, thank you for being suclplaasant and
sympathetic companion.' Shock waves ran to theofipsr toes when
he raised her hand to feather a gallant kiss atr@sBngertips. "You
never did give me permission to call you Taring'dtolded softly,
'however, it would please me very much to heau.address me less
formally, even though my name must be coupled githdbye.'

Willing him to go before the dam of heartbreak bbehind her eyes,
she whispered painfully: ‘Goodbye ... Hugauf Wiedersehen!



CHAPTER FIVE

Auf WiedersehenAs Tarini sat musing, a solitary passenger on
chairlift which during the winter months was packedh skiers
being transported to the topmost peaks, her potgfaaewell to
Count Hugo seemed whispered on the breeze teasidgls of hair
against sun-kissed cheeks which already, in a wmuple of days,
looked less hollowed, the shadows beneath heradyesst dispersed
by a strengthening glow of health.

Until we meet againHow inappropriate a farewell to a man who wa
destined to become a memory she would treasutbdaemainder of
her uneventful life. Count Hugo von Triesen, thenmwho, the
proprietress of her hotel had proudly confided, wasething of a
national hero, a world-class skier upon whom evechiensteiner
had pinned his hopes of his country achieving aynlc gold
medal; an industrialist whose acute business acumaenbrought
Increased prosperity to his tiny country; a man séhoapacity for
enjoyment was purported to be unlimited, whose naia@ been
linked in the past with many of the world's mosai&ul women yet
who had somehow managed to avoid upsetting hisgaiinother
whose heart condition was so serious it was doubthether she
could survive the shock of learning that so muchaasreath of
scandal had become associated with their anciengurable name.

News of his gallant behaviour towards the Engligtidan in distress

who had somehow managed to miss her plane hadatedithe hotel

like wildfire, arousing the curiosity of fellow gsts to such an extent
that information happily doled out by the propmsis had merely
whetted their appetites to the extent that Tared flound herself

being buttonholed time after time by individualdetenined to hear

her own personal account of the adventure, delsmgersistently

that eventually, she had felt forced to seek esoapelitude.



'‘Gruss Gott, Fraulein!As the elderly chair-lift attendant extended
horny hand, ready to pluck her smartly out of the bf continuously
moving chairs, she braced, then jumped the shetamte to the
ground before twirling breathlessly to watch herpgmchair go
speeding past on its return journey to the vallegusands of feet
below. The old man laughed aloud, reading a lookpajud
achievement in blue eyes sparkling with excitement.

'‘Gruss GottHans,' she beamed. 'At last | seem to be gettiagang
of boarding and alighting while the chairs ard stiimotion. At least
| didn't fall into your arms as | did the first fawnes | came up here.

‘Your performance is improving with every asceftaulein,” he
nodded, then, lips twitching beneath a heavily-dnogmmoustache,
he teased gravely: 'Thanks be to God, | no longedrio dread the
arrival of the young EnglisiFraulein who catapults out of the
chairlift and lands against my chest with the intpat a bolster
stuffed with feathers!" Smiling his approval of tlgrl whose
continuous appearances seemed to supply proostigashared his
delight in solitary walks among the mountain pediles,questioned
casually, so that she would not suspect that harements were
being anxiously monitored: 'Which path do you intéaking today,
Fraulein? The weather is perfect, hardly a freeze, whichissual at
this height, nevertheless if you should walk taoyfau might overtax
your strength.’

"'l be careful, Hans,' she promised warmly, giatéor his concern,

'but in any case, | spend so many hours just gitaring, bemused
by the glorious scenery, that | don't spend halhsieh time walking

as you appear to think. | love it up here,' shefided dreamily, 'the

mountains are so rugged yet so steeped in peaeesildnce falls

heavily, and the air is so pure, flowing sharp @sdbes from a world
of glaciers and eternal ice. Yet the meadows aleegowith sunshine
and vivid, heavenly-scented flowers spill out ofegv crack and

crevice. God's very own rock garden,' she bredbhissifully.



‘Yet one must always remember that the mountairds are
variable, one minute darkly frowning, then blossegnovernight in
the manner of a woman suddenly realising that sHeved,' Hans
warned quietly.

Solemnly, Tarini returned the gaze of the old mesugly sporting
the traditional Alpine outfit of knee-length socksd leather breeches
supported by embroidered braces; white shirt wodeua sleeveless
jacket decorated with two vertical rows of silvemwttons;
narrow-brimmed felt hat with a feathered cockadep veeemed
endowed with wisdom gained from years of commumvitg nature,
absorbing peace and tranquillity from his splersilidcoundings.

Shyly, anxious not to give offence, she queriedivélyou always
worked on the chairlift, Hans?'

'‘Bless you, no!" His ruddy face was split by a wggia. 'In my young
days | was a ski instructor, at a time when thg ardy to ascend the
snow- covered slopes was on foot and skiers hathtal sideways,
using their poles as props, placing one ski obligue front of the
other in order to ease their arduous way upwarétenQto take our
minds off the strain, we would compete to see whald trace the
most geometrically perfect herringbone patternnenftozen snow.'

'How exhausted you must have been by the time gached the top!
she gasped, following the line of the peaks witesethat had grown
enormous. '‘And what relief you must have felt am downward run
when all you had to do was let yourself go!

Hans shook his head. 'Here in the Alps there avegfeat stretches of
undulating country," he corrected, 'only steep edpfairpin bends,
and deep, precipitous drops, therefore the Alpikrshas to
concentrate not so much on speed of descent dseeaapidity with
which he can change course, come to a standsitill pa the length
and daring of his flying leaps. Ah, the excitemdm, exclaimed,



lifting yearning eyes towards the skyline, 'theeshy of rushing
headlong down a slope, clearing a precipice by aagclveering
swiftly in order to avoid large boulders and clungdstrees!" The
fringe of his moustache was lifted by the blashisfregretful sigh.
‘Sadly, those days are gone for ever, the onlyimpaseft to me is
woodcarving. | have a chalet in the mountains aofriom here,' he
hesitated as if uncertain of her reaction, thertioaad with gentle
courtesy, 'some day, if you would care to and qaaresthe time,
perhaps you might honour me with a visitaulein?'

... I'd love to, thank you ..."' she stammere#gtacompletely by
surprise. 'l can't tell you how often I've had tops myself from
peering through doorways and windows, how muchléwged to be
allowed inside one of your fascinating Alpine haise

‘Today, then?' The old man rubbed his hands togelieking as
pleased as she felt. "You usually finish your vwaddkbut lunchtime—if
you are not expected back at your hotel, why nottrnee here at
noon and I'll take you home to share a bite witf?’'me

‘Lovely!" Tarini accepted eagerly. 'l've told theoprietress of my
hotel not to expect me back until early evening.'

‘Then might | suggest that you take the lower pathpointed, 'which
will lead you to the valley of gentians, a pleasgeit undemanding
walk that should not leave you too tired to manhgancline leading
up to my home.'

Buoyed with delighted anticipation, she almost pkigp her way
along the path Hans had indicated, feeling priategy the invitation
which she sensed was not extended to many, a lesiig that had
eased a little of the loneliness she felt even whemounded by
people of her own nationality.



Although the sun was beaming, snow was piled slotidyh
alongside paths which only weeks ago had forpistésfor swarms
of eager skiers. Almost bursting with exhilaratiand pure joy of
living, she plunged her hands into its chilly deptto form a
snowball, then, where rocks fell away disclosingaliey far below,
she drew back her arm and flung the snowball withex strength,
chuckling delightedly as she watched it soar, th@ommet
downward until it vanished from sight.

‘Carol won't believe me when | tell her about kit she murmured,
smiling happily as she continued on her way, 'hahthow does one
find the words to convert a sceptic to the belnett tcrisp snow and
hot sunshine can form a lasting relationship? Hew one argue
convincingly that although, in a matter of daysthags, the snow
will have melted away like a guest who has oveeddyis welcome,
a marriage between contrasting elements can riedilé creation of
a paradise?'

When the path began dipping she knew she had almashed the
valley of gentians, yet in spite of its evocativeme she was not
prepared for the blaze of blue that erupted befwe eyes. She
blinked, shocked still by a vision of rare, heantlting beauty. At her
feet lay a meadow spread with an endless carpéluaf flowers
standing head to head, densely packed, one agfansther in joyful
abundance. Almost robbed of breath, she droppbdrté&nees in the
gentian meadow to examine more closely the tirgmbdss flowers
lifting wide-open chalices of azure blue towards therning sun.
With a sigh of delight she sank lower until her poglas resting
supine, abandoned as a frail piece of flotsam loln@velvet sea. Air
filled with the scent of crushed petals; the lamyn# of a nearby bee,
and the pointed turrets of Schloss Wolke just drabée against the
skyline were the last things that registered befoeavy eyelids
dropped and she became transported into a landeaf$ peopled
with maidens in distress being plucked from darmgeknights who



arrived in the nick of time, not on dashing whiteamyers, but
speeding, deeply crouched, on swishing skis ...

‘Miss Brown! Tarini!"
The voice sounded so much like Count Hugo's shiedmi
‘Tarini, are you awake?'

Eyelids shot up over startled eyes when a notenpétience intruded
into her dream. Dazedly, she tried to focus, figdpther way through
a dream that refused to fade, unable to rid heowisf the blurred
outline of features tanned heathen-dark by winterskine, eyes
fathomless as the deep green depths of an Alpkee la

'I'm sorry if I've disturbed your rest, but | maskk to you.'

Incredibly, the dream continued. Even, though slas sitting up
straight with her eyes wide open, and in full pssss of her
faculties, Count Hugo's profile remained superingglosipon a
background of craggy peaks.

'‘What...?' She brushed a trembling hand acrossyes: "Where am I.
..?"' she pleaded on a gasped breath.

'In your valley of peace, | suspect,' he replieilysdNo angel could
look more blissfully contented had she stumbled sdme long-lost
paradise.'.”

'‘Count Hugo!" The realisation that she was awdka, the presence
she had thought a mirage was in fact very human laaking
wickedly amused, released a flood of embarrasseiicanto her
cheeks.



'‘What do you want? Why are you here? How did yoavkwhere to
find me ...?' She jumped to her feet, bewildernaamkening her eyes
to the deep azure blue of surrounding gentians.

'‘Hans pointed out the path you had taken. Pleas lol angry with
him, he seemed so pleased when | told him that ee= Wriends.
After enquiring at your hotel, | was advised totaing the chairlift,
as you had formed the habit of using it each dayder to spend time
alone in the mountains. | must confess,' he frowttledt | found the
knowledge that you spend hours walking in solitusleghtly
disturbing.’

‘Why should any of my actions disturb you, Countgbiei she
guestioned stiffly, resenting the resurgence ofteane she had only
recently managed to subdue, the erratic beating lodart that had
been reduced to calmness only after days spentatiege
monotonously!Forget Count Hugo, you're unlikely to see himrevi
again!

‘At the risk of sounding discourteous,' she choledust remind you
that, although I'm grateful for the capable waymMnich you sorted
out my affairs when | was in trouble, your respbilgy was

discharged the moment you deposited me outside atgl.So, if
conscience has forced you to seek me out, | cameagsu the visit
was unnecessary!'

He shrugged, and for a fleeting moment she suspe¢hbtt he had
been made to feel uncomfortable. Then immediatieéy dismissed
the idea as impossible—no one looking as self-aslsuas
pantherishly relaxed in black, slim-line slacks aadmatching
rollnecked sweater, could possibly feel affectethéymild criticism.

But suddenly he surprised her with an uneasy, dlrapslogetic
admission. 'My appearance was motivated by puedfiskh reasons,



I'm afraid. | have a problem, Tarini, and you dre dnly one who can
help me solve it.’

Encouraged by the compassionate shadow his wortledsd across
her face, he reached for her hand and led her tswarlarge,
conveniently placed boulder. 'Let's sit down,' hgeed. 'l need time to
consider how best to word my explanation.’

Obediently she waited, sitting quietly with her dartlasped loosely
in her lap, wondering what lay behind signs of gie chasing
across his brooding profile.

'I'm afraid there's no easy way to soften the Blow finally decided,
'so I'm left with no option but to admit that | lealveen careless with a
rather ... er ... incriminating piece of paper.' &vhis head jerked
round to meet serene eyes clouded by a hint of lpuent he
frowned darkly, yet she was unprepared for thedbspgate of words
that followed. 'Quite by accident—it doesn't matiexv—the hotel
bill for our overnight stay in Zurich fell into myother's hands and,
being the suspicions sort of person she is, algaysk to jump to the
worst possible conclusion, she immediately accusedof illicit
behaviour and of using the name "Miss Brown" toehttle true
identity of my companion who, as no doubt you carssg, she has
assumed was Baroness Maria Frick, my fiancee. Nouamof
argument can convince her that she has assumedjiyrondeed,
she has become so agitated over the imagined #ftither doctor
has warned that unless she is calmed down immédiage health
will be very gravely affected. Which brings me ke treason why |
sought you out.'

Even in her state of numbed disbelief Tarini wake @b recognise
temper as the motive behind the tinge of colounig beneath his
tan.



''ve tried to explain how the situation came abetép by step, detail
by detail, but my mother still insists that TafBriown is a figment of
my imagination, an alibi dreamt up to conceal mizdbaour and to
protect my fiancee's reputation. So you must kedgant forward in
his eagerness,’ how imperative it is that you tweeimface to
face—one look will be sufficient to convince heatlshe is mistaken,
to make her realise how ridiculously unfoundedHe' broke off,

warned by her pinched, hurt expression that terhpdrdoosened the
reins on his tongue, resulting in her small amafrpride and self
esteem being crushed beneath the weight of higpst@imy words.

'‘Forgive me ... | did not mean to give the impresst' Appalled by
his lack of diplomacy, he lapsed into dismayedsie

'Of course you didn't,’ she agreed, managing tadenadew shreds of
dignity. 'Naturally, you are . upset, as is to beexted in the
circumstances.’

“Then you will agree to help?’

When the proud Count Hugo Von Triesen scoureddm With eyes
unconsciously pleading she knew she could denynithing.

'It's the least | can do,' she told him simplysriaall return for all the
kindness you showed me when | was most in need of i

‘Thank you, Tarini,' he heaved a sigh of reliefelt certain | could
count upon your co-operation. My plan may not wadnk, shrugged,
'my mother, once her mind is made up, can be diffio budge.
However,' he attempted a belated compliment, 'bpirg that one
look into your candid eyes, the sight of your p#emonest face, will
be sufficient to sway her stubborn attitude. Wdlydine with us this
evening?' he pressed swiftly, obviously anxiouartange a definite
time.



'If you wish,' she responded with outward seremtgying he would
not guess that the husk in her voice was caused thyoat tight
within unshed tears. 'And please, try not to fr@er she scolded, her
gentle soul incensed by the selfishness of womendidhnot hesitate
to put a man through torment in the name of Id¥e.my guess that
the two women who matter most in your life areincbmpatible but
simply jealous of each other—the self-inflictedrpai woman feels
when she realises that she has to share the lavenah to whom she
Is devoted. But sooner or later your mother mugirb® accept the
fact that jealousy is forgivable only on a youngl &eautiful face—
just as your fiancee, if she's wise, must ceadedii with the risk of
killing love and begin concentrating instead upeeng it alive.'

She did not realise how vehemently partisan hedsonust have
sounded until, after a moment's startled sileneesrhiled, then with
quizzical eyes fastened upon her, troubled faetedtquietly, almost
as if musing aloud.

'‘What a strange and very pleasant experiencefdr imme to have a
female championing my cause. Past experience higthttane never
to expect compassion from any member of a sex wings@rinciple
Is self-preservation. You're such a serious |gthel, Tarini, yet you
seem endowed with the power to make me look awth@e world
with fresh eyes.'

She froze with fright when he leant close diminmmghithe gap
between them. 'The meek shall inherit the eartd,'murmured
whimsically, tilting her chin with one gentle fingéHeaven help us if
that prophecy should ever come to pass, for | sveaaing heart, that
you would not rest until you had given it all away.



CHAPTER SIX

IT had been a mistake, Tarini fretted, nervouslyitgabher bedroom
waiting for eight o'clock to arrive, to have postpd her visit to
Hans' home in order to ensure that she had pléntye to get ready
for the evening's ordeal. Count Hugo had escortedback to her
hotel and from the moment he had taken his leagénald wallowed
In uncertainty, wondering what to wear, when toibelyessing for
the dinner party and, most worrying of all, whi¢htade she should
adopt towards the formidable Countess who had edfie/en to
believe in her existence.

Pausing in front of a mirror to cast a despairinigange at
newly-washed hair that hung even straighter thamalyswith a
plainness that lent to her face an impishness msar@able to a
ten-year- old, she grimaced at her reflection. &stst the Countess
will be in no danger of suspecting that she's lienght face to face
with a femme fatalg she murmured. 'Count Hugo was right, m
appearance will supply proof that I'm no mere akinid certainly no
woman, however determined to believe the worstJdcaonvince
herself that a connoisseur of birds of brillianimpkage would choose
to alight upon the nest of a nondescript Englisdrispy.'

The reflection that stared back at her seemed fyaconfirm this
theory—slight bird-boned figure trembling beneatkirmple brown
dress donned specifically to project an illusiondodbness, with a
pleated organdie collar attached like a ruff, gsand falling oyer a
pulse hammering in her throat. Timid blue eyesathftom a sight
that was discouraging, and with quick nervous ss&gsmoved away
from the mirror and across to a window to gazettghly into the
darkness shrouding the majestic peaks she hadlyguekned to
love because up there she felt free, free to mtaugh; to sing, to
fling her arms wide and pretend to be flying, segrhigher and
higher , above a world in which she felt fetteredy &



self-consciousness, by lack of confidence, and byywengendered
by thoughts of a future empty of hope, happinessliave.

Exactly on the stroke of eight, a maid arrivede her that Count

Hugo was awaiting her appearance in the foyer. fes ls|ad been

ready for what seemed hours, all she had to doswag) her arms

Into a short, collarless jacket as complementahetodress as cream
Is to coffee, and to slip a small pochette bag dwerwrist before

making her way downstairs.

Thankful that her fellow guests were assembledédining-room
anticipating their evening meal, Tarini hurried ards the foyer and
saw Count Hugo waiting just inside the entrance.

'Oh ...!I" She halted at the sight of him, her héegling suddenly
weighted. 'l didn't think ... it never occurredrte . .."' she blushed,
suffering an agony of embarrassment, 'that | wdiddexpected to
dress for dinner.’

The Count seemed to tower from a great height,anstocratic

bearing emphasised by a dinner jacket set easdychmk over broad
shoulders, by a shirt contrasting crisp as snownaga darkly
defined profile, by the discreet glint of diamondsing the cuff

around the hand he extended towards her.

‘The style of your outfit is immaterial,' he frowheseeming slightly
on edge. 'In many instances | pander to my mothériss because |
feel it would be unfair to deprive her of some dnvattories," he

explained, placing a hand under her elbow to beginering her
outside, 'however, her insistence upon clingingutmnoded practices
need not concern you. Your appearance,’ he flitlegd cool, green
glance, 'is perfectly adequate.’

Had any girl ever received a more dampening tribvot@ her escort?
she wondered miserably as once again she slithatpassenger seat



of the car in which they had travelled from Zuriete could have said
she looked pleasant—even pretty should not havainstt his
credibility too far. Butadequate-! Yet honesty forced her to admit
that so far as he was concerned sufficiency wasatyg enough, all
he required was that she should be equal to thesast

As the car swept down the mountain road, gradudipping,
constantly twisting and turning powerful headlighgsobed the
undergrowth and picked out the contours of peatksrig in darkness
made black as pitch by heavy cloud obscuring thermBRecalling a
chance remark made by Hans, she relaxed and fberedlf to make
conversation.

'l believe we're not far from the Austrian bordshge began, just loud
enough to penetrate his absorption.

'‘Wherever you may be in Liechtenstein you canndabaway from
either the German, Swiss, or Austrian borders, Eaur miniature
country is a mere fraction over sixty square mitearea,' he told her
so abruptly she felt like a child being rebuked.

Determined not to be browbeaten, Tarini continuegigedly: 'In that
case, | suppose you know Austria well, must has#ed it often?'

‘Naturally," he responded promptly. 'My fianceerdeess Frick, is
Austrian, her home lies just across the border.’

'Oh, but ..." She began an objection, then thobgttéer of it.

'‘Would you mind finishing what you were about tg&e0ut of the
corner of her eyes she saw his jaw tighten danggrotYou have a
most infuriating habit of beginning a sentence #rah hopping out
of reach as if expecting it to explode in your face

Stung by the unjust criticism, she defended: 'lthted only because
| was confused. I'm aware that, unlike my own couand yours,



Austria has no monarchy, therefore, to an Austraitle would
appear to be an anachronism.'

The look of resentment he tossed her way made pisiopinion that
her words contained criticism of his fiancee.

'You and my mother should soon become friends,tesponded
tightly. "You appear to be two of a kind—both im@nt of minor
vanities, ever ready to rip sharp claws throughf#ieic of Jiuman
frailty.'

Tarini had imagined her small, hurt gasp was bamaljible, yet the
Count breathed an oath and swiftly drew the car standstill at the
side of the road. Every nerve tightened when hemsed on the
handbrake with a violence completely at variance whe friendly,

almost fond rapport they had shared earlier that da

'‘Women are the very devil!' he exploded, swingirgghead round to
direct a glacial stare. To Tarini's horror teansrggal into her eyes and
began escaping beneath her lashes, chasing alense of misery

down her pale cheeks. She sat very still, not darinwipe them

away, willing sharp, eagle eyes to be blind juss thnce to the

distress signals of a victim who felt cornered,cledafor the rip of

sharp talons.

'I'm sorry, Tarini, please forgive me—the last thinntended was to
make you cry.'

His change of attitude took her by surprise. Slogle lifted her
head, wondering at the despair in his voice, asliof utter weariness
scored deeply into his face.

'l have no right to involve you in my affairs," bentinued dully, 'no
right to use you as a whipping boy to relieve nusfrations.’



'‘Has something happened since we parted at lunetishe enquired
timidly, blue eyes soft with compassion.

Briefly, he nodded. 'Unfortunately, yes. Immediatel told my
mother about your proposed visit she became extyem
agitated—not' because she felt any objection totingge/ou,' he
hastened to respond to her small cry of protestt Hecause,
Impatient fool that | am, | allowed her to guess imtgntion to leave
for Austria first thing in the morning. When theatlor arrived he
advised a mild sedative to enable her to sleep few hours and she
agreed to take it only after it had been promised she should be
wakened in good time to receive you. However,'igkexl, ‘'once we
left her bedroom her doctor issued a warning tbatttie next few
weeks she must suffer no further upsets, must t@avgplete rest and
peace of mind, or else risk the gravest possiblseguences.'

Tarini's heart somersaulted when, with a gesturdetéat, he raked
his fingers through his hair, leaving it so toussée was reminded of
a bewildered, helpless boy.

'‘What am | to do, Tarini? Over yonder," he noddethe direction of
the stretch of Alps dividing his country from nelgluring Austria,
'the girl | love is waiting, expecting my arrivatl response to her
decision. And over there,' he nodded in the oppasriection, ‘lives a
mother whose whims must be pampered if she iséd buddenly he
laughed, a harsh humourless sound that grated hpomerves. 'l
speak like a man who imagines he has a choicggdred, glaring
down as if he considered her solely responsibléi®dilemma, 'yet
how can | opt for- a crown of love knowing that inaiaely it is
donned I'll be crucified with guilt?'

When, with an impatient jerk, he switched on thdtign and set the
car in motion Tarini knew that no reply was expdabé her, that he
would have been surprised, even annoyed, if shedradred to offer
an opinion, because she did not register upon bim@erson, merely



as a safety valve, an inanimate object to whicledwdd confide his
thoughts without fear of hearing them repeated. k=rt had no
right to react with a » pang each time he mentiathedwoman he
loved, the beautiful Baroness Frick who was so sfifes affections
she had dared to adopt an impatient, foot-tappitiyide towards a
proud man trained from birth to accept the burdeinduty. How
certain she must be of his love, Tarini thoughtfesing a pang of
envy, sensing instinctively that the alluring Bages was no gambler,
that she would not risk throwing any dice that wasloaded in her
favour.

As the car began ascending a mountain road leagintp Schloss
Wolke, she forced herself to break his morose sden

'l never cease to marvel at the industry and ingmf the Alpine
race,' she confided pleasantly. 'Every peak has begle accessible
even to novices such as myself by the erectionhafrlifts, cable
cars, and funicular railways. Before | arrived hdrémagined I'd
have to be content with visual enjoyment, that exbilaration of
standing on the. topmost peaks was a privilegervedefor fit,
experienced climbers.’

'‘As once it used to be,' he responded, making aoab effort to
concentrate his mind upon her remarks. 'Were yeapgiointed by
the discovery that the summits of most peaks areshof industry,
that where once you would have expected to fingl eables' eyries
there are luxury hotels complete with indoor swimgnipool,
solarium, hairdressing salon, massage parlourtesuaces and even
conference rooms? That in place of huts built telteh skiers and
climbers in the event of a sudden snowstorm theeecafes and
restaurants snuggled between slopes and perchad sight of each
spectacular view?'

'‘Not disappointed,’ she considered thoughtfullyt 'lwertainly
surprised, and very grateful to the generous-natieeals who have



made it possible for people such as myself to etijey magnificent
environment. Surely you must resent us,' she quiesaodtly, 'must
often regret the invasion of noisy, gawking towisto your peaceful
solitude?'

She could tell by his slight hesitation in answettimat she had delved
deeply and touched a sore spot.

'For one so young, you are surprisingly perceptigessitive to the
feelings of others,' he drawled laconically. "Yigs) are right, there is
a stone inside every cherry." But fortunately, pesg has been
confined to the foothills and when the pressuresoaiety become
too great those of us who consider privacy as sacgsas food can
escape to the inhospitable heights of the Jungiralithe Eiger—a
world of snowfields and ice towers, where a mansamhis true self
reflected in a mountain of glass.'

Before Tarini could tiptoe further into the mind tife man who
sounded prison-pent, the outline of Schloss Walkerled in the car's
headlights, an impressive pile of ancient stoneva#dt a single

malevolent eye of light leering from a lantern srgged from a chain
hanging directly above huge, carved double entrdooes.

When she stepped out of the car and heard the ffdvaying of
hounds she shivered and drew the collar of heradoaér around her
neck, wondering if the dogs had been left to roathraight suddenly
bound out of the darkness mistaking her for aruddr.

'‘No need to look so apprehensive,' the Count childg, as he
guided her to the top of a flightof stone stepgntistrode to tug
sharply upon an antiquated iron bellpull. Almostmediately the
doors were opened by a manservant.



‘Thank you, Josef,' the Count acknowledged the smappearance
with a nod. 'Please ensure that my mother is indormmmediately
that our guest has arrived.’

He drew Tarini forward and smiled slightly whenteafadvancing a
couple of paces into the hall, she gasped and dan® sudden
standstill. The hallway of Schloss Wolke was a laten of grandeur
undreamt of by the girl whose only previous knowledf castles had
been confined to short school trips around angédas left so long

Uninhabited they had finally been designated museaver before
had she seen the starkness of antiquity softeregd)ot marred, by
the intrusion of modern comfort. Grey stone watlarfed a perfect
foil for huge Flemish tapestries, jewel- bright,awe with detail she
knew she could have sat entranced for hours detnghégends
recorded in fine silk and intricate needlework.ckhiluxurious carpet
patterned in muted shades of grey, beige, and @ianabrown

flowed beneath sofas and armchairs offering theigethent of a
plump, velvet-soft embrace. Massive carved chesisd- painted
screens placed strategically in the path of anygirathat might
escape from the direction of doorways cut dome-stdprough solid
stone were bathed in shadows cast by light beafnimg the torch

shaped globes of a chandelier suspended spidefrinea vaulted
ceiling.

Modern standard lamps glowed, highlighting theesillpatina of low
tables strewn with priceless bric-a-brac, and lepdanthe sculpted
balustrade of a marble staircase a deceptive paghlity.

Tarini's widely staring eyes blinked at a sign @vw@ment at the head
of the staircase, then blinked again, startled mo@on that some
apparition from the past had begun a slow, digtifiescent of the
sweeping staircase.

'‘Mother!" She sagged with relief when Count Hugo'€e dispelled
her fanciful notion. 'Are you certain you feel wehough to join us



for dinner? If not, I'm sure, Tarini... Miss Brown' he cast her an
apologetic look across his shoulder as he begaanathg towards
his mother, 'will understand if you should decide make your
meeting brief.’

'‘Hugo!" Tiny, cameo features withered into a frowiHave you
forgotten your manners? Kindly give me your arrhe¢ slemanded,
tapping the bottom step with the point of a silvendled cane, ‘and
proceed to carry out a proper introduction!

Though his expression did not change, Tarini serssdair of
resignation, read deep affection in the glance axghd between
mother and son. Tucking her hand into the crodk®arm, he began
guiding the incredibly frail-looking old lady towds Tarini.

‘Mother,' he flashed Tarini a green-eyed plea ftarémce, 'I'd like
you to meet Miss Tarini Brown, the young Englishil givhose

company | enjoyed during my flight to Zurich andash afterwards,
owing to unforeseen circumstances, | was privileigeescort to her
hotel in Liechtenstein.

'‘Miss Brown,' gravely he inclined his head, 'my hest the Dowager
Countess Gina von Triesen.'

Fighting a strong impulse to curtsey, Tarini acedphe slender hand
extended towards her and discovered it to be watsn,grip
surprisingly friendly.

'l am delighted to actually meet you in the ....erflesh, as it were.’
The Countess's smile cancelled out her criticatapal of Tarini's
too-slender figure, 'for | had begun to suspect yloa were a mere
mirage. Is this your first visit to our country, $4i Brown?'

Allowing her son to urge her in the direction ad@&a, she sat down
and patted an adjacent cushion, inviting Tarinoto her.



Shyly Tarini obeyed, charmed yet overawed by thghsl regal

figure wearing a dress with a black velvet bodite satin sleeves
fringed and embroidered around the cuffs; bucklechps peeping
under the hem of a lavender satin skirt, and whntie crowned by a
black velvet skull cap that had a face veil todsack to form a misty
black nimbus around delicate, patrician featuresidduibtedly,

Tarini's romantic heart decided, the dowager Camteas a relic
from a bygone age, an age of balls in summer pslacé

fur-upholstered sleighs - pulled by prancing tholduwegds, of
banquets in halls with stone fireplaces huge endogitcommodate
spit-irons on which whole oxen could be roasted.

‘Well, Miss Brown ...?" When the Countess's gepttenpting made
her aware that she had been staring, Tarini blughddroke into an
embarrassed flow of words.

‘This is my first visit ever to a foreign countiywas ill for a while,
and when my doctor insisted that | was in need lodladay to build
up my strength it seemed an ideal opportunity tél fa lifelong
ambition to visit the Alps, and especially Liecldenn, because
everything I'd ever read about your country imptieat it was unique
in its atmosphere of olde-worlde charm.’

The Countess's expression managed to convey gadtin and

concern at one and the same time. 'You have blegoul say? Then,
my dear, you could not have made a better choitmcation in which

to recuperate. Not far from here is a shrine tocwipilgrims have
journeyed for centuries. Legend has it that a leshelshundreds of
years ago, demolished a prosperous but wicked tbamnformerly

flourished in this area. Its inhabitants despidesl teaching of. the
Church and had become pleasure-loving and seligedt. One day,
an angel appeared to a woman of the town and urgetb go and
pray at the chapel, so, leaving her child alorteéhouse with a bowl
of porridge to keep it quiet, she obeyed the asgelimmand. But
while she was kneeling in prayer she heard a tercbash and a



thunderous rumbling as if the end of the world heame.

Horror-stricken, she rushed from the church and tbeatvthe whole
town had been destroyed—only her house was standimjupon
reaching home she found her child still quietlyirgatts porridge.

You must askHugo to take you to see the shrinevaaterected to
mark the incident, and which even today is the exttbpf tales of
miraculous cures and of benefits that have neven loenied a true
supplicant.'

Tarini sensed rather than saw Gount Hugo's frolehldve to visit
the shrine if you could point out the way,' shet&iasd to ease his
discomfiture. 'Count Hugo is a busy man, | wouldiream of
encroaching upon his free time.'

'‘Nonsense, my dear,' the Countess exclaimed, ywid oot possibly
find your way alone. My son gets bored with onlysaly and the
servants for company,' the glance she exchangédhwvit was like
the clashing of swords, 'your presence will keep aut of mischief,
he shall take you to the shrine tomorrow morning.'

'‘Oh, but | couldn't possibly presume ..." Taringhe, seeing Count
Hugo's head jerk up in protest.

'‘Nonsense, | insist!" The Countess rose to her &lencing Tarini

with an imperious wave. Two hectic spots of colbad appeared in
her cheeks and as she faced them both, daring thexrgue, her
Dresden daintiness seemed to fade before their. &yéen she
stretched out her arms towards Count Hugo appefirtgs support,

he strode to her side.

‘What's wrong, aren't you feeling well?'

Bravely, she shook her head. 'Just a little wdalgchen.l think, if
your young friend will excuse me, I'd better rettwrmy room.'



'‘But of course!" Tarini jumped to her feet, conesrabout the old
lady's over-bright eyes and trembling mouth. 'Rdedsn't give me
another thought.'

'‘Oh, but | shall think of you often,' the old Coest smiled, leaning
heavily on her son's arm. 'Promise me, Hugo,' shgead, tapping his
chest with the handle of her silver-headed canat jtbu will take

this child to the shrine tomorrow, then bring haclk here for lunch?
| must see more of the little candle whose lighhet like a good
deed in a naughty world.'

Tarini held her breath while he hesitated, knowtimat his mind and
heart were concentrated upon Maria, the beautdtdiess who was
waiting expectantly for his arrival in Austria, wé® attractions
seemed to hold him even more powerfully than thedsmf duty.

Sensing his inner rebellion, the threat of ovetshed loyalty about
to snap, the Countess pleaded tearfully:

'‘Please, Hugo..
Reacting as if to the sting of a lash, his shosldeuared erect.

‘Calm yourself, Mutti,’ he intoned stonily, his pk® bleak as
storm-lashed mountain peaks. 'As ever, you shak lyaur wish.'



CHAPTER SEVEN

DRESSEDIN slim-legged denims, with a navy sweatshirt il

over a pink and white checked blouse, Tarini waslyelong before
the time Count Hugo had arranged to pick her upeathotel the
following morning. Nervously she paced the foretowishing she
could think of some way of freeing him from his igation to take
her to see the shrine. She suspected, and soelslwertain, did he,
that the outing had been arranged by his mothetystd keep him
from visiting Austria where, in the seclusion ofrBaess Frick's
home, he might be seduced away from all thoughtsudf in the
arms of the woman he loved.

She was still, fretting over the problem when hérad in his car ten
minutes later.

'‘Gruss Gott, Frauleirt he greeted her gravely, startling her with th
reminder that in spite of his perfect command o# tEnglish
language, the apparent ease with which he commhgggeen his
homeland and her own, he was actually a memben aflian race,
one of those people whom her mother had been weodéesignate
‘'unpredictable foreigners'.

‘This morning,’ he continued with a faint twinkie his eyes, 'you
remind me of an obedient little boy waiting scrutbpédied and

neatly combed for the school bus.' Tarini struggtefibrce a smile on
to lips that wanted to droop, trying not to dwedbm the thought that
Baroness Frick would never find herself at the ingeg end of such a
backhanded compliment.

She was sitting beside him in the passenger seiag lolriven away
from the hotel, when she ventured to enquire: 'Howour mother
today- feeling better, | hope?'



Immediately his face clouded. 'Unfortunately ndieS$pent such a
disturbed night that | had to call once again ughenservices of her
doctor, who prescribed a sedative to ensure tleatvihsleep for the
remainder of the day. In the circumstances, shido@ilinable to join
us for lunch—I hope you don't mind?"

'Of course | don't!" she assured him quickly, tleena thought crossed
her mind, continued musing aloud. 'In which case ..

‘You're doing it again, Miss Brown!" His dry noteognsure sent her
eyes slewing towards a profile set—as it all taemfvas—into tight
lines of annoyance. He's like a grounded eaglaniTdought sadly,
a freedom-loving creature made dangerous by higlityatio soar, to
sweep, and most imperative of all, to mate!

'‘Doing what?' she puzzled, just in time to previest impatience
erupting.

‘Exercising your infuriating habit of speaking jtisé beginning of a
sentence, then leaving me to guess the remairglgdur real world
so unsatisfactory,' he jibed so cruelly she winttedt you have opted
to live in a land of dreams, content to spend @ of your life
searching for a magicpath leading to a mythicdkeyabf peace?'

Striving hard to conceal her hurt, she tenderediet@pology. 'I'm
sorry. My mother also used to find my tendencydgdieam a source
of annoyance—"building castles in the air", shedusescold, before
warning that many of my dreams might turn out tanightmaresf
ever they managed to come true. In this instanogjekier,’ she
managed to sound much chirpier than she feltirban daydreaming,
| was following up a definite line of thought.' Stheew in a steadying
breath before daring to ask. 'How long does it takdrive to your
fiancee's home?'

‘A couple of hours,' he replied, obviously startled



'In which case, it should be a simple matter tealthere and back in
a day?' she continued thoughtfully.

‘A very simple matter,' he frowned, 'l've donefteq.’
‘Then why not do it today?' she urged softly.

He braked so suddenly she was jolted forward, ek against her
seat. Thankful that her safety belt was fastertezltightened her grip
on racing nerves and waited for his reaction.

Leaning forward, he glowered savagely. 'Was thatar& inspired by
spite, a devious female attempt to get your owrkbdcadmit my
manner has been less than courteous, that you drawmds for
feeling peeved at the way you were hustled thraligher last night
and then driven straight back to your hotel, bigdtlcertain that you
would sympathise, would understand my agony of mind

The very last thing | expected of you was maliceuYnow the
circumstances as well as | do, so why do you totmmenwith such an
iImpossible suggestion?’

'It's not impossible,' she countered shakily. ‘@& ¢ontrary, what |

proposed is extremely feasible. You're desperateitage a meeting
with your fiancee whose home is merely a coupldairs' drive

away. Your mother seems set upon exercising evéeyta/prevent

such a meeting, yet as you said yourself," sheneaal softly, 'she's
unlikely to awake until evening.'

Dawning hope in his eyes twisted a double-edgectkniher heart,
but after the first faint flicker it, quickly died.

'l dare not risk it," he rejected flatly. 'If byaice she should awaker
before | return the outcome could be drastic.'



'‘But if | were to be there in your place," Tarmsisted, 'l could tell her
that you'd driven into Vaduz to attend to some smatter of

business. The very fact that I'm there, supposeadgiting your

return, should prevent her from becoming suspicious

She blanched, but did not retreat from green eyaw, with
anticipation, raking across her face. 'Dear, hohashi,' he breathed,
'lover of truth, would you really be prepared ®fior my sake?'

'In this instance, yes,' she decided, praying shat would have no
need. 'Even the devil has a right to justice..."'

‘Thank you, Tarini!" She wondered why his laughdeunded so
stifled, then became incapable of thought whenipssdescended,
setting a seal upon his gratitude with a kiss #eit her senses
soaring—higher than the turrets of Schloss Wolighér than dream
castles built in the air; higher even than theitspaf a frustrated eagle
to whom she had given the means of escape froprisisn!

He left her installed in the garden at the reahefcastle, sitting in a
chair placed on a terrace offering magnificent wewf the
mountains, with a tray holding coffee and biscattber elbow and a
selection of books from the castle library to faéick upon in the
unlikely event of her becoming bored during houfseaforced
idleness.

For the first hour she was content to laze, soakipgsunshine,
drinking in the sight of shaven lawns stretchingheout blemish
before disappearing beneath a belt of surrounde®st Then beds of
geraniums daubed spots of brilliance so hurtful dbsed her eyes
until all that impinged upon her peace was theléin&f water
spouting into the basin of a marble fountain, ansothat gradually
faded, growing fainter and fainter as she slid stioze.



The sound of footsteps and the rattle of cutleryaomapproaching
trolley intruded into her slumber. She stirred ntlopened her eyes,
when a pleasant voice enquired:

'‘Would you like lunch served nowfraulein?' She sat erect,
pleasantly surprised to discover that she was lyungr

'Yes, please, Josef,' she smiled. '‘But first Ikhid better peep inside
the Countess's room to make certain she'ialkkep.'

'‘No needfraulein," Josef shook his head, 'my wife is keepin
watch at her bedside, she will call you immediatidlg Countess
shows signs of stirring."'

Completely reassured, Tarini helped herself fromixed platter of
charcuterie, fresh melon, cucumber, and tiny onises/ed with
slices of crusty bread.

The fish that followed—swimming in butter sauce apiked with
almonds—was as much as she could manage, so reigredifie
waved away Josef's offering of cream and chocgjateau.

‘A cup of coffee would be lovely, Josef. If | eatyamore meals as
large as that one I'll get disgustingly fat!'

The very dignified manservant seemed to considehn sm event so
unlikely he smiled, then unbent far enough to joke:

‘Miracles are not unheard of in this part of theldioFraulein. Still,
one should never risk overstraining the powersefrtoly saints!'

Feeling blissfully contented, Tarini snuggled downher chair to
continue her nap, deliberately keeping her mindlbko that her day
would not be spoiled by abortive fretting over Cottugo and the
decision he would have to make—a decision that gvbel made all



the more difficult because whichever choice wasawadly forced
upon him, a loved one was bound to suffer.

She- had just begun anticipating his return, to meugirturing the

almost certain assumption that his day-long absarasedue to go
unnoticed by his sleeping mother, when Josef appeam theterrace.
Immediately she saw the frown disturbing his notynahpassive

features she knew that he was aware—in the mysgenmnner in
which all family retainers seem to become awartheir employer's
affairs—of the motive behind Graf Hugo's absendee direction in

which his sympathies lay was evident when regrgthut informed

her:

‘The Countess has awoken and is demanding to seesdme
Fraulein." She jumped up, scattering a pile of magazines arben
feet.

'‘What time is it?" she croaked, her colour high asguilty
conspirator's.

‘Just seven o'clock,’ he soothed. 'The Count has bway almost
eight hours so, with luck, he should be arriving amoment now.'

Her slight figure stiffened, then with a dignityathbrought a glint of
admiration into Josef's eyes she took control efsituation.

‘Then meanwhile, I'd better try to ensure thailGbantess stays calm.
Please ask Count Hugo to join me in his mothedsronmediately
he returns.'

A, fretful question arose from the direction ofugk four-poster bed
iImmediately Josef ushered her inside the Countesedi®om.

"Are you certain my son has received my message@d@/nstairs,
Greta, and find out what is keeping him.'



The old lady's voice sounded slurred, and as Tar@pped nearer the
bed she was struck with pity for the tiny, shriedlfigure that looked
swamped beneath a billowing, featherlight quilt.

‘Are you feeling well enough to cope with a visjt@ountess?' She
advanced, determinedly bright and smiling.

‘Ah, the little Schwachlinge!Dazed eyes struggling to focus upol
Tarini's face seemed to confirm her suspicion thatCountess was
confused, still under the influence of a powerfulgl Conscience

stabbed heat into her cheeks when the old ladyedlagainst her

pillows, reacting exactly as planned. 'Come, sinil, my dear.' A

frail hand patted the side of the bed. 'l had beglsuspect that Hugo
had deserted me, but as you are here, that obyicasinot be the

case.’

Relieved that the extent of the Countess's confust@med confined
to mere forgetfulness about her proper name, Tarak the coward's
way out and switched to a different subject.

'‘What a magnificent bedroom," she murmured, sinkiogn into a
chair at the side of the bed. 'l fear | shoulddzedverawed to sleep in
such surroundings.'

'l felt exactly the same way myself the first tilnget foot inside this
room—>but then,' the old lady added with a surpgkinwicked

twinkle, 'a bride should not expect to sleep muohher wedding
night.’

Tarini's eyes widened as they roved the walls aithg of a room
panelled entirely in wood, scrolled, carved andefil) with wrought
iron hinges stretching the full width of an enorreowdoor;
tapestry-draped windows; elaborately painted wamsand chests
of drawers and, at the far end of the room, a @dttack-lead tiled
stove emitting waves of warmth towards the enorntmd In spite



of the warmth she shivered, imagining the reactiba shy young
bride to such majestic surroundings.

As if reading her thoughts, or perhaps reliving fiselings she had
experienced during those first traumatic momeritge, Countess
sighed.

‘To be the chosen bride of a Count von Triesen tsomour bestowed
only upon women who have been proved worthy. Whifean may
feel tempted to ignore flaws evident in a mistr@ggstocol demands
nothing short of perfection from the woman eledtete the mother
of his sons.’

'Elected ...?" Tarini's lips quirked with amusemefithe word
suggests that brides of previous Counts von Triege chosen by
means of a vote.'

To her surprise, the Countess nodded, confirmingheory so
outrageous Tarini had considered it a joke.

‘A family has the right to veto any candidate ihsiolers unsuitable
for membership,' she stated proudly. 'l was onenahy eager to
become Countess von Triesen, but it was not untilbbackground
had been thoroughly investigated by my husbandsyfao ensure
that my genes were suitable, that my bloodstockagasptable, that
my body was healthy and fertile enough to beardeéil, that my
name was entered on to a short list from which atg husband
finally chose a wife. Don't look so shocked, my igae Countess
seemed amused by blue eyes wide with disbeliefs ‘tommon
practice among the European aristocracy for theelgroom-to-be to
take no personal part in the preliminary negotregifor a marriage.
Invariably, these are left in the hands of familgrd in such a way,’
her voice suddenly hardened, 'many mistakes thghtnfiave been
made by hotheaded young fools who considered thveir selfish
desires more important than purity of lineage Hasen prevented!



Confronted for the very first time with a pridelwdritage that verged
on fanaticism, Tarini began dimly to recogniseeéhermity of Count
Hugo's problem.

‘Are you saying that there's no place in marriage love?' she
accused faintly.

'‘Love is a transitory emotion—marriage is for lié®,should be.' The
Countess's chin tilted. 'A pretty face is by no nsdhe most
important attribute of a wife. Every daughter ofeEg born with an
instinctive knowledge of how to please a man, howtdmpt a

bridegroom into bed and satisfy his manhood togkient that he
ceases to dwell upon the fact that the union isobmenvenience and
eventually finds it an effort to recall the readoghind his initial

uninterest. Most women make the mistake of relyoggmuch upon
good looks to hold a man's attention—the few whe aise

concentrate upon developing the art of seduction.'

At the sight of Tarini's squirm the Countess brok® a weak
chuckle. 'Have | embarrassed you, child? If so, hhlls not
apologise—.feelings so rare and sensitive shoulgpipeeciated, not
hidden like a rose wasting her scent upon a deksgerlen. Intuition
tells me,' she continued to display an iron cohhat ‘already you are a
little in love with my son—don't bother to deny ghe snapped when
Tarini started violently. 'With such a fight on rhgnds | need the
support of every available ally!

Deciding that the pitiful old lady deserved to h&rfoured, Tarini
reminded gently. 'Count Hugo has inherited youorsjr sense of
duty, but also your iron will. The strain of beifagced to reject one
of the two women he loves best in life is boundo#@intolerable.
Surely the love you feel for him should enable ytouaccept a
compromise?'



'Foolish girl!" The Countess heaved a hollow sighs because his
happiness is so important to me theahnotcompromise. Obviously
he has confided in you—a happening | find remarkablyet the

impression you have formed of a selfish, possesanther, jealous
of her son's affections, is erroneousvdnt my son to marry,' she
insisted fiercely, her frail fingers plucking thever of her bedquilt,
'but not to a woman who has already discarded wsbhands!

‘Two?' Tarini faltered. 'Count Hugo mentioned oohe.'

'‘Because Baroness Frick feels confident that hst rfinistake is too
well buried in the past ever to be disinterred.alé indisputable
evidence, however, that the first of her two maemwas contracted
when she was barely seventeen years of age amudvéiddess than a
year later.'

'‘Why haven't you told Count Hugo?' Tarini gasped.

'‘And risk alienating him for ever?' Wearily the @oess shook her
head. 'No, my dear, my son will respond to the deisaof duty,
honour and affection, but he will not bow to pressu dare not
confront him with the knowledge that has come mtppossession,
for | am certain that the first one to provoke tamper will be the
loser. My only hope is that in time he will comehis senses, that the
affliction he calls love, which is actually no mditean a temporary
madness of the mind, will be cured completely. $a gee, little
Schwachlingethe old lady's eyelids closed as wearied by spardh
anxiety she slipped once more towards obliviony'wbu must help
me to keep my son here in Liechtenstein. Betweemausust try to
discover an antidote that will cure him of his feve

Troubled by the very different slant that had beast upon Count
Hugo's affair with the beautiful baroness, Targit the old lady's
bedside and wandered downstairs into the hall.vi@seslumped in
an armchair facing the Flemish tapestry, -wondewhg all rescued



heroines should be depicted as blonde godessesvwitiptuous
figures and long, slender legs, when she heardoa slam, then
quick, impatient footsteps advancing in her ditti

Count Hugo's expression looked thunderous, bleakhasEiger

before the onset of a storm. Curling into a tigéil bf nervousness,
Tarini watched him stride across to a cabinet, @lier poured out a
drink, then tossed back the large measure of sjiribne gulp.

Alarmed by his attitude of barely controlled vioten she forced
herself to croak:

'‘What's wrong, has something dreadful happened?'

He swung round on his heel to face her then st@odass the width of
the carpet to tower over her cowering figure.

‘Damn youfor meddling in my affairs!" he charged thickipamn all
of your sex—I swear that never again will | trust@aman, however
long | may live!'



CHAPTER EIGHT

A WEEK had passed before Count Hugo's passions had sadrasy
enough to allow him to outline briefly the reas@hind his savage
outburst of anger.

Because his mother had insisted upon seeing Tevimy day—a
five-minute visit that seemed to settle her mind &eep her happy
and~con- tented for hours—he had formed the hahidriefng her
from her hotel each morning to Castle Wolke, tlogrce her visit had
been concluded, dropping her near whichever locasbe had
decided to explore. He had never offered to accompar, and even
though his mother had often resurrected the suylijeeir proposed
visit to the shrine had not materialised. Which way, this morning,
while he was driving her towards the funicularwaiy giving access
to the mountains, she was startled by his dry, sirsorly, offer.

'If you have nothing definite planned for todagplld take you to see
the shrine of Saint Ludmila?’

‘Thank you," she accepted eagerly. 'The Countessdicd me all
about the shrine's magical properties, | shoulg wauch like to see
it.

His austere features darkened. 'My mother's mindsigife with

fanciful notions as your own,' he sneered, looldaggerously dark
and smouldering. 'It puzzles me why the effecthef last attack
should be lingering so long—if ever | were to deothat | was
being deliberately manipulated ..." he ground,ilegea threat hanging
in the air.

'Oh, I'm sure you're not!" Tarini protested, dissed that such an
unworthy suspicion should even have crossed hisd.midour
mother's health is improving, she's growing stroreery day, yet



there's no doubt that her latest attack has lefivieak and in need of
careful nursing.'

‘You are probably right.' Much to her relief higvjae lost a fraction
of its tension. 'If | am to be honest | must adthat the suspicion
could have been born of wishful thinking." Abrupthe changed the
subject. 'l see that you are dressed for walkirgriodded approval of
her neat brogues, checked blouse and serviceatyis.jele too was
dressed in casual outdoor clothes—qgrey slacks amdatching
roll-necked sweater—a choice of outfit that seenaeohdicate that
his invitation had been premeditated and not predhpl impulse as
she had first imagined."We can go only part ofwhg by car,’ he told
her, 'then we must proceed on foot. The shrinaite gome distance
from where | must park the car, but if you deciula tyou feel up to it,
I'm certain you will find the walk rewarding.'

'Of course | feel up to it!" She could not help g slightly

indignant. 'Each day since my arrival here, I'vadgially lengthened
the distance of my walks until now, after almostoatnight of

delicious food and sharp mountain air, I'm ablenvadk for hours

without feeling the least bit exertednd I've put on weight,' she
boasted proudly, 'haven't you noticed?'

She wished the words unsaid immediately green sigsged in her
direction. She squirmed, sensing hidden amusenmerisi slow,

deliberate scrutiny of tanned cheeks devoid ofdwadl blue eyes
sparkling with newly-discovered vitality; a youngntler neck with a
pulse leaping madly as her heartbeats; shouldedebed only by
the slightest of shrugs; the tilt of shapely breaatwaist he could
have spanned without exertion, and a trim lengtlkeadf and thigh

saved from boyishness by a roundness that was takaidy

feminine.



She steeled herself to combat scorn, digging fimgex deep into her
palms while she waited for the inevitable derogatemark. But for
once his lash was mild, the whip wielded by a Rging hand.

‘Your plumage may be far from exotic, little Englisparrow, but
your nut-brown daintiness has an appeal all its.dwmonder,' he
tossed her amused glance, 'why | have never beiotieed the
enchanting army of freckles marching across thegeriof your
nose?’

‘They erupted only yesterday,' she told him stjffigeling threatened
by a charm so lethal She considered it should baea subjected to
control by licence. 'l must keep a look-out fohamist's shop, there's
a cream on the market which supposedly encourhges to fade.’

'‘Why bother?' he drawled unkindly. 'Faultless bgasitan attribute
not given to many. However, you may find consolatio the
knowledge that our local woodcarvers discovered lago that it is
small imperfections that make hand-made objects destable.’

As he drove higher into the mountains Tarini lapséal hurt silence,
deflated by the comparison she felt had reduceddére level of a
piece of paste daring to aspire to the perfectioa Bawless gem.
And yet, she had to admit, with the image of higlg fiancee to use
as a criterion, how could he consider her otheriggainst
Baroness Frick, she must appear pallid as a sha&ltawsubstance;
colourless as a faded print compared with the viyaxf its original
subject.

Yet by the time they had reached the summit ofradimg road rising
thousands of feet above lowland made' lush by #enalering Rhine,
her spirits were revived, as always, by the sidlat stream tumbling
from glacial peaks; by grazing, doe-eyed cattle,l@anthe miniature
Alpine huts in which herdsmen remained during thé&re summer,



tending the cattle, keeping a careful record ofyie& of rich yellow
cheese and creamy butter provided by each animal.

Sharing a tacit belief that speech would be arusnn into their

majestic surroundings, they walked in companionasience,

drinking in beauty intoxicating as wine, breathaigsparkling, fresh
and golden as champagne bursting bubble- bright forest-green
depths. Apparently feeling no need of words, thar@took her hand
as they began approaching the mouth of a tunnefjegbwut of

granite, and carefully ensured her safety as tiegyptiated the dark
recesses of a tunnel running a quarter of a miteutfh solid rock to
give access to a hidden, enchanted valley.

She blinked when they emerged into sunlight anoldstapt, listening
to the voice of nature reminding her of days noglpast when the
superstitious mountain people still believed inavies and magical
creatures that were said to have inhabited thesgtemines and dark
forests; in witches, elves and kobolds; good and fawies, and
saints that had descended in human form to answearayers of the
needy and to punish the ill-doers. She was so vecppfantasy that
Count Hugo had to speak twice before his voicesteggd.

‘Waken up, child!"" he unbent far enough to te&gmu look as if you

are expecting the arrival of a scaly dragon befgHire from his

nostrils in the manner of all the best fairy tal€bese days, it is
impossible for any would-be hero to find a maideaiting to be

rescued—unless,' he laughed unpleasantly, 'ona masd to place a
stranded air traveller in that category.’

Tarini sighed, hating the supercilious overtonedlening to spoil
her first glimpse of a secret valley tucked awayibe a granite
screen of mountain, a quiet, protected pasturagfe aviich yellow
carpet of flowers that transformed a shaded spoigth all winter
under ice and snow, into a private paradise.



'‘What a heavenly place! And such flowers ... I'believe I've ever
seen this variety before!'

‘They are calledMutterkraut—Mother's weed— by herdsmen whc
are invariably on the look-out for the yellow-floveel, broad-leafed
plant they believe increases the flow of cows' rhilk

They walked on, then came without warning uponstimne of Saint
Ludmila set in a niche cut into rock on the far lbaf a stream, a
weatherworn but still sweet-faced figure wearingitkkmaid's dress,
with golden rays of sunshine forming a halo arobedhead. Peering
more closely at the statue, her breath reverendid, hTarini
whispered:

'l can't quite make out what she's holding.'

‘A harvesting sickle in one hand and a milk jugtle other,' he
supplied, 'as befitting the patron saint of dairpmdéerdsmen,
milkers, butter separators and cheese makers. Alpme cattle are
reputed to come under her special protection.uflgok closely, you
can just distinguish at her feet the whitened stiivhat must once
have been thE8chwdchlingewhich translated means, "the weakling"
a small cow built up by legend into a worker of axies.'

‘Little weakling!"The old Countess's peculiar form of address echc
in Tarini's ears, bringing with it a reminder ofvinansistent the old
lady had been—how fretfully anxious—that Count Hugjwould
accompany her on a visit to the shrine. Feelingpheably cold all
over, she dropped down on her knees and pattedrdssy space
beside her, inviting as calmly as she was abley'Wit sit down and
tell me all about the little weakling?'

Sunshine lent to his hair the sheen of sable astre&ched out full
length upon the grassy back with a stalk of gréssched between
his teeth. Shading his eyes from the sun, he chéveedyhtfully, as if



having to dredge his memory for items of folklodeamned during
childhood.

‘The "little weakling" was supposedly a lady whdaek of good
looks was far outweighed by burning ambition. Dai yecall my
mentioning the "queen cow" and the attributes né¢al@acquire such
a title?'

She nodded. 'She had to be nominated best cow bkttal, highest in
yield of milk, cheese and butter.’

'‘And usually, the most good-looking,' he confirmadsturdy Alpine

beauty capable of spouting milk in great warm, Hyosstreams,

blessed with a fawn satin coat, huge gentle eydsralong curling

lashes of a beauty queen. In short, a lady witBesree, one not likely
to be overawed by her position of leader of theession.'

‘The procession . . .?' she queried. 'The one inohwthe champion of
champions leads the herd with an upturned milkitaplsfixed
between her horns?'

'So you don't dream all of the time, little sparydue tilted, slightly
jeering, 'you do listen to some of the things I5ay

‘Always,' she stammered, confused when he sudddrdly upright,
hovering like a bird of prey. Resorting to cowaa]ishe turned her
head aside, then, anxious for him to continue,shemured, "Were
you about to tell me that it was the weakling's gimi to be queen of
the herd? Not for her own sake, I'm certain, babpbly for the sake
of a loved one.’

'You have heard the story before," he stated flattynding slightly
disappointed.



'‘No,' she shook her head, 'l don't need to bedbtilit the sacrifices
females are prepared to make in order to ensurddpeiness of
those they love.'

His short laugh echoed with all the bitter angee $tad sensed
simmering inside of him since his return from hsntee's home.
'Forgive me if | sound cynical,' he paused to totilehflame of his
lighter to the tip of a cheroot, 'but at the riskdestroying your
romantic ideals, | must argue that most females-sgarecompany
excepted, of course,' he forced out the gallardsem prepared to
squeeze a man dry of emotion, then toss his huslettour winds." .

Tarini kept her eyes fixed upon distant peaks, cons that he was
glowering, brooding darkly upon the visit to Auatrihat she had
urged him to take and its disastrous outcome forichvh
unreasonably, he seemed to hold her solely redpenfiesperate to
understand why the Countess should have conclindedhe story of
the little weakling ran in some way parallel to lo@m, she dared to
intrude into his melancholy mood.

'‘Does the legend have a happy ending?"

'I'm sorry ...?" She chanced a sideways glancesandthat his eyes
had a dazed, faraway look, the look of a man jefkack from the

brink of some unfathomable chasm. 'Oh, yes, therdtj With an

obvious effort he abandoned thoughts of the pasbruer to

concentrate upon the present. ‘How far did | get?'

‘Not far,' she managed to smile, 'you were sidkeg@d@lmost at the
beginning when you were about to tell me aboufptioeession.’

Something about her unhappy eyes, a mouth droa@@sgondent as
a child's, must have stirred his conscience, fosum@rised her by
cupping a hand beneath her chin, tipping it higtl she was forced



to meet eyes warming slowly as an Alpine lake misésice-green
crust of winter.

'‘Don't fret, Tarini,' the edges of his mouth frayetb humour, 'you
shall not be deprived of your fairy tale.' Terrdfiby the effect of his
cool touch upon her skin, she jerked her blush-ac¢ fout pf reach
and settled down to listen.

"Each autumn when the first threat of snow coragke high passes,
peasants come from miles around to gather at thethod the tunnel
we have just passed through to cheer and waveetdhéindsmen
returning cows to the lower pastures, pushing &ogiag to acquire
the best vantage points as they wait for the dedjovin booming
resounding from the black metal bell hung aroural ieck of the
"queen cow" chosen to lead the procession. Deajeiaers indicate
the first sighting of the queen who invariably @ayp to her position
by hesitating when she emerges into the light daaddeng like an
actress on stage acknowledging the applause aiutgence. As well
as a huge bell fitted with a silver clapper andil&ing stool perched
on her head like a be-ribboned Easter bonnet, gaesna coronet of
laurel leaves, bunches of meadow flowers tuckediénser leather
collar, and a crimson heart on her forehead—thet ooseted
symbol of superiority.

‘The procession winds down the mountainside inroofleank—the
champion, the next best, the winners of minor tesethen decorated
horses drawing carts piled high with fat tubs oftduand yellow
cannonball cheeses. Then lastly, the saddest sligte ever seen,
animals whose milk production could only be clasasdaverage,
their unhappy expressions providing proof for areyarho needs it,
that four-legged beasts are capable of emotiondinfse As you
have probably guessed, the little weakling was gbnme of the last
to emerge from the tunnel—thin-flanked, sad- eyatj dejected,
very conscious of her inability to bring a covetpdze to her
poor-peasant owner.'



Tears raced unchecked down Tarini's cheeks bectudeave
attempted to wipe them away would have been tdarsome caustic
remarkfrom a man who had little patience to spar@ver-emotional
females. She stared fixedly ahead, hoping to aexpsure, and was
horrified when his hand hove into view, positiorgicectly in the
path of a huge tear ready any second to plop flmmetige of her
chin.

When it eventually did, he reacted exactly as sitefaared.

'What the .. .I"

Hastily,, she mopped up surplus tears with a tismfere turning a
shamed face towards him.

‘You're not—youcan'tbe crying!'

'l ... I'm afraid so,' she laughed shakily, thery der teeth into a
guivering bottom lip, praying that he would nottbe unkind.

Saint Ludmila must have interceded on her behal§telad of
sounding exasperated his response was amazinglgrten

‘You are a very warm, caring person, Tarini.' Tagniher woebegone
face to the sun, he dabbed at the residue of tedhsa crisp,
man-sized handkerchief until he was satisfied thatreservoir of
compassion had been dammed, then scolded gently:&ke far too
vulnerable, little sparrow, there's heartbreak ghoto be found in
day-today living without expending your emotions n@ofictitious
character bearing no relation to real life.’

She wanted to choke out a denial, to tell him hamgletely she
could identify with the little weakling who had yead to be
transformed from a drab nonentity into a visionlafeliness that
might attract everyone's attention—not that shetedieveryone's
attention, just the attention of one particular mdno seemed blind to



the fact that she was a woman, who scolded héishs were a child,

and confided his troubles only because he wasdemtfithat she was
no more than a stranger soon to pass out of kisAiman who would

react with embarrassed astonishment if ever he teetescover how

.completely she had fallen in love with him!

Becoming conscious of a quizzical gaze which, gséfficient time,
might be capable of reading secrets tucked indmethickest of
pages, she made an effort to distract his thowmghigs from herself.

‘Tell me," she gulped, 'did the little weakling evwealise her
ambition?"

‘Ah, now that is the point where Saint Ludmila cenmdo the story!
To her enormous relief he rose quickly as a peydret bait, yet she
sensed in his voice a hint of impatience, the bmmedf a man with
scant sympathy to spare for the dull and medioétaving been
reared upon tales of miracles brought about thrquglying at the
shrine of the saint, the young daughter of thke liiteakling's owner,
knowing how much her family's prosperity dependpdruthe yield
of their one and only cow, decided to take maitegsher own hands.
To cut a long story short," a quick glanceh& watch seemed to
confirm his growing impatience, 'she separatedittie cow from the
rest of the herd and brought her here to the vallegre she was left
to graze while the child spent hours praying tonSaudmila. At
milking time that same evening the herdsman wamnasted when,
in place of the thin, bluish trickle of milk fit dnfor feeding to pigs, a
warm, rich, creamy jet shot into the milking pdihged beneath the
little weakling. Soon the pail was filled to ovenfting and another
one was putin its place. It too was filled witlafoing milk, and three
hours later the miracle was repeated. By the ertldadfweek she had
caught up and surpassed the best of her herd amdowberself the
honour of wearing the milking stool between hemisovhen she led
the procession during the descent to the valleydl@wving day.



'‘Outside the tunnel, an even bigger crowd thanlusggathered to
witness the appearance of the weak creature wholbasomed into
a heartwarming beauty. People cheered themsehaséharhen they
saw her washed, brushed, with her pale hide giisgetmooves and
horns sparkling in the sunlight, as she stood pldisall her regalia at
the mouth of the tunnel. She carried out her dutis the aplomb of

a beauty queen, but later that evening the eftdiise previous week
began to tell and, worn out by her efforts, thaelitveakling died

before sunrise the following day.'

Casually, he rose to his feet and began brusheqggiof grass from
his clothing. 'There now, that has disposed ofittie weakling—Iet
us hope, for ever!

Distressed by his rough handling of her ragged mmst Tarini
jumped to her feet and moved quickly away, prewethtethe lump in
her throat from expressing her disgust of his callattitude.

'‘One moment, Tarini!" Sharply, he commanded heanatin. 'l did
not bring you here merely to recount a fancifuleled, there is a
matter of importance | wish to discuss.'

She hesitated, then with her back still turned, imlech "What is it
you want?'

'‘When are you due to return home?' The questiok toar by
surprise. Slowly she turned round to face him. "day after
tomorrow—why?'

He hesitated, then with a shrug continued balflgu'told me that
once you arrive home you'll have to begin searcfongmployment.
You've also mentioned how much you have enjoyed yisit to my
country, how much your health has improved duriogrystay in the
mountains. Your remarks led me to wonder whethar ywwuld
consider staying on in Liechtenstein, to accept plosition of



companion to my mother? Your duties would be ligitcourse,' he
assured her swiftly, 'merely seeing to it that shkept amused, is
made to rest when she should, and has a compatinganion

during her leisure hours.'

She stared, wondering if she had heard him arifjbhe reallywas
being offered the heavensent opportunity of stagimghile longer in
the country she had learned to love, of livingna home of the man
she loved! Then realisation dawned. In a tone asyhas her heart,
she intoned:

'‘Am | to assume from your request that you and Base Frick intend
to marry?'

'‘No, we do not!" he rapped. 'Thanks to yourmeddlingt event is no
longer likely to come about.’

'‘My meddling...?'she gasped, unable to conclude the astonish
accusation.

As if made uncomfortable by her look of amazemeng\wung away.
'I'm sorry," he jerked across his shoulder, 'thas wrobably unjust.
No doubt your intentions were good when you urges tm visit

Austria to make my peace with Maria. You were mokhow that

when | arrived at her home | would find her detereal to return my
ring unless | agreed to settle upon a definite tateur wedding.'

'Oh, I'm so sorry!" A sob rose straight from heatea heart that was
no stranger to the anguish of rejection.

'‘Don't be," he snarled, pride rearing against thilation of being
pitied. 'I've been taught a salutary lesson—negaimawill | allow

myself to be contaminated with the mad malaise comyknown as
love. Don't look so shocked,' he tossed her a drumourless smile,
‘far from developing into a woman-hater, | shall toaure enjoying
the company of your fair sex. But on my terms, lipis set into a thin



dangerous line, 'and those terms shall excludeome &ny degree of
commitment! However," he swung round so quickly g$éeked
backward, wanting to flee as far as possible frbm tense, aloof
figure seething with inner anger, 'l still haveesed for freedom—will
you take the job | have offered, Tarini, will yotomise to stay with
my mother and so make it possible for me to discamie of the
chains of duty?'

Giving no thought to the hurt she was bound to ant®r in the
future, wanting only to minister salve to his lated pride, she
stammered out the promise:

'Of... of course, I'll stay, if you want me to—IfM allowed to. But
will | be able to obtain a work permit?’

Like a shadow passing across the sun, a curtawndsaddenly over
a lighted window, his expression closed down bel@eeyes.

'Liechtenstein's laws regarding the employment béna are
extremely strict. Foreigners are allowed to workehfer only a very
short time before being forced to leave the country

‘Then there's no way that | can help!" she choweadering why, in
the circumstances, he had bothered to raise thgestign in the first
place.

'‘Oh, but there is a way.' She could barely makestaitant words
hissed between lips set stern as stone. 'You arerly girl of my
acquaintance who does not have an exaggeratecbomhher own
worth," the merciless voice continued, 'the onlg dnwould trust
never to exploit a delicate situation, never toestpnore than she has
been promised. In short, Tarini, you are the omlmdle’ | would
consider taking as a wife, the only one | wouldstrnio uphold the
high moral standards expected of a Countess vasdmi'



CHAPTER NINE

THE delicate state of the Countess's health offerechceptable
excuse for making the wedding a quiet, informadiaffo which the
minimum of guests had been invited. Even Carol m@sable to be
present. Laid low at the very last minute by aipalar virulent attack
of influenza, she had telephoned Tarini and in skipuunfamiliar
voice had apologised through tearful coughs andzss

'I'm so worried about you, Tarini,' she had croakéthen | read your
letter telling me that you wouldn't be returningr®just yet as you'd
decided to marry some foreign Count | was absagilkebcked out.
And now | can't even come to discover for myselfetiler you've
been bewitched or are merely besotted! Are youwgou&e doing the
sensible thing, my pet?' Her worried question heehlprojected on a
note of high hysteria. '‘Can't you wait just adittVhile longer before
committing yourself to marriage with a man you nmethe airport
less than a month ago?"

If they had been face to face Tarini would probdiaye admitted the
true state of affairs, but finding it impossiblecianfide her hopes and
fears into an impersonal mouthpiece, she had fdlk upon the

reassurance:

'I'm being extremely sensible, Carol, so pleasp storrying about
me and concentrate upon getting well so that youccene and see
for yourself what a very fortunate girl | am."'

A pause had fallen upon the crackling line beforaroC had
responded soberly: "You sound as if you're verylmndove, Tarini.
If that's the case, then all | can say is congasituis to you both and
may you reap all the happiness you deserve. | teae somewhere
that marriage can make people pleasanter, kindli@gre
understanding and easier to get on with—I hope ywigdegroom
appreciates the fact that, in your case, that wbeldmpossible, for



not even marriage could make you a nicer person tjloai were
before. I'm broken-hearted at the thought of yolking down the
aisle less than an hour from now without a frieméupport you on
your great day—but don't feel deserted, Tarinrdnpise I'll be with
you in thought every inch of the way.'

Dejectedly, Tarini had replaced the telephone weceon its rest,
feeling an aching need of her friend's comfortingspnce, yet at the
same time feeling slightly relieved that Carol's-fierceptive eyes
would not be probing Hugo's face, wondering why anmbout to
embark upon marriage should be displaying the sérblank
indifference that had been evident in his mannainduthe two
weeks that had elapsed since his startling proposal

Even now that it was time for her to begin dres$arghe ceremony
she could hardly believe that she, plain, nondpsdrarini Brown,
was destined to become the next Countess von Ttiese

Sheering away from the reminder that their weddiedificate was
to be no more than a con-tract between employeeamloyee, she
slid out of her dressing gown and into the plalk slip that formed
the basis of the wedding gown the Countess hadt@tsiupon
buying.

'It shall be part of my wedding gift to the brid€d forestall further
argument she had beaten a rapid tattoo with hek stpon the
stone-flagged floor of the terrace. 'Once you aaeri@d, it will be my
son's privilege to provide a suitable wardrobe Hisr wife, but not
your wedding dress— such a purchase would nabibeme il faut.’

Instructions had been sent to several high-claspssho the tiny

capital of Vaduz that the Countess wanted someeofihest samples
of bridal wear sent to Wolke Castle, and the ofigsi once they
arrived, had been so breathtaking that Tarini heghldaced with an
almost impossible decision.



She was posing in front of a mirror, wearing theasin dress she had
finally chosen, when a knock sent her spinning daimrface the door.

‘May | come in,Liebling?' Anticipating a welcome, the Countes:
advanced slowly into the room and sank down ondbaar, keeping
her eyes fixed upon Tarini's slender, white-gowinguare.

‘A perfect choice for a quiet, simple ceremonye sbdded, smiling
approval of the French embroidered voile floatitapd-soft, lending
fullness to tender young curves, adding an extpdhdef purity to a
sweet face innocent of make-up, yet made radiamtyleyg reflecting
the deep velvet blue of tender, easily-crushedigesthat flowered
best tucked away in secret, solitary places.

'You have excellent taste, my dear,' the Countesgldd. 'That slim
band of ribbon hblding one perfect white blossormiasgt your brow,
and the charming frilled parasol, make a perfetisstute for the
traditional wreath and veil. And now for the finisg touch!" Grey
taffeta rustled as,.she searched the folds ofkeifer a pocket from
which she withdrew a small leather jewel box. '‘Oférshe urged,
holding the box towards her, 'lI'd like you to wehis during the
marriage ceremony.’

With slightly trembling fingers Tarini pressed adato release the
lid, then shrank from the sight of a heartshapduy rcontrasting
blood red against a cushion of white velvet. Sheest, feeling pained
as if it were her own heart dragged out of her badyndering at the
old lady's stubborn refusal to acknowledge the tesson behind
their marriage; her insensitive insistence uportinaing a charade
born during her delirium which seemed to have dged into an
obsession'.

Swallowing hard to disperse a hurtful lump in Heoat, she scolded
as steadily as she was able: 'l know you mean @elintess, but you
really must try to dismiss the notion that I'm acarnation of the



little weakling, the miracle worker who succeededrouting all

opposition and took pride of place at the headhef procession
wearing a crimson heart as an emblem of victorgarinot accept
such a costly gift under false pretences—you kndw wour son

proposed to me,' she accused sadly. 'He's notvanweth me, but
because he has become embittered with life, datednnever to
allow himself to fall in love again, he is preparedenter into a
marriage of convenience for your sake, becaushihkst| can be of
help to you, and because marriage is the only wagad laws which
make it impossible for me to reside here indefipite

'‘Don't be such a defeatist!" The Countess glar@deagirl standing
with head drooped, wilting as a snowdrop in sumheat. 'Sceptics
also implied that the little weakling owed her charof fortune more
to the munching of the beneficislutterkrautthan to the intercession
of Saint Ludmila! Prayers are not always answered a
straightforward, understandable way yet what dbesaiter so long
as the object is achieved? | have prayed long amndi o the blessed
Ludmila that my son might be saved the consequeotéss own
folly and in a very short time, when Hugo's ringles upon your
finger and you are declared the new Countess viesdm | shall rest
content, confident that my prayers have been arsivéfter that,
the outcome will be entirely up to you. After afl,you intend to
marry for ever what can possibly go wrong? All yeed do is make
yourself indispensable by sharing in his affectand desires, by
sharing his home, his bed, and eventually, | hgbaring in the
creation and care of a family. If you., make cextaiebling, that
every slight overture of friendship is gratefulgceived and warmly
returned you will eventually reap the satisfactdfinding him more
and more reluctant to absent himself from a waowinly atmosphere
far more satisfying than any transitory sensattamight find in the

arms of the "other woman".

Though she did not refer to her by name, Tarinisednthat the
Countess's mind was on Baroness Frick, the womarsevheautiful



shadow seemed destined to be cast forever oveodtigpants of
Wolke Castle.

‘Now put on the pendant,’ the Countess orderedgrie her feet, ‘it is
almost time for you to leave for the church. When walk down the
aisle remember to hold your head high, as befits pew position.'

Speared into action by a commanding look, Tariitedi the jewel
from its velvet bed and fastened the clasp of theircaround her
neck so that the heart nestled between the curvieeofbreasts,
pulsating in time with her heartbeats. Hesitarghg turned, her eyes
filled with gentle pleading and an infinite longibhg be loved as she
waited for the old lady's approval.

'‘Dear Saint Ludmila,' the Countess murmured, 'gefethe sweetness
and warmth of your protection!" Then she openedarars wide,
tilting her cheek to invite a kiss. 'Go now, my deahe breathed
against Tarini's cool, faintly-scented cheek, 'dmégs bear in mind
that the love of a sincere and tender heart has keewn to alter
stars from their courses!

All the servants were assembled in the hall whea ahd the
Countess arrived downstairs, and to her delightssive that they
were wearing beautiful traditional costumes ramshen except on
festive occasions, the girls looking especially elgv in gaily
embroidered blouses, bodices and skirts, each mgearcap made of
intricate, handworked lace. Hans, his Sunday-be#t smartly
pressed and with silver buttons shining, steppeddd to greet her.
Clicking his heels smartly, he bowed first to theu@tess and then to
Tarini, staring misty- eyed, almost, she thought, ifahe was
entranced by some rare and beautiful sight so uremad with
herself that she reacted with surprised confusiotiné old gallant's
greeting.



'‘God giveth all things to enjoy—the sunset andrthebow and the
rose. Yet nothing in my memory can compare with sheetness,
grace and blushes of a lovely young bride.'

Tongue-tied with shyness, Tarini could do no moieant
acknowledge the old man's compliment with a sniilee Countess,
however, was not lost for words.

‘That silver tongue has not rusted with age, yaurakcal!' Though
she tapped her stick against the floor, her lipsewsvitching. 'l
shudder to think how many girls of my generationmev@ken in by
the flattery of a handsome young skier whose spéédéscent could
only be equalled by the rapidity of his wooing.'

Hans shrugged. '‘Men being men, and women being wowe must
all try our hands at courting, Countess.' His tWimkeyes exchanged
a look of regard with the old lady who seemed tovkmim so well.
'‘But there was method behind our flirting becadde the little
English bride, when we eventually decided to manreychose wisely
and well." Then he drew himself tall and with akoaf immense
dignity addressed the smiling assembly of servants.

'‘As you are all aware, the future Countess vonsénehas done me
the great honour of asking me to carry out theeduthormally
assigned to the father of the bride. Therefors,irt that capacity that
| urge you to set off without further delay anddafour places in the
church so that Count Hugo—never the most patiemerf—may be
spared the strain of a prolonged wait for the apae=e of his bride.’

The excited, laughing servants were crowding arothel door,
pushing and jostling as they teased the young rhémearont who
was having difficulty manipulating the heavy irang attached to a
latch fashioned centuries ago to withstand presskegted by any
unwelcome foe, when the door bell clanged so loadig suddenly
they were all shocked into silence. Josef, min@alhis position,



waved them aside and in his usual dignified mafilneg open one
half of the massive door.

Immediately the uninvited guest stepped over thestiold Tarini
sensed that she was looking at Baroness Fricketfendary beauty
whose petulant demands had caused Hugo so muchrtbrm

'Forgive me, Countess, if | have called at an irveoirent time, but
I've such an urgent need to talk to Hugo that dlviegen non-stop
since leaving home early this morning.'

As the. Baroness glided rather than walked towd#hésold lady

standing ramrod-straight, shocked eyes glaringpbatpale face set
stiff as parchment, Tarini's wide eyes drank tfiéiof the elegant,

graceful girl dressed entirely in silver grey, anefi woollen

suit—which must, she thought, have cost more tHatha items

packed into her own shabby suitcase—fitting gloveim around

full, rounded breasts; incurving waist, and tapgtimghs of the tall,

Alpine beauty. Hair the colour of ripe corn, parteglverely, then
swept in satin wings towards a chignon coiled lowtlee nape of a
slender neck, lent emphasis to a patrician prdfilestorm-grey eyes
framed within dramatically darkened brows and lashed to a pink,
pouting mouth that seemed to tighten while she esaifor the

Countess to recover her equilibrium sufficiently énable her to
disperse the heavy fall of silence.

Though the inopportune appearance of her son's aexde
threatened the realisation of her dearest hopeglthlady managed
a superb recovery.

'You must excuse my lack of courtesy, Baroness;household is
disorganised because of a wedding due to take [#asdhan fifteen
minutes from now. The servants were just aboutetiveé for the
church when you rang the doorbell—would you execueea moment
while | speed them on their way? And the littlederitoo, of course,



for she is so eaten up with wedding nerves shete gkely to be
tempted to back out of the promises made to heingabridegroom
unless she is despatched to his side without delay!

Tarini gasped, realising that, without a flickersbiame, the Countess
had delegated her to the position of a humble s¢maerwhelmed
by the honour of being allowed to use the fac#ité her employer's
home on her wedding day.

Uninterested grey eyes swept over the quiveringrasaiced bride,
then returned quickly to the old Countess. 'Byna#lans do all that
you have to do, Countess,' the completely dupedrizess murmured,
‘one must never opt out of responsibilities owinghose who look
after our comfort, however tedious or inconveni¢mey might

sometimes become.’

‘Thank you so much,' the old lady responded withramic acidity
that only Tarini recognised. 'lt is heartening ¢arh that there are
others besides myself who agree that one must catrywhichever
duty the day demands!

Locked inside a dazed trance, Tarini watched thszmupulous old

Countess shooing the servants outside to wherenseswaiting to

transport them to the church, then responded hkaudomaton to an
imperious command to join her outside just as tidabcar glided to

a halt at the foot of a flight of stone steps legdup to the castle
entrance.

'‘Get in, child!" the Countess commanded regallyingaher to
hesitate.

For the first time since Maria Frick's arrival skaelaxed its grip

upon Tarini's vocal chords. 'But, Countess, | ougittto ... Ican't.
L



'You must!'she mouthed, turning her head aside so that Hauld c
not witness the glare that would have completebtrdged his air of
happy anticipation. Talon-sharp fingers gripped dren tp push her
inside the limousine while at the same time ther@ess raised her
voice loud enough to carry into the hall where Makirick was
waiting. 'And if anyone should comment upon my alosefrom the
ceremony, please explain that at the last momdetided | did not
feel up to the short journey after all. No one nhesallowed to worry
about me,' she stressed, including Hans in her édokarning, 'in
response to any query, you must state quite trilgtthat you left me
happy and contented, being entertained by the paigon whose
company can in any way compensate for the disappemt of
missing the ceremony.’

In a state of dazed disbelief, Tarini made no frrtffort to fight the
inevitable. During the short drive to the churck sht transfixed, her
mind completely dominated by the old lady's iroed®ination to
allow nothing to interfere with her plan to remolver son out of
Maria Frick's magnetic orbit. The pressure of Hdweshy fingers
upon her arm barely registered as he helped heofate car, then
ushered her inside the tiny porch of a churchilset shrine upon the
mountainside. Nerves began to quiver as the motsgl of an organ
drifted from the interior and she stumbled, heblesnsuddenly numb,
as she approached the threshold.

‘Are you all right,Frdulein?' Hans' anxious voice sounded very fa
away. 'How white you are! Shall | ask someone toHe glass of
water?'

She shook her head. Water could not bring obliveanild not wash
away the gquilt of knowing that she could be judgedwilling
conspirator in a plot to deprive Count Hugo of ttmman he loved.
For without having to be told, it made sense tarssthat Baroness
Frick's appearance was indicative of a change atipthat she had
rushed to Schloss Wolke with the sole intentiotetiing Hugo that



she had returned his ring in a fit of pique, theg ved him so much
she was prepared to wait until he felt the time vigist for them to
marry.

Yet not even conscience, it seemed, could interfigsini's slow,

tense progress up the aisle. The interior of therath was

surprisingly free of decoration, walls of strippgthie ran unbroken
from floor to ceiling, pews of the same pale woadew clay pots
overspilling with colourful flowers which earliehat morning had
been opening their chalices to sun pouring ovem&lpeaks, ridges,
slopes and pastures; wrought iron altar rails, antarge, plain
wooden cross set high enough to communicate itsagesto the
entire congregation.

Feeling the condemning eyes of painted images upmsnbowed
head, she faltered to a halt at the side of the-faiced Count more
soberly dressed than she had ever before seenahtnstood with
her cold hand clasped in his, waiting obediently uiber her
responses, wondering, as the ruby heart of triuatyglked the curve
of her breast, why wearing the supreme accoladéladgjht none of
the happiness, pride and sense of achievementtsaidve been
bestowed upon the fabled 'little weakling'.

‘. . . for better, for worse, for richer, for pogren sickness and in
health . . . | now pronounce you man and wife

She was jerked out of her trance by the touchlohdly hand upon
her bowed head and looked up in time to see tlestsmile before
concluding gravely:

‘A cold legal agreement cannot hold a marriagethemge But love
can. As Saint Paul said: "There is nothing lovencaface; there is no
limit to its faith, its hope, its endurance". Maguwboth be blessed
with real love, affection that grows deeper andpgeeand lasts until
the end of time.'



CHAPTER TEN

Consclousthat a sword of Damocles was suspended by a hawea
her head, Tarini remained in a state of frozems#ewhile Count
Hugo drove back to Schloss Wolke. The servantsead given the
remainder of the day off and with the promise oékebratory meal at
the castle later that evening, had dispersed duappily to pursue
their own particular forms of enjoyment, once thed waved the
bridal couple on their way.

As Hugo began nosing the car along a road inclirupgvards
towards the castle Tarini sought desperately faxd&/to prepare him
for the shock of seeing the girl he loved waitiogjteet him when he
arrived home with his new bride. She ran the tipeftongue around
lips that felt dry, forced a painful swallow, andsjust about to blurt
out the news when he forestalled her.

'You seem very subdued.' He cast a frown in hecton. 'I'm sorry
if you are feeling let down.

With hindsight, | realise that | should have arreehgsome small
celebration—a quiet luncheon, perhaps—because hwaare that
women set great store by such things. Also, yolwedesto be
rewarded for helping me out. | ought to considesetiyfortunate,' a
laconic smile indicated that he was actually feglthe reverse.
'Husbands, when they are being truthful, oftenalecthat marriage
brings shackles which progress from the lightnéssfeather to the
drag of a ball and chain. By agreeing to enter mtmarriage of
common interest and mutual profit you have helpedaravoid such
a burden. Ours will not be so much a marriage asusiness
partnership that is bound to prosper because welegae a common
aim—to protect an old lady's health—and in theHerance of that
aim we must follow the pattern of all successfigibass partnerships
by agreeing to pool our resources, to trust antidmest with each
other, and to share all profits fairly. 1 shall leot my share of



dividends in freedom, in enjoying the liberty tono® and go as |
please, happy in the knowledge that any crisis night occur will
be competently handled by my partner. Do you realiGarini,’ he
lifted his eyes from the road just long enoughlickfher a slightly
exasperated glance, 'that you have not yet shosvslifhtest interest
in your own share of the profits? Are you reallyuasvorldly as you
appear, or,' his lip curled slightly, ‘have you mged to conclude
without any help from me that as well as achievirgstatus of a wife
and ensuring lifelong security, that as CountessMesen you stand
to reap the benefits of a quite considerable fafoitiune?’

'‘Wealth doesn't interest me,' she told him simiplg,evenness of her
tone contradicted by the rapid rise and fall of jeeel pendant

splashed like a drop of heart's blood against &-wmilite curve of

breast.

'Of course it doesn't." His mockery thrust shar@m aghetted blade.
'How remiss of me to need reminding that you are oha sex
devoted to the easing of men's misery! Today eafigdnaving lived
through the experience of watching you falter dothwe aisle
encompassed by an aura of innocence, of hearingclrant your
responses in the manner of a first-time sinnerisgekbsolution, |
should not be finding it so difficult to believeathyou would have
acted as generously had | been a peasant whose/autd be able to
look forward to no more than a life of drudgery anttiome in the
mountains offering none of the comfort and refinemgu have so
quickly learned to appreciate during your stay ¢hi8ss Wolke.'

Mindful of retribution looming close as witch- hattets piercing the
clouds above the castle, she gasped a last, despéza.

'It was you who saw marriage as a release from dgmdCount
Hugo—you who laid down the conditions!



His startled silence lasted until he drew the oa halt at the foot of
the castle steps. Impulsively, Tarini snatchedhat door handle,
anxious to make her escape, then drew back fealorgered,
daunted by the prospect of what she might be calbea to face once
she stepped across the threshold.

'I'm sorry, Tarini,' his sigh echoed the heavinesfer own heart,
'you are quite right to remind me that mistakegnethose that arise
when emotion is allowed to overrule reason, cateotectified by

regret. We have passed the halfway mark, thasfdgtsecond when
an error can be recognised and perhaps cancellesl.blame is

entirely mine—I proposed in haste, therefore tlastié can do is try
to ensure that your leisure time is not entirelketa up with

repentance.’

Any sort of reply was beyond her. Shaking with mesnshe preceded
him up the steps, then hesitated, her obvious tatge to enter the
castle causing him to frown.

Suddenly he swooped, plucking her light as thisthad into his
arms. 'Just as the "little weakling” won the rightvear her emblem
of triumph,” he murmured tightly, eyeing the rubylgating
frantically over her heart, 'you, too, have won tigét to the sort of
reward expected by every romantic young bride whdsasions
would be shattered were her bridegroom to omityaagrher across
the threshold!

Oblivious to the fact that her tension was causetktror, he carried
her inside the hall into which, any second, sheeetqd a furious
Baroness Frick to erupt babbling recriminationsuamng herself and
the Countess of collusion, of deliberately keegegin ignorance of
the impending wedding ceremony.



But when a door was flung open just as Hugo wagtimg her to her
feet, she saw Maria Frick tripping lightly towartsem, warmly
smiling.

‘At last, Hugo darling! I've been waiting simplyesg..!"

At the sound of her voice his head jerked erect @ntihat precise
moment the Baroness halted in her tracks, her $adiag, wide eyes
guestioning his role in the tableau of a bridegraamying his bride
into her new home.

The hiss of his indrawn breath rasped across Tatwortured nerves,
as did the ragged edge to his voice; his expressianarticulate
hunger.

'‘Maria! What the devil are you doing here ...?'

A moan froze in Tarini's throat when, as his mottepped smiling
Into the arena, she began vaguely to perceive th déruelty that
was enabling the old Countess to savour a scetibegsely set in
order to gain the maximum satisfaction from hemeyis downfall.

‘Ah, Tarini!" she flung welcoming arms wide. '‘Cohere, my dear, |
can't wait to kiss the bride.’

When no one moved, no one seemed capable of soasietpelling
a breath, she swung round, wicked eyes sparklingiatint the
stunned Austrian beauty.

‘Surely, dear Baroness," mocking eyebrows rosdgid'lnot omit to
mention that when my son arrived home he woulddserapanied by
his wife, the brand-new Countess von Triesen?'

Eight hours later the horror of that moment hatl st faded. As
Tarini sat shivering in the room she had occupiadesleaving her
hotel two weeks previously, pictures were flashoogtinuously in



her mind's eye—a beautiful face that looked strnchkdue eyes wide
with shock, dazed disbelief. An older, deeply-wretklface made
ugly by a vengeful smile of triumph. And worst df, ahe blank,
unreadable expression of a man too proud to reliedlue extent of
damage inflicted by a blow that had knocked hinespéess, that had
scored deep lines of anger either side of his lyigbbmpressed
mouth, that had darkened green eyes to the deptdanmerous,
swirling torrents.

She had felt plunged into a pool of melted ice whenglittering
green glare had swung her way and had gaspedrdeghlzut off by
the shock of cold dislike projected into his brigdmning question:

'You knew about Maria's arrival before you left tbe church?'

'‘Not only did she know, she must have guessedtiratason behind
my visit was to try to effect a reconciliation!" -k Frick had almost
screamed, looking ready to rake pointed fingernéds/n Tarini's
guilty face. 'Why else,' she had whirled upon Htgtoss the stormy
guestion, 'would she have helped your mother tibeletely mislead
me, to foster the illusion that the wedding aboutke place was that
of a servant! Had the bride been anyone other thignpale-faced,
guivering mouse who has somehow managed to catchogiothe
rebound, Hugo, they would not have found me halfessy to
deceive! We have been duped, my darling,’ suddeeryhard, angry
stare had been softened by a rush of vexed teanshappiness
ruined by two conniving females prepared to sinlany depths in
order to keep us apart!'

Agitated to the point of feeling ill, Tarini jumpe® her feet and
began pacing the tiny, circular tower bedroom whi@ny centuries
previously had been used to house prisoners whoahagsed the
wrath of the reigning Count von Triesen. In spitéhe warmth of her
sensible dressing-gown she shivered and tightemedeéelt around
her waist as for the very first time the spirahgstaircase leading up



to her room; the roughcast walls, the stone floaghwa hardness
barely disguised by luxurious carpets; the narrdained-glass
window; the faint inscriptions scratched by prisenmto panelling
black with age, adopted a menacing significancarr8al of its
modern accoutrements, the castle in the cloudsraaxhged to retain
a musty smell of antiquity in keeping with wallsdapassageways
hung with relics of a barbaric age when wood amairclfetters had
been used to hobble sentenced women; when mests Hid been
branded with white-hot iron, their shoulders brdisath the weight
of* wooden yokes, a time during which offenders hadn executed
without trial, despatched from the face of the leavith one blow
from the mighty sword of Triesen!

She had become so wound up with worry, so tenseedgy, that
when a sound broke the silence she twirled to flaeeloor, fighting
back a frightened scream. While she had been padadight had
gradually dimmed so that she was barely able toedisthe latch
lifting slowly before the heavy wooden door begaimgjing inward.

'‘Who's there ...?' she quavered, aware that theardsr always
knocked then, awaited permission to enter. 'Whatalowant?'

‘Merely a husband come in search of his wife," @evoesponded,
dangerously dry, soft as the footsteps that begsareing towards
the centre of the room. 'Shortly, we will be expelcto make an
appearance before the servants, but, knowing thenaity innocence
of my shy young bride, | thought it wise to begiithna short private
celebration of our own.'

She heard the snap of a switch before light floddeeh a lamp that
threw sparks from, diamond-studded cuffs, its stda@hm making
an elegant form out of the silver tray holding tevgstal glasses and a
dark green bottle, foiled with gold around its neskich he slid on to
a table.



'C . ... Count Hugo!" she stammered, unable to memindemning
stare projecting a message that she was livingetangly, that she
was in the presence of a man intent as a woundgkk egon
revenging his pain and humiliation upon the neakasherable
throat.

'‘Now that our business contract has been rendedednd void, don't
you think it's time you began calling me Hugo—oreevHugo
darling, if you prefer?'

'l ... I'm not sure what you are implying.' Sheratia subconsciously
seeking protection from threat by clutching thdarodf her dressing
gown tighter around her throat.

'‘Come now, Tarini," he mocked, paying lazy atteanto the task of
peeling protective foil from the slender-neckedtleot'surely you
aren't going to deny that even while you were agpen your
signature to our marriage contract you had alrdadien one of the
main clauses of our agreemeit@ trust and be honest with eact
other, he stressed silkily, then betrayed hidden feydayt gouging
hard thumbs into the cork so that it exploded fiitgresting place
with a report that had the effect upon Tarini'svesrof a loud, sharp
pistol shot.

Expertly, he tipped frothing, golden liquid intockaof the glasses,
then handed her one. 'Take it!' he snapped, serthmgefusal

hovering on her lips. 'A marriage must always blemated with

champagne; it is a wine that provides a senseaasian; a drink that
can either bring people together or tear them apart

Too terrified to refuse, she carried the glasséo lips in shaking
fingers and gasped at the sting of bubbles bur§temgath her nose.
Resisting an impulse to sneeze, she gulped dowouwhful, then
almost choked when deliberately he tilted up hasgl tipping a
stream of iced, raw gold down her unsuspectingatihibhe result of



his cruel action was a paroxysm of coughing thftHer with eyes
streaming, her limbs shaking with reaction.,”

'Rend . . .I" she finally managed to croak, theckbd hastily into a
corner when he began advancing with the champagtike lin his
extended hand. 'Please, no more,' she pleadedripouit makes me
i

Steadying her nerveless fingers around the glasdilled it once
more to the brim, then ordered grimly: 'Drink up-stis the surest
way | know of loosening your tongue!'

Hating him with her eyes, she had no choice bsutamit to his will
and drain the glass dry. '

‘Now,"' he pushed her into a chair and leant closgldwer into her
dazed eyes, 'tell me the truth! Exactly why did ymandone my
mother's wickedness by carrying on with the weddiagn though
Maria's arrival must have given sufficient indicatithat she had had
a change of heart?’

‘The Countess was so insistent,' she gasped, grémircontrol over

befuddled senses. The wine was already coursingh@sadhrough
her veins, daring her to giggle, soaring her spisib that she felt
wafted from her chair, afloat inside a great goldebble, drowning

her natural reserve until she was tempted to lduttthat she had
married him because she was in love with him, bainiy because
five minutes in Baroness Frick's company had beadficent to

convert her to his mother's point of view that tbeauty should be a
glow from within, a reflection of inner goodnesst merely a visual
feast such as that offered by the vain peacockeoalkoof, unbending

lily.

‘The truth, as | see it, pious little fraud," thedictment speared
through her euphoric daze, 'is that you could nedrbto see a



heaven-sent chance of security slipping out of ygpasp! Couldn't
you have trusted me to ensure that honesty woule baen well
rewarded? He shook her until she felt bruised. {d have to
employ deceit, build castles in the air that watted to tumble to the
ground?'He released her as if stung and strodessaados the bed
where her wedding gown lay gossamer-soft, foldedtipeas the
wings of an exhausted butter- fly.

‘Time once again to don your mantle of innocerfsb€ smothered a
cry of distress when the dress he flung toward®tiewed in the air,
then sank soft as a sigh into her lap. 'You ploytedr way into the
role of Countess, so you shall play out your pathe bitter end. Get
dressed,' he commanded coldly, 'you must be tahghtessons of
duty. The foremost art required of those in posgi@f authority is
the power to keep one's countenance, to appearasatdgven when
faced with calamity. You have taken what you wantedw you
must pay!'

The potency of champagne is released in easy stages the
tongue, the roof of the mouth, the throat, thealfyjnthe senses. By
the time Tarini was ready to carry out her firgktas Countess von
Triesen she was feeling grateful for the false gtdwvellbeing that
made it possible to animate her stiff limbs, totck@asmile, even to
sparkle, as she circulated among happy servanthadhgathered to
extend their good wishes and to toast the healthenf employer and
his charming, endearingly shy young bride.

A festive atmosphere filled the room that had beleosen for the
reception. Flowers were spilling from vases se¢very niche and
upon every window ledge; coloured ribbons werevatrecross
picture frames, bunched around ornaments, andfinomgthe ceiling

to form a colourful, shimmering backcloth for a $imaand of

musicians whose instruments had been momentasbadied while
their owners joined in what seemed to be a padrbuhilarious party
game. Tables were groaning beneath a weight oagassand hams;



salted beef, potato cakes, fritters, tarts, and gateaux filled with
hazelnuts, walnuts, cream and honey, some decoxsited tiny
marzipan carrots,' others flavoured with kirschilliesl from cherries
grown in local orchards.

Once everyone had taken the opportunity to exteaid ¢ood wishes
to the bridal pair, Hans gravitated to Tarini'ssilowning slightly at

the lost, helpless look he saw when he discoveee@dbandoned by
her bridegroom.

'So, already you have become a ski-widow, Countéts!hodded
towards Hugo standing a few feet away engrossembmversation
with a man whose tough, leathered look indicatead ths natural
habitat was out-of-doors. 'A foretaste of what t@ext once the
winter season is upon us,' Hans smiled a wariigeh he was just
an infant | made your husband his first pair osknd took him for a
lesson on the nursery slopes. Since then, untihéteyou, of course,'
he amended jocularly, 'skiing has been his mairesden, his one
abiding passion.’

With the exception of Maria FricKrarini thought sadly.

Disturbed by the pensive cloud that had descended ber delicate
features, Hans cupped her elbow within his hornynpand began
urging her towards a group of guests gatherectircke around some
source of great hilarity.

‘Come, you must sample the fondue—an inspired ehate up of
Swiss cheese, Swiss wine, and Swiss kirsch thatsfdooth a meal
and a party game.'

Without demur she allowed him to lead her into teatre of the
group sitting around a large earthenware fondué diswhich a
creamy cheese mixture was slowly bubbling, kept hota spirit
heater placed directly under the bowl. Each guadtehlong-handled



fork and a plate. Baskets of fresh bread cubes Wweneg passed
around, and amid much giggling and goodnaturedficigabread
cubes were being speared on to forks dipped irgocheese, then
transferred quickly into gaping mouths before thelted cheese
could begin to drip.

'‘Anyone who loses his bread in the dip must papréeit,!’ Hans
chuckled. '"Traditionally, a man will pay with a rabof drinks, but a
woman is expected to discharge her debt with g &szecially if she
Is attractive!'

A long-handled fork with a cube of bread attachex$ Wwushed into
Tarini's hand, then, encouraged by much laughter stmouted
Instructions, she dipped it into the bubbling cleeestil, the bread
was well covered before slowly and carefully witlding the fork in
an attempt to retrieve the tasty morsel. Flushetl extited by the
success of her efforts, she was just about to reggahe fork over the
rim of the dish when the cube of bread slippediaéfprongs and fell
with a plop into the cheese mixture.

‘A kiss, a kiss—the bride must pay a forfeit!'

Resigned to settling her debt, she swung roundiiaggn search of a
recipient, then jolted with shock when she saw that crowd of
guests had mischievously parted so that the nearalgt available
was her approaching husband.

‘A kiss, a kiss, the bride must pay a forfeit!" flheghing crowd
chanted, urging her forward.

There was no way of escape, no alternative buginside the circle
of Hugo's reluctantly extended arms, then stantiptoe to bestow
an embarrassed peck. But within full view of theixpectant
audience, Hugo had no choice but to play up torthe of eager
bridegroom. As her shy lips brushed lightly as athmacross his



unsmiling mouth she glimpsed a savage flash of myreehind
devil-dark lashes, felt a talon-tight grip upon haist, before his
mouth descended to crush the protest from lipsniatathe bitter-
sweetness of wine he had vowed would either dramttogether or
tear them apart.

Immediately his lips touched hers her heart plunech@tto an abyss,
then with a breathtaking whoosh soared upwardsh hag
white-covered peaks made blinding by sunshine,epomss a ski-
jumper hovering for a lifetime between earth and/ dlefore
swooping downwards, hurling into the blue with eiol impetus.

When he lifted his head she landed with a bumpinigémp, shaken
to the core by the shocking experience. As if camsc of her
helplessness, her inability to speak, to move,v@neto catch her
breath, he responded by scooping her into his amasretreating
towards the door with his fragile burden.

‘My wife is exhausted," he called across his stentlltheir delighted
guests. 'l hope you will excuse us if we retirdydar

Tarini returned to blushing normality only afterlmed carried her up
the flight of marble stairs, along a passagewasn slowed to a halt
outside an unfamiliar door.

'‘Please put me down'.' She squirmed with panicsaaby a glimpse
of a determined, square-cut jaw, shocked by théneen of a remark
she had allowed to pass without comment becausieeatime its
threat had barely registereou have taken what you wanted—no
you must pay!

Ignoring her protest, Hugo carried her inside arbech whose
interior appeared subdued as a temple, dappledmadaic shadows
being cast by a full moon beaming through a langened glass
window. His intention became clear when he lowened on to a



massive double bed, slid the shoes from her feety began calmly
and unemotionally to undo the row of tiny motherqoéarl buttons
fastening the bodice of her dress.

'‘We ... we agreed to a business arrangement,taimesl, eyes dark
as shadow-hugging gentians.

'‘Which you conveniently ignored the moment you apeé to be in
danger of losing a husband,' he reminded her trbpg thinned into

a straight line of cruelty. '"You plotted to becoawife, and a wife is
exactly what | intend you shall become—but if yourocence shies
from the act of consummation, little hypocrite,nthiey regarding me
as $ father confessor come to help absolve youhef din of

matrimonial trickery by imposing a fitting penance!



CHAPTER ELEVEN

RELUCTANTLY, in the manner of a prisoner grown fond of het,ce
Tarini gathered up the last of her belongingsdagfer them from the
tower room into the bedroom she had begun to hha&room in
which every night for the past week Hugo had joihed with the
object of claiming his marital rights, to irripogée diabolical
punishment he had deemed a fitting sentence focrimee.

'l am no celibate!" She flinched even now from teminder of his
mocking words. 'To a hungry man, bread and cheasebe as
satisfying as a banquet.'

With cheeks flamed by humiliation, she stumblefdly out of the
tower room clasping an armful of clothing, and astndropped them
in fright when Hugo's voice speared sharp and raytinmediately
she stepped inside the room that might have appeal@ sanctuary
were it not for the devil in residence.

‘Can't you break the habit of servitude? How ofterst | remind you
that it upsets the servants to see the Grafin wogsdn taking over
their duties?'

'I'm sorry,' she mumbled, backing nervously awayrfiis prowling

masculinity. 'It's force of habit, I'm afraid—-I Ta get used to the
idea of asking a servant to do a job I'm perfectpable of doing
myself. | feel so useless,' she frowned. 'Even yoother no longer
seems inclined to make use of my services.'

'‘Because she has been warned that they are no langiéable,' he
retorted, stalking the space she had carefully keptreen them.

'‘But... but she needs me,' Tarini gasped, unabtertmve her eyes
from a face sending cold thrills of fear down hping. 'Surely that
was the whole purpose of the exercise?'



'‘Exactly as | thought!" His eagle profile sharperiEdactly as | was
meant to think. But, miraculously, my mother, whagsory of heart

attacks can be traced back to the moment she beamaare of my

attachment to Maria, has recovered sufficientlydéexlare herself
well enough to spend a short holiday with a friemd/aduz. Either

she has wisely decided to adopt a low profile eimave her uneasy
conscience from the vicinity of the son she hapdttto dupe, or she
Is being diplomatic,' he drawled with a suavityttbaused Tarini's
heart to jolt, 'even an unscrupulous, interferioger-possessive
mother must realise that her presence is supedluon a

honeymoon.'

‘Honeymoon..".?' She almost choked on the woslthdt what you
call our . . . our sexual coupling?'

She wanted to shrivel up and die when he tossekl tiachead and
laughed aloud, glorying in the success of the gument he had
inflicted—a punishment that had left no visible rsgaunless one
counted the haunted look in eyes bruised as vgbmtian petals after
a shower of hail, or a slender-stemmed body crubl¢lde weight of
an uncaring foot.

'‘Even little weaklings can spring surprises,' hentad, sounding
driven to cruelty by her refusal to condemn, hiedigreen stare
willing her gentle mouth to quiver, her eyes tooflowith tears, so
that he might extract satisfaction from the losshef uncanny
composure. 'Do you know, Tarini, that you purr lkeitten when
you are stroked? That your claws turn to velvetyand tense, arched
resistance crumples at exactly the right momend s¢nsuous,
writhing capitulation?"

'Stop it!" With a cry that was more of a whimpee $hed to snap the
chain of bondage by spinning away from her tormeata burying

burning cheeks in hands quivering beneath a waglshame and
humiliation.



'‘What's wrong, Tarini?' he snarled softly. 'Are yoegretting
depriving your rival of her rightful crown, hopingerhaps, that your
judge might be merciful enough to allow the remamaf your
punishment to be doled out with a whip?'

'You call that a choice?' He could barely make thet whispered,
broken words. 'Could any thong cut deeper than wbeel-tipped
tongue?'

'‘What right has a pretender to expect mercy?' Thag would not
look into his face,' the harshness of his voicgoBag@ ample evidence
of resentment seething molten-hot beneath an itgriex. '‘Can any
man be condemned for withholding loyalty from avamécating wife
who charted a zig-zag course to the altar and neduttrooked
responses before a man of God?'

Stung out of her misery by the unjust accusatiba tarned slowly to
challenge the man who had changed innocence inlto \grtue into
vice, the husband who, with wanton expertise, ladht a timid
dove the way to satisfy the appetite of a hunggleea

'‘Baroness Frick has sworn that she will never goe up, Hugo, that
she intends to stay here in Liechtenstein so be teear at hand when
you grow tired of walking the straight, narrow razfdnatrimony. So
why not put all three of us out of our misery byaaging a quick
divorce?' she suggested as bravely as she wascabkEdering the
very thought of losing him was tearing the heattadther body.

‘You can discard that idea immediately!" His swsfityage rejection
aroused confused emotions of pain, relief and camifivorce is an
admission of failure. No member of my family hageleen known
to lay down his arms nor to retreat from battle. dNgek or
deadlock—whichever wokgou choose to describe our marriage, tr
fact remains that it is a life sentence, with nmission for either
partner in the crime!



The tears he had deliberately provoked spurted lvatio eyes as,
keeping her head bowed, she nervously twisted rihadbogold- band
lying heavy as a fetter around her finger, grievongr the amount of
misery contained inside the wedding ring embosséd symbols of
myrtle sprigs to encourage fertility, and edelwglise delicate flower
conditioned to a harsh environment, that managebldom even
under a cover of snow and with the warmth engemdbyeits frail
body succeeded in melting the ice of winter's esttbrace.

Perhaps every devil is not entirely without consces or again, it
might have been that even Hugo's ice-encrusted Wwaarmoved by
the sight of blue-velvet eyes moistened with misefy brave mouth
distorted by a painful quiver, of a stem-slim badipoping as if
buffeted by stormy emotions. On his way towardsiiba he paused,
then slowly retraced his steps until he was onceentowering,
oppressive as the Eiger, over her downbent head.

'I'm going windsurfing, would you like to come?'

His softly voiced question affected her like a $nider head jerked
upright, searching for the glint of cruelty, foetBardonic twist of his
lips she had learned to expect, and found thenm&bSaspicious of
sheathed claws, of a growl reduced to a throaty, gte backed out
of reach of the unpredictable Alpine prowler.

'l would only be in your way,' she swallowed palhyfu

'In which case, I'd probably gobble you up in oite,lwhich is what
you seem to be expecting at this very momentétemed drily. 'Am
| such an ogre, Tarini, that you cannot contemp&uaring a few
hours of civilised enjoyment in my company?'Foreaad she was
tempted to remind him that his conduct, since tveidding day, had
been far from civilised, more reminiscent of thealaaic attitude
adopted by his ancestors in the Middle Ages, bst jn time she



managed to swallow the bitter accusation when lsppang eternal
as the Alpine rose from its rocky bed.

‘Then if you're sure you won't find me too indigiglst,’ she dimpled,
'l'd love to come.'

It was sheer bliss knowing that for once her presevas not resented
as Hugo drove down the spiralling mountain roadlite scent of
pine and the perfume of meadow flowers driftingptlgh the open
windows, and the tinkle of cowbells making musi¢he warm, still
air. The magnificence of the Alps soared all arouhem, then
gradually receded towards the horizon when theghred the floor of
the valley and began travelling along the cobbteskss of unspoiled
villages lined with cuckoo-clock houses aglow wpidinted murals,
gardens crammed with flowers, balconies draped witlvets
whipped off beds to air. In many of the gardensrakh were busy
replenishing depleted stocks of kindling, cuttingcle piece of
firewood to a precise thickness and length, theckstg them so that
the cut ends formed an artistic mosaic that addede attraction of
each picturesque chalet.

‘Alpine races are so methodical in everything thady,' she

commented without thinking, reminded of the insist upon

split-second punctuality that had contributed te trauma of her
missed flight. 'I'm prepared to believe that hesibibs are born to a
regulation weight and length and that they arrivéh\a stop-watch

clutched in a tiny fist.'

After a startled pause Hugo surprised her by laagghioud. 'We are
not saints, but we do keep our appointments andommises,' he
glinted wickedly. 'Unlike you English who believeat delay is
preferable to error, we live each day as if the sught not rise
tomorrow.'



'‘What a sobering thought!' Instinctively, she sheréd from the ideal
of being deprived one last sight of chiffon scare¢ésmist slowly
dispersing around dew-soaked peaks; of awakenitigetthrill of a
sleep-softened profile lying bronzed as the head obin against a
snow-white pillow. 'lIf you were to be somehow coroad that this
day was to be the last,’ she pondered thoughtfhibyy would you
want to spend it?'

Her fingers curled into tight fists of anxiety dseswaited, already
regretting the question that must have floodeahnsl with thoughts
of the girl he loved, the one who had claimed theary place in his
affections. Chancing a sideways glance, she dedumexhis look of

concentration that he was treating her questionh wgreat

seriousness. She was almost on the point of biuthat it did not

matter, that it was pointless searching for a reéabtful enough to
avoid hurting her feelings, when he shocked herdnfessing:

'l would probably spend it trying to make my peacth you, little

weakling. I'm not a particularly superstitious mersnor am | a
devoutly religious one, therefore I'm forced to clode that
cowardice is the motive behind my aversion to stepmto the great
unknown burdened by an uneasy consciehiaa/e | wronged you,
Tarini?' His frown betrayed indecision. 'Coylouanticipate eternity
without suffering remorse?’

'I'm no more a paragon than you are a coward,birshed, feeling
ridiculously lighthearted without having the faistankling why.
There had been no single word, no shift of attittedencourage such
optimism, yet a lightening of the atmosphere, stingt about the
quirk playing around his mouth, about eyes remigdhar of fireflies
dancing over the surface of a placid green lakedled warmth
within the cold, dark void where her heart was &tdiand brought to
her wide, trusting eyes the glow of gratitude shdoyra child who
has been slapped and then quickly forgiven.



They ate a snack lunch of salami, mountain hamges#ebread and
fresh fruit in a restaurant overlooking a lake ntlaeove towards an
adjacent town no larger than a village, made up niyabf
guesthouses and shops stacked with goods to attedustom of
summer visitors.

'You'll need a wet-suit." Minutes after leaving @@ Hugo paused in
front of a sports shop window. 'One of good qualibat is
close-fitting yet soft and flexible. | take it y@answim?'

‘Yes,' Tarini nodded, 'although | haven't had mapportunity since
leaving school.'

‘All that is needed to become reasonably proficeéntvindsurfing is

an ability to stand up and maintain one's balabearners, however,
spend most of their time falling into the wategrobering back on to
their boards, and starting again, but if you possssfficient

stubbornness and resistance to soakings, skillfalibw, together

with the thrill and exhilaration of skimming acroe lake, pitting

your wits against variable winds.'

As well as a wet-suit—chosen, at Hugo's insistebheeause it was
the exact shade of blue as her eyes—they purclzapat of warm,

non-slip shoes that could be easily kicked off autled as an
afterthought a harness to be used as a buoyangyhd&lshe learned
to cope with the pull of the sail.

'l suppose,' she dared to tease as she settledritadke car to be
driven to a private boat- house situated on therfaore secluded,
shore of the lake, 'that you windsurf as experslyau ski?'

'l do enjoy the challenge of guiding a masted safd round
slalom-type courses, and striving to achieve beitelr faster speeds,
but | cannot yet claim to have reached Olympic cdads,’ he
responded as smoothly as he slipped the car iato y@®u might say



that | have become passionately addicted to thet,spp@mt | am
drawn, as always,’ he concluded in a murmur, '‘tdevaany
mysterious unknown that calls for cautious explorgtfor risky
experiments that often result in failure but holdgt the hope of
eventual mastery.'

Mastery! The same sort of mastery he had employed to eldwat
own sparrow-brown modesty to a flaming-flamingo flHduShe

turned her head aside, hoping he would overlookphaerful blush.

Defeat was an anathema to the Count von Triesen,wduld be

satisfied with nothing less than entire possessioomplete

dominance, especially over any woman who bore hiser She
suffered a shiver contradictory as ice-capped pestksimering

beneath hot blue sky. He had stripped her bodwwoity, exposed her
emotions to ridicule; had revenged his humiliatigrireating her like
a plaything, an inanimate object that could be usedken, and
discarded at a whim. Yet because of her aptitudentntal retreat,
her ability to find refuge from physical pain iretivory towers of her
mind, she had cheated him out of the satisfactiohreaking her
pride. Did he resent her secret hoard of privacygs\Wvenge so
rampant that he would not rest content until he foaded her to
swallow the last bitter dregs of reality?

Within the following hours everything combined taake her feel
ashamed of such an unworthy suspicion. It wastag Mvet-suits they
had donned became a uniform for sheer enjoymentnesoly

identical she felt Hugo had been levelled fromtadsatic heights to
the plane of ordinary mortals like herself who,heiit any sort of
position to maintain, could laugh hilariously, teasith complete
spontaneity, play with outrageous abandonment.ddensd to have
decided that their checkmate contest should bedalvea, that the
king and the pawn should be slotted into a box teatlered them
equal.



'Steady. . . .I'" His clutch upon her waist baredgistered upon her
senses as she concentrated upon keeping her balatice bobbing
surfboard and upon following his concise instrucsio 'Always
remember to start with your back to the wind—onet florward of
the mast and the other on the daggerboard slot, Nemd your knees
slightly and begin hauling up the line, using tiets as handholds!

Nervously at first, then with growing confidenceestiid as he had
directed until the sail resting flat upon the soefaf the lake began
swinging clear of the water.

'‘Good girl!" His approval went to her head like cipeagne.
'Oh, I'm moving!" she gaspetiugo...!

Exhilarated by the panicky sensation caused bybteed beneath
her feet responding to the impetus of a windbloaih) she screamed
for help. 'Hold me, hold me, | know I'm going tdllfa

‘Keep your body upright—don't bend forward!" helg@lacross the
gap rapidly widening between herself and the sHBue.even as he
yelled Tarini felt her knees buckling beneath hesing all sense of
co-ordination, she let slip the rope controlling ingle of inclination
of the mast, so that the sail sighed down uporstnface of the lake,
leaving her with arms flailing, body rocking for erfrantic second
before she lost her balance completely and plungedhe water.

She had imagined she had travelled quite a disttraneshore, yet
within a matter of seconds she swam into shalloBreathless,
bedraggled, she hauled herself ashore, then pastgekinee-deep in
water, to glare indignantly at Hugo who was bentlde by a
paroxysm of laughter.

'‘Only the malevolent can find amusement in the oniafie of others!'
she spluttered furiously. Overlooking the draghe water, the suck
of shingle, she made to spurt angrily towards hiran was checked,



as if by hands holding fast to her ankles, whilke tést of her body
was carried on by impetus throwing her with a smé&ag&e- first in
the shallows.

‘Tarini, are you hurt?' In spite of having diffitplcontrolling his
mirth, Hugo looked anxious as he dragged her othethingle and
tilted her chin to examine her face for bruisesc®he had assured
himself that her only facial blemish was a row nggy freckles his
grin reappeared, yet his look was no longer teasimpre
concerned—even serious.

'‘No doubt about it, you are a plucky little impg murmured,
massaging his thumbs across the curve of her skiguid a manner
that was almost caressing. 'Would you be prepardokgin again
from the beginning, Tarini? Sometimes a limp cardogotten, even
disappear completely, if one keeps on walking.'

As they stared at each other in silence, exchangtegse, startled
looks of exploration, she sensed instinctively thatquestion was in
no way connected with windsurfing, that he waseet) on the
brink of some discovery so delicate, so importarthem both, that
one unwary word, one thoughtless action, might stiegp first
delicate thread-inserted into a tapestry consisasgyet, of no more
than the faint outline of a story of true love angbtial bliss, as well
as the promise of delight too dazzling to contemepkhould the
tapestry ever be completed.

‘Well, Tarini?' The fresh, masculine, faintly-rulypesmell of his
wet-suit caught in her throat when he pulled hemat@s him. "Which
lesson would you like to learn next—shall we corie upon
altering course, or would you prefer to bear away?'

His arms tightened slowly, drawing her nearer. kigad lowered,
blotting out mountains and sky as his mouth hoveredr hers,
awaiting some signal—a modest sweep of lashes adloshed



cheeks, a hushed sigh of surrender, the slightestement of
invitation from her trembling body— that would gikien permission
to drive out the devil of frustration with kisses.

'‘Hallooo! Hugo, mein liebchenl'm over here!

As the call shattered their privacy Hugo stiffentagn slowly turned
to watch a motor launch containing half a dozenppedeading
towards the shore.

‘Maria!" He expelled her name like a curse on an angrythoréfow
the devil did she know we were here!'

Uninvited or not, their visitors had obviously compeepared for a
prolonged stay. Immediately the boat berthed inideboathouse
Maria and her two female companions made a beé&inéiugo,
while their escorts followed in their wake carryihgmpers and a
cool box containing bottles of champagne.

'Surprise, surprise!" Maria ran smiling to throwr lms around
Hugo, turning her back upon Tarini so that she fivady relegated
to the position of a ringsider allowed to watch bot to participate in
the main event. 'As we were scouring the shorafikely spot to
picnic we just happened to catch sight of yieehling. So naturally,
as soon as we realised that you were in difficsitieve came
iImmediately to your rescue!’

Hugo had no option but to be polite, to welcomeirthsitors
warmly, Tarini assured herself time and time agduring the
duration of an outing that had changed as suddenaipine weather
from sparkling blue to dull, depressing grey.

As she lay sunbathing on the shore, looking andinfgdike a
discarded plaything, jealousy gnawed her insideslagking behind
dark glasses, she watched Maria and her friengdagisag elegant
expertise on their windsurfing boards, guidingacgking, curving



towards and away from the. wind without so muchaasplash of
spray to dampen their enthusiasm.

Maria paused once in passing to rake a contemptoolsover the

slender, sparrow-boned girl who had dared to srthtciman she had
been determined to marry. Her eyes were fastened Hpgo, who

was skimming across the lake with athletic easenwdtee jeered
softly down at Tarini:

‘A dozen times | almost lost him to rivals far moesluctive than
yourself. When the novelty of your wide-eyed innooe wears off,
how can you hope to hold him, a philandering rakanountain
Adonis who, whether speeding across the surfaeel@ife or skiing
down the side of a mountain, betrays an animastifor freedom?’

When she moved away with a complacent smile Télhshrouded
by a cloud of doubt and depression, convinced tHatria's
assumption was correct and that her own previogpision that
Hugo's unusual attitude had been inspired by sohdeh motive
was justified.

Which was why, when he tired of his pastime andabagaking his
way towards her, she tensed, and inched warily aw@n he eased
his lithe body alongside her.

‘Maria has invited us to join her party for dinregrher hotel this
evening,' he informed her lazily. 'Would you likego?'

'‘No, | would not!" She jumped up trembling and foe life of her
could not prevent herself from raking feline clawwsough the flimsy
fabric of deceit she had foolishly mistaken foapdstry designed to
portray the sowing, nurturing, and final gloriodsssoming of love.
'‘And please don't insult my intelligence by sugmesthat Baroness
Frick will be upset by my absence when we are lawthre of how
greedily she covets your exclusive company, howaslwges to bask



In the charm you radiate, a charm which in my apir+ an opinion
formed during the course of bitter experience—de=seto be rated
no higher than the ruthless virility of a farmyaodster!'

Appalled by her own temerity, she watched his wkan body tense,
watched him jump to his feet showing the leashegnement of a
proud aristocrat whose habits had just been unfadody compared
with those of a farmyard rooster.

Not even Maria dared to question aloud the motiehird his
tight-lipped departure, but Tarini glimpsed triumpther eyes as she
was bundled into the car, read rejoicing in the glawent manner in
which she waved them goodbye.

The seething silence he maintained during thewedlack to the
castle was a test of endurance that almost broke speit.
Immediately he drew the car to a halt at the fdthe castle steps she
flung open the door and sped without a backwardaglaup to her
bedroom where she quickly stripped off her clothes stepped
under the shower, hoping that sharp, cool needieat@r might help
to rid her of guilt, might wash away the tarnishesdlousy and envy
she was suffering for the very first time in hée.li

Hugo appeared to be following suit, for as shelsat window
towelling her hair dry she heard sounds of movengenting from
inside his bathroom—the crash of a glazed shower kdeing thrust
aside, thumps from an ill-used cabinet, then finalturse so audible
it made her toes curl.

Her heart leapt with fear, then began beating eatiertattoo beneath
the light silk of her dressing- gown when the cartimg door was
flung open and he strode over the threshold dallywering, his hair
tousled, damp patches darkening the crimson tawgelbf his
bathrobe.



'l forgot to mention that in spite of your burst ibfhumour, I've
assured Maria that we will be delighted to accegtihvitation to
dine at her hotel this evening,' he spat, a nerskirig madly in his
cheek. 'Consider it your first official engagemewith hands thrust
deep into his pockets he strolled to tower overcheuched, dejected
figure, 'that way, you might manage to summon #elibf the
dignified composure which, up to the present, hesnbnoticeably
absent in the new Countess von Triesen!'

Knowing herself to be incapable of facing such ateal, yet too
terrified to show open defiance, she attemptedlacgbe the tiger
growling inside him.

'I'm sorry | spoiled a wonderful day, Hugo.' Sheaced her throat in a
nervous gulp and concentrated upon pleating the paik frill
edging the shawl collar of her dressing-gown, 'Wisatid to you was
unforgivable.'

‘Yes, wasn't it!' He swooped to pluck her out aof tleair and set her
down roughly in front of him. With his tight gradguising her
trembling shoulders he glared: 'l could more edsilye suspected a
sweet-faced chamois-doe of hidden fangs than halkeved you
capable of such venom. What - went wrong, Tarinig-ttle effort of
being pleasant to the husband you hate suddenbneeto much of a
strain?'

'l don't hate you, Hugo!" Her softly-gasped dengsezl a little of the
hardness from his chipped features, relaxed tinnggs of his grasp
as he drew her slight, shivering figure close ehotagfeel the, heat
emanating from his sinewed body

'You keep your emotions so well hidden, I've neleen able to
fathom exactly how you do feel about me, Tarinov@y, expertly,

he ran the tips of his fingers along the lengtihaf sensitive spine.
‘There are only two emotions worth considerings' $ilky skein of



words were weaving her senses into a hypnotisegleaitf it is not
hatred you feel for me, can it be love?'

It would have been so easy to have allowed herysead to droop
against the expanse of chest left exposed by palvarfscles flexing
beneath the towelled robe, so comforting to halteofece again the
stroke of coffee-coloured skin against her chexkatve surrendered,
as she always had done, to the pull of animal nt&gmehat enabled
her to forget her inadequacies and respond todnsadds with the
confidence of a vital, caring, passionate, tenslay, yet eager bride.
But already he was too confident of his masteryiaee admitted her
love would have meant committing her soul into tfeds of a
passionate tyrant. So she fought with a strengtlecudrom the
certainty that he saw her as no more than a slénsevspirit he had
pledged himself to break and forced a lie pasteyung lips.

'l... I quite like you, Hugo.'

'Like!" Suddenly he released her and stepped back agphsst'Like
IS not an emotion, more a Limbo that cowards estapehen their
placid existence seems threatened. I'd much ptefee hated,' he
scowled, brooding, black-browed and ruthlessly rdata‘'even
though, in order to earn that hatred, I'd havenuee sharing a bed
with an angel of innocence who, because she hasdidw be a
dutiful wife, submits to being defiled by passiopitch!’

His accusation was so deliberately hurtful, so mataunfair, Tarini

choked out the wounded reminder: 'l apologise fgrimadequacies,
but should you really be surprised by the discowbat a novice
cannot achieve the distinction of a performer acised as, say;
Baroness Frick? It was very wrong of me to allowryoother's
determined will to influence me into a marriagenelw to be wrong.
If only I'd had courage equal to my convictions'-she sighed so
quietly his dark head lowered to catch words huskesligh a tightly



constricted throat, 'as it is, there is nothingl tefadd except that I'm
sorry, Hugo, so terribly sorry...."

A heavy silence fell over the room, a pall weightath regret, with
mourning for hopes destroyed, for the waste Of n@rgious hours.

The sound of a breath rasping from Hugo's thraatletl her bent
head erect so that she was gazing straight intio, @apressionless
eyes when he confirmed the wrong she had committed.

'It is a woman's nature to employ regret as a penguost as it is a
man's to absolve himself from blame by pleadingrignce. In this
instance, however, | must be honest and confes$rinaorry too.'



CHAPTER TWELVE

‘There is nothing love cannot face, there is natlbm its faith, its
hope, its enduranceThe priest who had officiated at their marriag
ceremony had been wrong, Tarini concluded, tightgnher
fistsaround the handrail of the chairlift carryingr to the summit of
the mountain. A shudder racked her cringing franmenvthe sun
dipped behind cloud and a cold gust of wind caudgdrtunawares.
She no longer had faith; no hope for a marriagaréabto failure.
The limit of her endurance had been reached theanbishe had
discovered herself incapable of facing the prospéein evening in
the company of an angry, disillusioned husband to&d elegant
Alpine beauty who, had she not been usurped, wbalee made a
superbly sophisticated consort. So like a cowaedhstd run from her
responsibilities, had slipped out of the castle nvHeigo's back was
turned in an attempt to seek a solution to thdendma among the
peaceful mountains.

'‘Guten abendCountess!" A voice she did not recognise, thepgods
an unfamiliar hand, jolted her back to earth whendhair reached
the platform adjacent to a small cafe situated atrabthe summit of
the mountain.

'‘Good evening,' she responded with a blush, madeeafor the very
first time of being in the public eye, a personagw, to locals, had
become instantly recognisable. 'Where is Hans?éshaired of the
young man whose blue eyes and blond J}air fittedinto a category
rarely seen in Alpine communities.

'He's not feeling well, so when customers begaapgisaring from
the cafe—as they always do once the mountains egaming—I
offered to take his place. | wanted to escort forhis home, but he
refused my help and made off towards his chaletiao hour ago.
Luckily, it is not far from here. In fact, if youep this way, Countess,
you can see smoke curling from his chimney.'



Tarini hesitated. She had intended making her wahe valley of
gentians, but Hans, her one close friend, coulish Ineed of help.

'l don't like to think of him alone and probablypain—do you think
he would mind if | paid him a visit?'

'On the contrary, Countess, I'm sure he would Helded,' the
young man responded with the sort of gallantry Bad become
accustomed to receiving from every Liechtensteitermaxcept one!

'‘Over the years, Hans has become resigned to ¢heéhtat warmth,

rest, and an occasional pain- killing tablet forra thest remedy to
combat the effects of rheumatism—an affliction ire@d upon most
veteran skiers—nevertheless, he still grumbles ehenthe need to
nurse painful joints cuts him off from society, té®re your

company will be regarded as a welcome break frahute. But you

would be wise to make your visit a brief one," feevhed upwards at
puffball clouds drifting to form a pale grey neakdaaround the
highest peak. 'The weather is threatening to chaage though it
may blow over, the risk of being lo8t in a suddal ¢f mist is too

great to be ignored.’

But Tarini's eyes were fastened upon the curl dflsnrising from
the chimney of a house looking, even at a distaasetypically
Alpine as its owner—a structure consisting of homtal tree trunks
piled one on top of the other, its small windowanied by bright
green shutters, its stretch of balcony daubed wnéh fresh green
foliage and bright red petals of flowering geransum

'l take care,” she absently acknowledged hisnwmgr; already
treading the path leading up to the chalet tuckesy @s a nest upon a
mountain ledge, 'please don't worry on my accoutte—bften
wandered up here during early evening when thezestlt a few
daylight hours to spare.’



Without the usual spring to her step, her usualevaged air of
interest, she plodded up the incline deep in thguegtimating that in
less than an hour's time Hugo would saunter into bezlroom
expecting to find a meekly submissive wife readyo#oescorted to
the hotel where they were both supposed to dine.v8hced when
Imagination played a trick upon her senses, fillveg ears with the
thunder of slowly-rising wrath and closed her eyeshut out the
image of a profile etched stern as the face offiger with jagged
forks of lightning reflecting in the depths of iceld torrents.

Her footsteps quickened to scale the last stretaicbne as if some
devil were yapping at her heels, then she stood fboment to regain
her composure before knocking on the herringboageelted door.

'Herein!'

Timidly she responded to the grunted command terdy lifting the
latch and stepping inside a spacious room obviogslying as a
living-room, kitchen and bedroom combined, with wadlf plain
wood supporting a beamed, vaulted ceiling; cuplkmardioor
surrounds and window frames made unique with dkdéuving! A
narrow, deep dresser stood against one wall amdbdagked benches
were ranged around the remaining three, with a Iscadinet
containing a handbasin fitted with pewter taps &ackto an alcove
near the door. But the item that most caught hierest was a stone,
barrel-shaped stove with smoke escaping through ¢levated
windows straight on to a smoke-blackened ceiling.

'‘Countess!" With an expression depicting surpridessnay, Hans
struggled to rise out of his chair.

'Oh, please don't get up!" Tarini hurried acrodsino, alarmed by his
gasp of pain when he attempted to exert pressuwe siiff, painful
joints.



'‘Why are you walking alone in the mountains on w slach as this
when all signs are pointing to unsettled weather?'

'‘Don't worry, Hans,' she attempted to soothe, ytheng man in
charge of the chairlift has already warned me emtihger. | promised
I'd stay just long enough to ensure that you haeey¢hing you need
and to enquire about your health.’

‘The youngdummkopf!Weakly, Hans slumped, back into his chail
'He ought to have known better than to even allow to leave the
chairlift, should have returned you to the loweaatees without
delay. | had expected even a "newcomer" would Hhae much
sense, otherwise | would not have allowed him te taver my
duties!'

‘The young man seemed very efficient," her eyebedesated, 'in no
way did he strike me as being a stranger to thags.p

Hans grunted. 'He is one of a number of blue-eyai;hfired
peasantry, wanderers from Switzerland, who seittledir area about
six hundred years ago. According to legend, they been driven
from their homeland by famine. They acquired lorfatyns and high,
uncultivated lands similar to those they had le&fihind, and to this
day they remain a race apart, speaking their oatect, carrying put
their own customs—such as refusing to sleep on ressgs,
preferring instead to use beech leaves which tblgat each autumn
to use as bedding.'

'Six hundred years since they first settled hetes'gasped, ‘and still
you regard them as strangers!

‘They are not of our blood," he shifted uncomfdstatihen winced as
if suffering a twinge of pain. '‘Noble and commoodd may be of the
same colour, but there is a natural aristocracyrgnhoechtensteiners



which discourages integration with foreigners—etreugh they be
near neighbours—Iess our lineage should becomeemnealk

'In that case,' she concluded bleakly, 'everyonst rdisapprove of
their Count marrying an English girl?', -

'‘Nein, nein,'Hans glared, outraged, 'all are agreed that CHugb
has chosen well, that he has gained himself a wife is natural,
wholesome, contented and no doubt happiest in aehblled with
children. It was with that thought in mind," he tidad slyly, 'that |
began working on a belated wedding present.' Bgndlith difficulty
over the side of his chair, he hauled on to his d&pvooden
trough-shaped object which at first sight Tariml dot recognise. But
when the heartshaped cut-outs, rockers delicataiytgd with
fertility symbols, and a Crucifixion group carvedta the canopy,
finally registered a painful blush dispersed hgoregsion of sweet
solemnity. 'lIt is natural for a mother to wish tonomend her
new-born baby to the special protection of Godh$denused, his
gnarled fingers tracing an inscription etched atftdot of the wooden
cradle. 'May God Protect Theehe translated. Then, obviously
enjoying her concision, he concluded with inoffeesearthiness,
‘And pray that my stiff old fingers will recoverdin skill so that the
cradle may be finished in time to welcome the airof the new heir
of Triesen. But meanwhile, Countess,' he hastenechange the
subject when, instead of the smile he had expedied,mouth
betrayed an uncontrollable quiver, 'l have for yoliovers' " case
which you may find useful for storing small treaessit

The little painted box with a hinged lid, padded dned with deep
green velvet, fitted comfortably into her palm.

'‘As the decorative work will reveal, Countess, #isvmade as a
courtship present by a young man wanting his belowde reminded
of him whenever she used it.’



Observing the faint clouding of his expression,wiful look in old
eyes reflecting the resurgence of half-forgotten ovees, her grasp
tightened around the gift she sensed was precwtinetgiver.

"You made this box, didn't you, Hans? For someygiul loved dearly
o ?

'‘My late wife," he admitted gruffly, ‘the only glve ever known with
eyes as blue as your own, Countess. All the ldegas you see in this
room," with a wave he indicated the bed, chest \wadirobe all

carved and “painted to a uniform design, ‘wererdmrted by my

bride as part of her dowry. But' everything elseade with tny own
two hands, because my tongue tripped clumsily overds of

endearment and , | needed to find some other meathegpressing
my love. I've often wondered,' he sighed, then satidraised his
head to question hopefully: 'Tell me, could any ptaswever mute
and seemingly uncaring, keep his love secret froemwoman to

whom he is wed?"

Tarini's tear-blurred eyes roved over ladles andaratgrs with

decorative handles; small containers for the daifirements of salt
and flour together with the spoons inside of themade beautiful
with chip carving; rosettes and flowers, animald airds appliqued
with a loving hand to turn ordinary, everyday kechutensils into
works of art so appealing no recipient bride wowdnsider

exchanging them for the splendid, impersonal tnesscramming the
interior of Wolke Castle.

'It's the intention behind the gift, not its facalue, that a woman
considers most important, Hans.' She swallowed, Htbedreminder
of costly rings a blood-red ruby pendant, jabbingrplas a hook into
her heart. 'I'm certain your wife must have felealy blessed,
knowing every gift she received contained a littlgrourself.’



A distant rumble of thunder disturbed their melasigha sound that
brought the old man sharply back from the pastawareness of the
present. 'Did you hear that?' He cocked his heaxhéoside, tensely
listening. 'Please, Countess, you must make offehionmediately, if

you delay a moment longer you will risk being sahtathe skin. Oh,

if only | were able to escort you!" he explodeartetimes | go for

weeks, months even, without suffering so muchtasrege, yet today

of all days | am cursed with a crippling disability

‘That's probably due to the fact that rheumy joamesvery susceptible
to changes in the weather,' she soothed, risinglgab her feet. 'As
you seem to find my presence disturbing, I'd begteiDon't try to get
up,' she admonished sharply, ‘and don't dare ugg@t across to the
window when | leave! Goodbye, dear Hans,' she sddp kiss his
weathered cheek, 'I'll call again as soon as | gamobably
tomorrow.'

' The sky had darkened, and as she began descéhdingrrow path
the breeze, ever present at the summit, felt sedegrees cooler.
She shivered and buttoned up the fine white candighich had
always provided sufficient warmth during her exouns, belatedly
remembering Hugo's warning when he had condemned
predilection for solitary hikes.

'In no other region of the earth are creaturesesiiyl to such severe
selective conditions as in the high mountains. Oaly expert,
conditioned to the extraordinary changes that talleee, hour by
hour, day by day, season by season; to the cliroatiditions; to the
sudden change in temperature from hot to cold; cciless storms;
to difficult terrain in which there is perpetualngger from falling
stones and avalanches, could hope to survive awjorged
exposure!’

But by the time she reached the platform where lolutes of cable
were clanking empty chairs down to the valley amdkbto the



summit in perpetual motion, the sun was once agaaming, the
threat of rain dispersing as quickly as cloudsnm@eicross clear blue
sky towards the far horizon.

Indecisively, she lingered, eyeing the path leadumpgto the cafe
where Hans' temporary assistant was no doubt busilyaged
carrying out his normal duties.

'Liechtenstein males,' she murmured to herselig'laaendency to be
over-protective towards those they still chivalrgusirm the weaker
sex!" As she basked in sunshine, breathed in aicaém it was
undisturbed by so much as a lazily-flapping wingy, tertainty grew
that the warnings she had received had been urssdgsalarmist.
Almost without volition, she sauntered towards fath leading to
the valley of gentians, then quickened her stepstepding not to
have heard the shouted protest issuing from tleetin of the cafe.

After five breathless minutes she slowed her paocascious of
having been swallowed into a landscape mazed wiigtihg paths
branching in various directions, outcrops of roaknost vertical
inclines, and shoulder-high thickets of dwarf pines.

She had been wandering for over an hour and wasilhamgaged
searching through cushions of sedge plants foinggk of the starry
white edelweiss that fought to preserve its exgdoy hiding away
In spots inaccessible to the plucking fingers autihtless tourists,
when a raindrop large as a coin splashed on tohesirm. Fearfully,
she looked up and saw clouds marshalling fierceaags around
glowering peaks. Then as if at a click of a switeh sun disappeared
and she was rooted to the spot by a terrifying olagnunder. When
lightning ripped the sky wide open she began runrscared as a
rabbit, first one way then the other without anyirdee motivation,
her frightened eyes scouring the landscape for soahe that might
offer protection from rain that began as a showleen escalated



within minutes to the volume of water spilling froam upturned
bucket.

Her teeth were chattering, her clothes a soddeghw@round her
limbs, by the time she spied a rock overhangingace just big
enough to accommodate her shivering body. Thankéhie crawled
Inside, closing squeamish ears to a rustling #xated fair indication
that other small, panic- stricken creatures ha@natefuge in the
surrounding bushes.

But after an aeon of miserable discomfort, whilen raammered
persistently upon the ground and a chill wind pobler hideout
turning her hands and feet numb, her sodden clotitesa second
ice-cold skin, she ceased caring about whether ftwer-footed
companions were badger, marmot, or Alpine hare, ldvdwave
welcomed even closer proximity to any warm, furogip.

It would have been difficult to assess exactly whkeglight faded,

but in any case it did not matter, because byithe night had cast its
shroud over storm-darkened mountains she had besrname by a
semi-conscious state of euphoria. A smile tuggethatcorners of
stiff lips tinged with blue when she imagined sbald hear in the far
distance the tinkling of a cowbell hung around tmeck of a

peacefully grazing animal.

Was the 'little weakling' wandering alone somewheearby? she
wondered, experiencing a steal- Zing sensationashth. And was

she happy, as happy as she had felt herself thehdalgad walked at
the head of a procession with a ruby-red accoladewhph hung

around her neck?

The cosy warmth of her body was making her feelwdgo but she
struggled against sleep, wanting to savour forva rf@re precious
seconds the memory of a weakling bride dressecdenidg finery,

parading up a long, long aisle. She had almosheshthe altar when



Hugo's face swam before her eyes, then was sudbriked from
her vision.

'Hugo!" she moaned, then began struggling to freesdif from
unseen hands that were dragging her away frompbevehere he
had been standing. 'No, no," she pleaded fretfidigye me, please, |
wantto stay!

Suddenly her feeble struggles ceased when througioic of
darkness Hugo's voice penetrated, deep, wearyatéefeas a man
who had reached the end of his endurance.

'‘Wake up, Tarini! You are safe now, | promise yaill mever have
cause to run away again!'

All she wanted was to be left to sleep, but someslcdevil kept

jolting her awake, kept insisting that she shoytéroher eyes and
walk. When she was set forcibly upon her feet aipgberted within a
tight circle of arms, the agony of stiffness in legs and feet was
unbearable at first, then gradually it began tosglé Heat from a
body holding her in such close proximity she fattined to a muscled
chest emitting warmth and the dull, racing throbaofrantically

beating drum had just begun penetrating her fred@m when the

blast of a whistle pierced her eardrums and a faworsds later three
distant blasts signalled a reply.

Six blasts, a pause, then the three answeringsldastinued until her
ears were singing with the noise forming part @f thrture inflicted
by the tormentor who sadistically persisted in diag her back and
forth, who steeled her upright when her weak lintthr®atened to
fold, who kept up a continuous barrage of word$ be mind was
too befuddled to decipher, a ribbon of rhetoricttiraposed a
restrictive band around the curtain of sleep.



Weak tears of resentment were rolling down her kbhég the time
an army of loud-voiced men with dazzling torches dreavy,
crunching boots invaded her dream.

'Fetch the stretcher!'

She heard the snap of a familiar voice before aoased her body
upward, then lowered it gently on to a sea of hlissblivion.

After what seemed to have been a long, peacefuigyshe surfaced
to the feel of water lapping her chin and beforeropg her eyes she
stretched luxuriously, enjoying the fanciful notitmat her weary
limbs were submerged in warm, creamy milk. Pleddyreontented,
she struggled to lift weighted lids until they wéae enough apart to
allow a sideways peep through lashes smudged ddrkugses across
wan cheeks.

‘Your habit of stealing covert glances always makessuspect you
of having just done something terribly naughty, iflidra steady,
mild-mannered voice accused.

Lashes startled as sparrows' wings flew upwardshab wide,
perplexed eyes could rove, first over Hugo, sittimgre inches away,
his expression calm, his watchful eyes inscrutatblen around the
room containing a barrel-shaped stove emitting wanfevarmth; a
decorative bed, wardrobe and chest of drawers;akablackened
ceiling, in which she had made her farewells todHaany hours ago.
But the shock that jolted crimson flags of colauoiher cheeks was
the realisation that she was wallowing up to heén almwarm soapy
water, being bathed like an infant in the huge, devo half-cask,
decorated around its entire circumference, thatsHaad explained
was a bride tub that formed a traditional part\rg girl's wedding
dowry.



‘Do you mind?" Negligently—so negligently her vanit
bridled—Hugo nodded towards the pile of soddenhahgt lying
discarded upon the floor.

‘Someone had to do it, and as there was no wonsilable the task
naturally fell to me. I did not think you would @gaj,' he continued
drily, steady eyes quizzing the accelerating splucblour turning her
pale cheeks crimson. 'After all, we are far fronmpestrangers to
each other's naked bodies." To her relief, he toskis feet and
reached for a huge white towel which he unfoldedntheld like a
cloak, inviting her to sidle into its folds. 'Ougged modesty seems to
have had the desired effect—judging from your fiehgeks, both
temperature and circulation are now back to norn@me,’
impatiently he twitched the towel when she made nmave to
abandon the bride tub, 'you have been in theredooggh, the water
Is bound to be cooling.’

He made no attempt to spare her embarrassmenoking¢paway but
kept his impersonal glance trained her way whifegrastruggling
towards the conclusion that she had no other chelezlevered her
slightly-rounded body out of the water and rushedhtde her
confusion inside the towel's soft embrace. Immetifahis arms
closed around her she began trembling, but whersatedown,
holding her swaddled like an infant in his lapgdiness overwhelmed
her and with a smothered yawn she leant her heademted as a
drowsy child, upon his chest. .

'‘Why are you wearing an evening shirt under youeaer?' she
murmured, lying completely relaxed, warm and dryhwa the circle
of his arms.

'l did not have time to change.' For the very firste his air of calm
was betrayed by the tight snap to his voice wheodméinued: 'l had
only just become aware of your absence from yoomravhen |

received a telephone call from the proprietor & thountain cafe



iInforming me that you had just been spotted makmgr way into
the mountains, in spite of the fact that a storrms im@wing.'

When he reached for a mug of warm milk Tarini waslijmsurprised
to see a tremor in fingers closing around the hegradlusing the mug
to jerk and splashing a few drops of milk on toshe&ace of the table.

‘Here, drink this before you fall asleep.'

Trained to obedience since childhood, she dutifditgined the mug,
then handed it back empty.

'Hold up your head a second.' With a corner ofttiveel he dabbed
the milky residue from around her mouth, seemingenaggravated
by the sight than by any he had encountered duriagnight of

trauma. 'There are times, Tarini, when I'm undetidéether you
should be kissed or spanked!

His sigh held a note of resignation she found pogzlbut she
dismissed it from her mind in her eagerness tonledrthe events
leading up to her rescue.

‘Then what did you do?' she prompted, snugglingesianto a
shoulder which, whether because of the soothirngctffof the milk
drink, or because of delayed reaction to her ordeatl become
suddenly representative of a haven.

'l raised the alarm to summon the help of the maminntescue team,
then accompanied by most of the able-bodied maldsiarea—and
one not so able who would listen to no argumentsutihe

drawbacks imposed upon his agility- by the cripplieffects of

rheumatism—we began scouring the mountainside $tipaf a girl

who seems to have won the affections of the emigulation of

Liechtenstein.’



Casually, he dismissed the effort involved in aaragion carried out
In pitch darkness, the dangers that had faced nmasevknowledge
of the mountains had made them no less immunedaqérmils of

slippery paths, falling rocks, and the certaintgttbne unwary step
could send them toppling into a storm-blanketedasse. Yet out of
the corner of one sleepy eye Tarini could see a liaw that looked

carved from granite and one telltale pulse hammgeainthe edge of
his chiselled mouth.

"Some instinct told me that you had made towahds valley of

gentians,' he told her bleakly. 'l must have paisedpot where you
were lying, because when | began retracing my stgp®ot crushed
some object | realised was not stone, so | shon¢oneyr upon the
ground to investigate and discovered the remaires shall painted
box lined with velvet lying adjacent to what | hawlistakenly

assumed to be one of the few remaining patchesmé&msnow—but

which actually turned out to be your white cardigan

He was holding her so close it was hard to decidetiner the shudder
that shook them both had originated in his bodigearown.

'Where is Hans now?' she murmured, concerned dbeutld man
deprived of his home comforts.

'‘As we dared not attempt transporting you downntio@intain while
the storm was still raging, he insisted upon lgttis have the use of
his chalet while he spends the rest of the nigti fmends.'

Easily, he rose to his feet and strode to depasit $till cocooned
within the towel, gently upon the bed. 'l thinksitsafe to allow you to
close your eyes now, sleepyhead.' Flickering lagiplcast shadows
over his devil-dark profile as he leant to study seeetly-flushed
face, yet he had never sounded less satanic whecom@ued
huskily: 'Dream contented dreams, Tarini. Tomorgma should be



feeling well enough to return home, first to WolRastle, then to the
only home where you are ever likely to find peace-England.’



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

'l DON'T believe it!" The old Countess hissed, glaringfasoiding
Tarini solely responsible for the threatened smirpbn the Triesen
family name. 'Hugo would never agree to such asmaf action—he
has often said that he regards divorce as an amistfailure, and
my son has never failed in any of the venturesdseumndertaken in
the part!

'‘But he was not wholly enthusiastic about marrymg in the first
place,' Tarini reminded her gently. 'If you rememii&ountess, our
marriage was designed to supply you with compaihipnduring

your many bouts of illness. Unfortunately, neitliargo nor | was
blessed with sufficient foresight to even suspele trapid

Improvement we have witnessed practically since dag of our

wedding.'

Even the old lady who had been guilty of such latkonscience in
her determination to achieve her ends had the ¢godaesh. '‘Perhaps
| did dramatise my symptoms on occasions,' shdteadffrontery to

confess, 'but | am not ashamed of having resoednderhand
means in a bid to ensure my son's happiness. Yetdsaid that,' her
shoulders lifted to adopt a bearing of great digriitwould remind

you that my health is not good and that shocks ssctine one you
have just administered are bound to react badlyhupg suspect
heart.'

The Countess had returned home just in time toTfammni for lunch

on the terrace. Hugo had left the castle earliat thorning—as he
had done every day of the two weeks that had allapisee he had
dragged her half-frozen body from what might haveobse her
mountain tomb—and he was not due to return untd kvening.

Even now, it was hard to believe that she had lo#femed what he
had termed her 'release from an ill-fated coupliagy though she
had winced at his choice of phrase, could she angfihethe fact that



marriage to a man in love with another woman hashlmoomed to
failure from its outset? They had both suffered tloeir mistake,
Hugo most of all—

especially yesterday, when he had called her iststhdy to tell her,
tight-lipped, and obviously deeply conscious ofeaffing against
tradition: '‘My solicitor has begun drawing up pagpfar our divorce.
Although fully aware that it was undiplomatic, tayshe least, for us
to be seen to be still living together, | did n@niyou to leave until |
felt certain that you had fully recovered from yaudeal. However,
to repeat the legal phrase that was used, | havetblektinat we must
cease "cohabiting". My solicitor has suggestedybatshould return
to England as soon as possible— preferably tomotrow

Hiding a wince of pain, Tarini leant across thele¢aio plead with
heartbreak in her eyes. 'After I've gone, you wop'to make things
more difficult for Hugo, will you, Countess? Pleadeyou feel any
love at all for your son, show it by being suppgati and
understanding, by accepting the fact that his heggs depends upon
Baroness Frick sharing his future.’

‘Never!" The Countess almost swept a cup from #ietin her

agitation. 'You may have no objection to that wormstapping into

your shoes, but | certainly havekhowyou are in love with him,
child," suddenly her proud expression crumblednigahe first crack

Tarini had ever seen in her iron control. 'l simpdgnot understand
how you can be so spiritless,' she quavered, 'vawyare allowing

your husband to be stolen from you without pittiqga fight!'

Tarini blinked, trying to erect a feeble dam agamsush of hot tears.
‘It was you who christened me so aptly,’ she chokddw can a
weakling ever hope to outmatch the appeal of aAtpae beauty?'

'‘She might, if she found courage enough to trg,Gbuntess pleaded,
suddenly looking many years older than her ageurYooks have



iImproved as greatly as your health since your afrrnivLiechtenstein,
your pretty face is rounded, your soft, gentle ayesld become truly
irresistible if only they could find a sparkle, atitere is a definite
curvaceous attraction about your body. Undoubtedly,will always
appear fragile, but fragility appeals stronglyte protective instinct
possessed by very masculine men—an urge to ' casdesupport
which they are well aware would never be fully ampated by any
self-assured, sophisticated female. Be guided bywin@ speaks
from experience, | beg of you, Tarini! Every mati®e had one way
or another; don't be afraid to flirt with your haslal, to practise all the
tricks of coquetry. And most important of all tommember—fire
won't flare without friction!'

Feeling too emotionally drained to reply, Tarini mied some
excuse to the Countess and retreated from thecéeraad the
persistent arguments of the old lady who was toomaufighter ever
to concede defeat. There was packing to be orghrise gathering
up of treasured bits and pieces which, after hpadare, would be
all she had left to convince her that the happenwigthe past few
months had actually taken place and had not beerelyna

prolonged, wonderful daydream.

Yet she dallied at the far end of the terrace,itepher elbows upon a
stone balustrade to gaze upward at the magnifigerit of the Alps
so that it could be firmly imprinted upon her mesndghe had done
so much, yet had left a great deal undone. An isgtd weep ached
behind .eyes that had no tears left to shed asrghened being
deprived for ever of the sight of Alpine roses giazg in the setting
sun; the sound of cowbells adding their benediditoSunday Mass
held in the open air, high in the mountains, sa the peasants who
looked after the cattle were able to attend theiserThen, too, there
was the poignant experience of listening to a Wodgloice ringing
out over the valley at nightfall each evening, siggthe ancient
prayer of the cowherdsOho, oho! Ave, ave, Maria ... Be our
protector from all beasts of prey! Lock the wdlbsth, ban the bear's



paw, Stop the roll of the stone, and the lynx's faar the lion's path
and the dragon's tail, Crush the raven's beak dnadgriffin's flail!’

‘You look pensive, Tarini, and a little sad. Isbi#cause you are
leaving Liechtenstein tomorrow without ever havifaund your
valley of peace?'

She swung round, startled, her mind still dwelliqgon beasts of
prey, to face the man in whose veins ran the badadmantic Celts,
arrogant Romans and heathen Alemanics. She swallbwaed". 'l
was regretting missing countless opportunitiesuyp dcuckoo clock
and a miniature cowbell and alphorn.’

A scowl which recently had never seemed to be \aryaway
darkened his features. 'You may choose from thdéeots of the
castle anything which is likely to conjure happymuagies of your
stay here. The Countess von Triesen has no needdd to buying
trashy tourist souvenirs. Come," his jaw clicket iarrogant rigidity
ashestepped to one side, waiting for her to precede tihinelp you
to reach a decision. There are masterpieces byrRuBRembrandt,
and Van Dyck that you might find appealing, pleotyapestries and
objets d'art, as well as a huge collection of fgnpalvellery.',

'‘No, thank you, Hugo.' She hung her head. 'l dtalk little use for
any of the items you've just mentioned, nor anymaoo display them
in the small flat | shall probably be sharing witly friend."

'‘Don't be foolish!" Though she kept her eyes adeties tone brought
a forcible reminder of the Iull she had mistakentfanquillity just
before the onset of the mountain storm. 'You mesaware that you
will never again be in-any danger of poverty, tyai will receive an
ample monthly allowance as well as --'.

'‘No!" The cry sprang from her lips like a cry ofrpayet her wounded
eyes cast a look of proud defiance. 'l refuse tepicany sort of



payment for failure. The ... the happy memorigs' sembled, 'the
many happy hours I've spent here are all the relwaedd or deserve.'

‘Together with the revenge gained from leaving heéha husband
tortured by the knowledge that a previous CountessTriesen may
be starving in some attic? | think not, Tarini,' @@phasised with
dangerous suavity. However, as it is unlikely thaything can be
gained from further discussion we will leave allnancial
arrangements in the hands of our legal advisersv, N you no
doubt wish to change,' he surprised her, sweepdegy@gatory glance
over her pink checked shirt and faded denims,Illwait for you by
the car. | have a small business matter to attenand as you seem
anxious to purchase toys you may accompany me dioix/a

An atmosphere of unspoilt friendliness and courtgsgvailed
throughout the capital of the tiny principality.

‘Twenty policemen keep law and order throughoutidine.' Hugo's
aloofness relaxed into humour as he drove betweamow,
immaculately-swept pavements thronged with localpglers and
groups of tourists gaping into shop windows disjpigyan assortment
of goods guaranteed to excite the interest of amyeaeking
something 'different’. 'Owing to the increasinggirtiof traffic, it has
recently been suggested that the number shoul@ibedrto thirty.
We can also boast one small jail, which luckilynisarly always
empty.'

'‘Everyone looks so carefree and gay,' Tarini smihed spirits lifted
by the sight of so many happy, faces.

'‘We Liechtensteiners are normally possessed oppyhdisposition,'

he defended drily. 'Even the "Unterlanders" whoehaveputation of
being more ..careful with their francs than the é@dnders" who are
particularly lighthearted— probably because they tar be located
among the vineyards where much wine is known tow.flo



Nevertheless, cautious mothers often warn theighki@us never to
fall in love with a "frivolous Oberlander”. In cotmg districts young
people look forward to autumn when the harvesver.oThen, men
and girls meet each evening in various farmhousdlp strip off
the leaves of the maize cobs. While working theysand play
games, but as soon as the work is finished a tgast begins, wine is
drunk, and dancing continues until the early hafrghe morning.
These parties have been known to last a fortnimyhivhich time even
the youngest and fittest are ready for a good Eghtep. You must
taste the stew made of pork and beans --' He bofikehis lips
tightening with annoyance at this slip of the toaghut luckily his
attention was diverted by their arrival at a carkpso congested he
had to negotiate carefully into one of the few remmay spaces left
vacant.

'If you have no objection, I'll leave you to browa®und the shops
alone until I've concluded my business.'

Relief washed over Tarini as, guided by his harmpow her elbow,
she and Hugo began walking the few yards dividmggdar park from
the shopping centre.

‘That will suit me fine,' she responded quickheritblushed when his
sharp glance indicated disapproval of what muselegpeared to be
an ill- mannered display of eagerness to be ridirof

His tone held a hint of lingering displeasure wheneft her outside a
department store thronged with tourists. ‘In heo will find
everything, from cameras to postcards, diamond vegt¢o cuckoo
clocks. There is a cafe next door with tables set on the
pavement—if you have finished your shopping beforeturn go
there and wait for me.'

When he strode off every female head in the vigitutned to follow
the progress of the man whose limbs—used to tloeirggof athletic



training—moved fluid as a mountain stag beneattraventional,
perfectly-tailored suit. A sense of loss descendpdnuTarini, a
weight so oppressive she could not concentrate upon
conglomeration of goods crammed upon counterskeat@ipon
shelves lining the tourist shop from floor to a&glj so five minutes
later she left the shop without having made a sipgirchase.

Disconsolately, lacking any sense of purpose, shedered down
streets and narrow lanes fronted with shops dispjayocal
handicrafts and exotic, exciting wares from marffedent countries.
The nightdress, when she saw it, stopped her irtrbeks and drew
her wide-eyed with wonder to peer closer into thadew of a
boutique flaunting the wicked creation in chiffondalace, black as
sin, with a' neckline plunging low as a navel aack}t trimmed side
slits reaching almost waist-high, a confection saplkanous it lay
draped, with room to spare, between the outstrdichilver-painted
fingers of a dummy hand. Driven by some impulsedsred not wait
to examine, she stepped towards the entrance ateskia second,
then pushed open the door and stepped inside . . .

Hugo was already seated at a table when, flusheéd@athless, she
arrived at the cafe where they had arranged to.meet

'l hope | haven't kept you waiting long?'

'You haven't,' he assured her, rising politelyitofeet. 'l arrived only
a few minutes ago. | have already ordered coffeeatwiould you
like to go with it, an ice cream, or perhaps yowldagorefer a large
slice of creamy gateau?'

His avuncular tone set her teeth on edge, and smmetanaged to
make even greater nonsense of the hasty purchatsestth been slid,
soft as a sigh, into the parchment-thick, gailyoled bag, no larger
than an envelope, that she was grasping in onefiggh



'‘Why do you always treat me like a child, Hugo?e dburst
impulsively.

'l don't—I haven'talways' he qualified meaningfully. Then as if
regretting the intrusion of intimacy, he steereel tbnversation into
less dangerous channels. 'What have you been Riykig nod
indicated the bag resting on her lap.

‘A nightdress."'

Eagle-dark eyebrows winged skyward. '‘Oh, of coufse drawled,
pretending sudden enlightenment, 'you will no dduist more use
for prim- collared, ankle-length sleeping shroudsvribat you are
reverting to modest spinsterhood.'

'It bears no resemblance to a shroud and it'sdar prim!" Suddenly,
the rankling deprivation of having been left toefi@lone ever since
the night they had shared Hans' chalet, a nighthwhere than any
time before or since, she had needed the comfdrisa$trong arms
around her, rioted out of control. Though kickirgrves had begun a
dull, heavy pounding in her ears, though her stémaas churning
and every modest instinct had shrivelled into httigrotesting lump
that had lodged in her throat; her brazen tongamed determined to
startle Hugo into discarding the bland, spicelessaf words he had
doled in her direction until she felt choked.

'‘As you seem so interested in my purchase, why goun'satisfy your
curiosity by coming to my room tonight when | shadl wearing it?"

Never had she expected to see the worldly, imgdeathle Count look
so shaken. After one bold glance lasting no lotigan a second, she
lowered her lashes, flinching from an ice-greenestaat made her
feel like a Jezebel.

His voice sounded strangled, every word labourethenw he
censured: 'Circumstances being what they are, ywathave just



suggested is immoral, Tarini, and considering theaaced stage of
our divorce proceedings, might even be illegal'l ldbasement hit
rock bottom when he rose to his feet and clippethink we had

better go, before any further amateurish attempedtal seduction
manages to persuade me that anyone reckless etowssgt doors
wide open to a thief deserves to be robbed!

He drove home in tight-lipped silence, with Tarihier stomach

knotted into a ball of shamed embarrassment, fgédia demoralised
to even attempt conversation. As soon as theyaatiat the castle she
fled from his disapproval to seek sanctuary in iedroom where,

with her weak limbs stretched flat upon the bed Ky shaking,

trying to come to terms with the finality of his rdtemptuous

rejection.

Many hours later she was aroused from her miseiy tap upon the
door and a servant's voice informing her that dines ready to be
served.

'Please convey my apologies to the Count and Csshtshe
managed to husk loud enough for the servant to, fead tell them
not to wait as | shan't be joining them for dinties evening.'

Mercifully, no one appeared to question her absepia#bdably, she
brooded despondently, forcing herself to finish p&cking, because
already she had been condemned to the mists otidlysdn less

than a week she would have been forgotten, a fitniglish sparrow
whose personality had left as little impression rupbe arrogant
Triesens as the cloud swirling, lingering, therftohg slowly past the
turrets of Cloud Castle.

In a chair pulled close to an open window she weddhe setting sun
turn the blue sky orange, ' then pale pink shadt wearl, before night
stole stealthily from the east to draw a mantlebti#ck velvet

spangled with stars. It seemed pointless undreésiriged, when she



knew she would be unable to sleep. But becausea departure for
Zurich airport made some kind of rest imperativae seluctantly
abandoned her chair and began forcing stiff fingerstruggle with
buttons which suddenly seemed to have enlargadite the size of
their buttonholes.

She had succeeded in slipping out of her clothdsas reaching for
one of the modest night dresses Hugo had so sgatimmaligned
when her glance fell upon the colourfully inscrilpegper bag that she
had dropped in passing upon her dressing table.

'‘Why not?' she murmured softly under her breatidingl the

nightdress, black as night shadows, through hestr@iithed fingers.
‘This is one dream, at least, that can be turnedraality— albeit
without an audience!'

A wicked thrill, shocking in its sensuality, folleea the trail of black
chiffon across her creamy skin. She glanced intmior, then
gasped, averting her eyes as if ashamed of infgudio the privacy
of a stranger whose naked body gleamed pale anteduas the
alabaster statue poised on a plinth in the nighatgted garden. She
was about to shrug it off, feeling the cling of dkachiffon as
unsuitable as an ill-fitting glove, when she faddrthen was drawn
towards the aroma of tobacco smoke drifting pasbpen window.
Just a few feet away, behind a door opening outooa shared
balcony, Hugo was obviously enjoying a last chetmdore retiring
to bed unusually early.

Leaning heavily upon curtains clutched in a tigétt, she strained her
ears for sounds of movement and heard only thegyogrof her own
heartbeats, felt the ache of a body that had diedantirely into one
heavily throbbing pulse. 'Hugo, my darling,’ sheisplered into the
still night air, 'l love you so much, how can | leofo survive the
heartbreak of leaving you!



With tear-filled eyes she stumbled outside on ® Ilalcony, and
iImmediately became aware of k' strong breeze whgpthie branches
of surrounding trees. Weakly, she tried to redistpressure by
leaning slightly backwards, then felt a gust cotacsharp as a blow
behind her knees that knocked her off balance &ostie staggered
forward, straight into the arms of her surprisedidand.

‘Tarini! What the devil. ..I' Roughly he pulled heside his room and
closed double glass doors behind him. 'Are you@rito court a
chill?' he glowered, thrusting clenched fists die¢p the pockets of a
dark silk dressing-gown. 'Haven't you suffered gfofluom exposure
without lingering on a chilly balcony dressed inthmog more
substantial than ... that --'

He broke off, obviously stunned by his first cledaew of her
appearance.

'Holy Saints," he muttered hoarsely, 'whatever gesesd you to mar
your innocence with such a shocking garment?'

For some unknown reason, his savage dislike of dindy
sophisticated article of apparel she had ever owstredk at the heart
of her pride, forcing an uncharacteristic sparkndfgnation.

"You wouldn't have said that if Baroness Frick bagén wearing it!'

Visibly aggravated by the comparison, he pouncedgiip searing a
brand of anger upon the soft, tender curve of sachilder.

'You are not Baroness Frick—indeed you are her dst@p
antithesis!

‘Gauche, plain and simple, | suppose you mean?hiTgulped,
betraying the first glint of tears he had ever deenshed.



'‘No, Tarini,' he groaned, devouring her face withoek turned
suddenly, unbelievably tortured, 'sweet, gentlenogent—too
sincere to be able to hide the revulsion you f@itd husband who
forced you to risk your life in the mountains rattiean suffer another
night of his unwanted love- making. | would haventeml to die
myself if anything had happened to you that nidig,tonfessed in a
low, hoarse whisper that reacted upon her senkesalihymn of
hope.. 'As it was, | made a pledge to all the sdimat if my prayers
were answered | would release my captive sparrahadow her to
fly home.' Suddenly, he flung away from her andd#racross to the
window, leaving her staring mutely at the ripplenafiscles knotting
beneath silk stretching tightly across his shoddeBut you're
making it very hard for me, Tarini,' he clenchddst with your very
surprising invitation this afternoon and now this!

‘You love me?' Tarini pleaded, wondering if her mind had fallel
victim to some blissful derangement. '‘But . . . lhoiv can you, when
all I've ever managed to do is make you angry, yamgough to

accuse me of interfering between yourself and Bessrfrick, of

deliberately tricking you into marriage?"

‘Yes, you have often made me angry," he agreedutitfurning his

head, 'an anger born of frustration because froennloment you
erupted into my well-planned, free-and-easy exigdhe image of a
pitiful waif with soulful blue eyes has dominateg thoughts to the
exclusion of everyone else. A suspicion that youewsestined to
play a major role in my life became concrete the Id@alised that |
did not care—in fact, was enormously relieved—wMaria broke

off our engagement. Yet | was unwilling to admieauvo myself that
| had become enslaved by a little weakling, rightiatil our wedding
day.’

Slowly he turned to face the girl whose pale, s&nabdy looked
sculpted from marble to confess gravely.



'l can't tell you how much | regretted Maria's nfidéeence on our
wedding day—the day | became resigned for thetiirs in my life
to a depth of commitment to one woman that preWolusad always
carefully avoided. Many times, I've wondered how wlationship
might have developed had Maria's possessive aititoticaused you
to retreat into your shell, so that | was driverotigh fear of losing
you, into trying to stamp my brand of ownership mpadreamer who
refused to be fully aroused, upon a bride whosefulutcalm
tolerance of brutal mastery almost drove me maslbken hell!" he
exploded, looking ready to bundle her out of hghsi‘hammering on
the door of love you've kept firmly shut!'

Relieved of the weight of a thousand pains, Tatared at the tyrant
who had suddenly exposed his chains, the slaviaimglof love that

should have held them together but which insteatlphdled them

apart.

'‘Hugo darling' she almost sobbed, 'if it's true that there lsamo
peace of mind in love, wemust be destined to sharery turbulent
lifetime!"

She flew into arms that opened tentatively to nexéer, offered her
lips to be kissed to a man who held back becausatisuffered too
much to risk a further rebuff.

| love you,my darling,' she whispered, enticing his trusthvatiook

that reflected everything he had taught her alduatt of seduction,
then gloried in the crush of arms that snatchedtightly as the
fragile, indestructible edelweiss clings to itsivatrock.

'l can't promise you contentmefiebchen’ he warned hoarsely, 'nor
a placid existence. All | can offer is the heardiref being jealously
guarded, closely cosseted, and loved to distrdttion



Eyes blue as wild gentians adored the mountain &daho, when
racing on skis down snow- covered slopes, would ldakan eagle

soaring.

'‘One miracle is sufficient in anyone's lifetime, rdgrling," she

sighed. Then enchanting him with the sight of aardrdimple, she
teased softly: 'After all, a surfeit of happiness e fatal, as was
proved by one other, far less fortunate "little eway"!



