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PREFACE

Someone once defined a Russian novel as a book in which people with unpronounceable names do nothing for 362 pages, at which point someone’s aunt dies.

I trust the present work will not fall into that category, although Russian names do present certain difficulties which the reader can overcome by keeping the following in mind:

—the suffix “vich” means “son of.” Thus, the czarevich is the son of the czar. Likewise, the suffix “ovna” means “daughter of.”

—almost all names have a formal and a diminutive form, often characterized by the suffix “sha” or “shka.” Thus, Rasputin’s first name is Gregory or Grishka, the Empress is Matushka, or “little mother,” and so on.

The titles “czar” and “emperor” are both correct and interchangeable, as are “czarina” and “empress.”

In 1918, Russia discontinued use of the old Julian calendar and began using our own Gregorian one. Because the events in this book took place in 1916 and 1917 and the documents are often dated, I have retained the Julian dates, which are thirteen days behind our own. This is especially important in regard to Rasputin. It is often asserted that his death on New Year’s Day, 1917, cursed the year to tragedy. If it did, the lesson escaped most Russians, since to them he did not die on January 1, 1917, but on the night of December 16, 1916.

Rasputin had several nicknames—the starets, Grishka, the black monk, tyemniy, or “the dark one,” and many more. Interestingly, the name Rasputin itself is a nickname for the man born Gregori Efimovich—it means “dissolute” or “depraved.”

I used many sources in researching this novel, but three works stand out: Nicholas and Alexandra by Robert K. Massie; The Guns of August by Barbara Tuchman; and The Life and Times of Gregory Rasputin by Alex de Jonge. Any liberties I may have taken with historical facts and characters—and there are many since this is a work of the imagination—are strictly my own and cannot be traced to these excellent historians.

I would like to thank Frank Seidl for sharing with me both his expertise regarding fine wines and his superb company in sampling so many of them.

Lastly, I tip my hat to Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, the creator of Sherlock Holmes, without whom this book, or its predecessor, would not exist.


PROLOGUE

The box arrived in late June. It gave evidence of having once been carefully wrapped—in brown paper and secured with twine. But the customs people evidently sensed something suspicious about the parcel—perhaps some scent of the Kremlin—and it had been rewrapped at least twice, rather less expertly each time.

Nevertheless, by the time it arrived in California, shipped from my publishers to whom it had been addressed for forwarding, its contents still appeared to be intact. The cover letter read thusly:

Dear Mr. Lescroart:

My name is Mikhail Vayev. I hold the position of Chief Historical Research Analyst in the United Soviet Archive Library, Politburo Special Section (PSS)32.1. I am 56 years old and have held my position for sixteen years. (I was given the job because of my skill with languages—besides most of the dialects of Russian, I am fluent, or reasonably so, in Mandarin, English, French, German, Dansk, and Urdi, as well as Yiddish and Hebrew.)

When I was a young graduate historian in Khrushchev’s administration, my first assignment was to change the names “St. Petersburg” or “Petrograd” to “Leningrad” in every document filed for the years between the onset of World War I and the October Revolution. I must have performed well, though all I remember from that year is sitting in airless and musty misery, staring at the bureaucratic detritus of a long-dead age. In any event, I was promoted and spent the next few years changing Stalingrad to Volgograd and otherwise excising Stalin’s name from our history books. (Eventually, I purged Khrushchev’s name as well, only to go back and reinsert them both under Andropov.)

In 1970, under Brezhnev, I was appointed chief of my section—(PSS)32.1. That promotion gave me access to Western publications—newspapers and magazines as well as books of fiction and nonfiction. Recently, your novel Son of Holmes arrived at the Archives. Of course, even here in Russia, Sherlock Holmes is commonly known and widely admired. I myself have harbored a lifelong interest in the great detective.

I picked up the book immediately. The argument presented in its introduction—that Sherlock Holmes actually existed and operated in England at the turn of the century—I took to be an amusing conceit. Like most people, I believed that Holmes was a fictional character and nothing more.

It wasn’t until I turned to Jules Giraud’s manuscript itself that I became conscious of a disturbing sense of déjà vu. I was certain I’d seen the names Giraud and Lupa and encountered that writing style before.

Over the course of the next few weeks, I figuratively rifled the files of my brain, trying to determine where and when I’d seen similar material. Then one evening I remembered. In my first assignment, changing St. Petersburg to Leningrad thirty-four years ago, I was sure that I had “sterilized” a file that contained those names.

Excitement kept me awake that entire night. The next morning found me in the bowels of the Kremlin, six floors below the street. I first checked the catalogues for “L” and “G” to no avail, then unsuccessfully tried “A” for Auguste Lupa. Under “J,” I came upon something that looked hopeful. I walked to the shelf, and with trembling hands pulled down the dusty folder (Kremlin File No. JG 0665) and began examining the documents it contained.

A hasty perusal confirmed my initial feeling, but a more careful study would be needed if I were to be sure, so I packed the folder into my briefcase and brought it home that night.

As I read, I realized that I had stumbled on the most important discovery of my career—a wealth of material, including Giraud’s diaries and prison memoirs, of the events leading up to the abdication of Czar Nicholas II in 1917. Just as important—perhaps ultimately more so—the file utterly convinced me of the actual historical existence of Sherlock Holmes. After I’d read the material, his role in those events—and that of his son Lupa—could no longer be seriously denied.

Alas, there are certain restrictions in my country that would keep even a find of this importance from being published. The file itself—JG 0665—is still classified. Nevertheless, as an historian, I feel strongly that this story should be told.

Accordingly, I am sending you the enclosed in the hopes that it will at least see publication in the West. It will need editing and translating, but those efforts seem minimal indeed compared with the importance of this find.

Good luck, and thank you.

Sincerely,
Mikhail Vayev*

At first I suspected a hoax. Since I’d translated and researched the background of Giraud’s earlier manuscript, I’d run into my share of skeptics and charlatans to whom the entire Holmes issue was an elaborate myth or, more gallingly, a joke.

I had grown tired of the debate, other issues had become more prominent in my life, and I was loath to start the process again by essaying the translation of any purportedly genuine manuscript, regardless of its historical importance.

Nevertheless, I was intrigued, and couldn’t resist glancing at the documents. One look at Giraud’s diaries and prison journal confirmed their authenticity. I still had the originals of his other manuscript, and the handwriting alone was enough to convince me—it was identical.

I struggled with the language and faded ink, reading far into the night. But the French manuscripts ended at a crucial moment—with Giraud in jail about to be executed for espionage. Following that was a startling manuscript in English. The further documents contained a variety of Continental hands that I found incomprehensible. They might have presented no problem to Vayev with his flair for language, but they left me in a state of almost unbearable suspense.

Early the next morning, I had the package copied and brought the original to my friend Dr. Don Matosian, a Russian scholar at the University of California at Los Angeles. Guardedly enthusiastic, he told me he would review the Russian documents for authenticity and would assemble a team of graduate students to take on the task of translating Giraud’s manuscripts and the other documents. He expected to have his report to me within a month.

It took all of that—thirty of the longest days of my life. But finally the validation came. Dr. Matosian even asked me to donate the original file to the UCLA Library for Russian studies, which is where it now resides; in another library but unlike the catacombs where the file lay hidden for seventy years, this one remains accessible.

The events recounted in the documents constitute an essential record of the last months of the Romanov dynasty. Beyond that, this story brings down the curtain on one of history’s most incredible vendettas, one whose shadow threatens to hide the sun even up to the present time.


* At his request, Vayev’s name and title, as well as the original file name, have been changed to preserve his privacy.
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[KREMLIN FILE NO. JG 0665–4600–4668; PSS ACCESS, CLASSIFIED] OCTOBER 7, 1916

It is a mystery to me.

Not that Freddy Foch and I hadn’t been friends since he had been my instructor in the War College, but his regular army training and my espionage work were not always in perfect accord. And now, at his bidding, I am in St. Petersburg, or Petrograd as it has recently been renamed, my retirement having lasted a little over one year.

My role here is straightforward—I am to present a renewed French offer of arms and money to Czar Nicholas II in an effort to keep him fighting on the Eastern Front. So long as the Great Bear of Russia can keep two or three German divisions occupied in the East, the Allies stand a chance of holding off the Huns until we can mount our new offensive in the Spring, perhaps even with American help. If, as seems likely now, the Czar sues for a separate peace with Germany, the stalemate will likely be broken in the Kaiser’s favor, with tragic results for France and for civilization.

The three-week trip here by ship was nerve-racking but proved uneventful. We embarked from Bordeaux in mid-September and steamed up La Manche* into the North Sea, constantly on guard against the regular German fleet patrolling those waters, at the same time hoping to avoid the submarines lurking beneath us. As we entered the Baltic, a fog enshrouded us and by the time it lifted we were in Russian-dominated waters with Helsinki behind us. A couple of days in the Gulf of Finland finally brought us to port.

And what a port! What a city! St. Petersburg, the Venice of Russia! Nothing in my briefings had prepared me for the grandeur of this place. In my mind, Russia has always been gray and stolid, its architecture vaguely Eastern, its people a race of unrefined, good-natured peasants. That may be the Russia of Moscow and Kiev, but here in St. Petersburg, I am in Europe.

Marble buildings in pastel tones front either wide tree-lined streets or canals that are cleaner and wider than those of Venice. The city’s main streets—the Nevsky Prospekt, for example—are as smart and as modern as the Boulevard Haussmann in Paris. French is the main language I have heard spoken, though I have yet to venture from the Winter Palace.

After three weeks aboard ship, the food I had for dinner last night tasted wonderful even if by French standards it was little more than fodder—borscht, some sort of cold fish in sour cream, rubbery crepes they call blinis, and a poor bottle of Bordeaux.

Now it is midday and I have determined to keep a daily record of my mission here—however it comes out, Foch will need a report, and I believe a diary will be useful in preserving my impressions, ordering my thoughts and testing my ideas before presenting them in the heady air of the Royal Court.

(I must say at the outset that I have always found it incongruous that France, the most republican country in Europe, has chosen as an ally the most politically reactionary, autocratic monarchy on the face of the earth. But then I will be the first to admit that Weltpolitik has never been my specialty.)

Which brings me back to my mystery. Since being awarded the Legion d’Honneur for a really trivial part in another affair, I may have attained some local stature, but a mission of this significance has never before been appropriate to my portfolio. When I’d been summoned by Foch in September, I naturally assumed he would ask me to oversee some espionage activity more in line with my background—and I was also prepared to decline.

My life with Tama and our daughter, Michelle, had been so serene and domestic, nestled amid my vineyards and oaks in the beautiful Rhone Valley, that I had been all but able to forget the War as it dragged into its third year. I had no desire to reenter the fray I had so lately abandoned. Too many of my friends, too many of our friends’ children, had already given their lives in that fight, and living—the daily, even boring routines of country life—had become an end in itself, each day treasured for its small compensations, its bland contentments.

But Foch had surprised me. At stake, he said, was nothing less than the very future of France. Preservation of the alliance with Russia was our best hope of winning the war. With America becoming less and less isolationist, we needed to hold out until that young giant had come to our aid. Foch had no illusions about Russia’s stability, but he thought our offer could delay the inevitable separate peace between Germany and Russia until beyond the Spring, and that might be enough time.

Foch and I had been sitting at a field table over a lunch of chicken and a chilled rose as he explained the situation to me. Though ten years my senior, he spoke with a fire and conviction that made him seem much younger than I. I, not he, was the old man. I wondered if my will to survive, to merely exist, was the beginning of the process of dying. Surely Freddy had had tragedy enough for any man—his only son and his son-in-law had both been killed in the first month of the war. And yet he didn’t retire. He continued to fight. I could do no less.

After he finished, I spoke. “All that’s fine, Freddy, but I don’t understand why you chose me.”

“You are too modest,” he said.

“Not at all. This is entirely out of my province. Surely our ambassador …”

“Maurice Paleologue, a good man.”

“Surely he is a more logical choice.”

Foch stood and took me by the arm. We moved away from his aides-de-camp and walked to a nearby hillock. Smoke hung like mist over the trenches in the distance. Occasionally a volley of shots would carry up to us on the heavy breeze.

“Paleologue is a diplomat. You are a man of action. Do I make myself clear?”

My confusion must have shown, for he continued. “Jules, a diplomat must move in certain prescribed ways. He cannot just drop in at the Czar’s Palace and speak with him. As a matter of fact, Paleologue has been denied audiences with the Czar for the past two months. He has met with ministers, with bureaucrats, with clerks, but not with Nicholas. This is no coincidence. Nicholas is contemplating peace with Germany, and he can’t bear to face our ambassador.”

“Then why will he see me?”

“If Paleologue says he has a new offer from Paris, the Czar will think it is merely a ploy to get an audience. If an entirely new emissary arrives by military carrier, the demands of protocol and curiosity ought to play into our hands. You will see the Czar.”

“And then?”

“And then, Jules, you personally will convince him to accept our offer.”

It was a staggering demand and I said as much. How could I accomplish what others, with lifetimes of training in diplomacy, could not?

Foch smiled. “There are few better natural diplomats on earth than yourself, Jules. Also”—he put his arm around me—“I trust you, which is why I chose you.”

If it was flattery, it worked. I am in St. Petersburg, and someone is at the door.

[image: ]

OCTOBER 7, 1916.

The orderly was polite enough, though the tone of the invitation to the unscheduled and unofficial meeting was unambiguous. It was a summons.

I followed the courtier through ornate halls so vast that we walked for nearly twenty minutes before reaching our destination. There appear to be at least fifty separate wings of the Palace, each with ten rooms or more.

At last we came to the offices of Vladimir Sukhomlinov, who had been the War Minister until the first shots of the War were fired. That he still had an office in the Winter Palace was surprising, but I was starting to sense that many things about the Russian capital were not wholly reasonable.

My first impression was that it was too hot. A huge fire blazed on the hearth, and enormous samovars squatted in each of the four corners. Sukhomlinov himself was half reclining on a divan, picking from a chicken carcass that sat on a low table in front of him. There was no desk, no sign of a file drawer. The floor was covered with layers of Oriental rugs, so that I had to step up to enter the chamber. The soft, yielding carpet made a dignified approach next to impossible, but I tried to manage.

When I was announced, the General didn’t rise, but nodded vaguely in my direction and gave some signal for the secretary to withdraw. The door closed behind me and there was a long and, I thought, ominous silence, which I used to study the man.

Sukhomlinov has a rounded, cherubic face with the eyes of a ferret. He wears his whiskers in a Vandyke, in imitation of the Czar. Black boots covered thin legs to the knees, but his torso, bedecked with medals, is ample. No, it is fat.

“You sent for me, General?”

He pulled himself upright, wiping his hands on the linen tablecloth, and showed me his teeth. “I did, your Excellency,” he said. “Can I offer you some tea? Vodka? A plate of chicken?”

I declined. “And I am a simple emissary, General, with no title.”

“You are not a minister?”

“A citizen of the Republic of France, a personal guest of Czar Nicholas, nothing more.”

To my surprise, this answer delighted him. He clapped his hands and laughed heartily. “Splendid! Wonderful! Please, take a seat. In any event, we must get acquainted.” His French, the language of the court, though accented, was quite good.

I sank deeply into an armchair at his right hand, wishing I could loosen my tie. The heat was really quite stifling. He rang a bell and when a servant entered, he ordered a bottle of wine and a tray of cakes. We sat in continued silence while the chicken was cleared and the new service laid.

“There, now,” he said at last. “You are French. You will have some wine.”

I took a glass and we toasted the Czar. Then I decided it was time to get to business, if it was to be a business meeting.

“How may I be of service to you, General?”

“It is rather the other way around. I believe I may be able to help you.”

“I would be most grateful for any assistance you could give me. You know why I am here, then?”

He nodded patiently, with the air of one tutoring a child. “On sail tout. One knows everything, I’m afraid. It is more a burden than anything, but especially here at court, it is a necessary evil—if one wants to survive.” He savored a mouthful of wine, then continued. “In any case, Monsieur Giraud, I do know the workings of the Czar’s mind, and just now it is in a difficult state—not only because of the War, though that goes badly enough, but there are other things …”

“Such as?”

“His son, the Heir, Alexis.”

“What about him?”

“He is a bleeder, you know. A tragic disease. It consumes the Czarina with trying to protect him. It also brought Rasputin to the court.”

“Rasputin?”

“Surely you know of Rasputin?”

I shook my head no, and the general laughed coarsely, then leaned conspiratorially toward me. “Monsieur Giraud, it is fortunate I invited you here. Talking to Nicholas, or especially Alexandra, without knowing about Rasputin is a dangerous enterprise.”

“Who is he?”

“On one level, he is a simple monk from Siberia, a faith healer. On another, he is, after the Czar, the most powerful man in Russia.”

I sat back, chuckling. “Surely that’s an exaggeration.”

Sukhomlinov took his time pouring more wine. “No. No, I don’t think it is. His influence over Alexandra is hard to overestimate. Powerful men have fallen because of Rasputin’s disapproval—if he were still alive you could ask Peter Stolypin, our past prime minister, about that.

“Don’t misunderstand me, Giraud. I myself think Rasputin is a genuine starets—a holy man—so we’ve had no problems. But with Nicholas at Spala commanding the army, Alexandra rules Russia. And Rasputin rules Alexandra. A wrong word to the wrong person could leave your mission in ruins and yourself in great danger.”

“How can that be?”

He popped a small cake whole into his mouth, washing it down with half a glass of wine. “Rasputin has convinced Alexandra that he is the voice of God’s will. And it does seem to be true that he has great healing powers. Twice he has laid his hands on the Heir and brought him back from the brink of death—even after the doctors had given up.”

“You said danger. You don’t mean physical danger?”

Again that condescending laugh. “I see you don’t know about the murders either, then.”

At my blank look, he went on. “The other reason the Czar is so distressed lately is that three of his closest aides have been killed in the past three months, and not at the front. Here, right in St. Petersburg.”

“Murdered?”

“Two bomb blasts and a cut throat could hardly be accidental.”

“And this is Rasputin’s doing?”

He almost spit out his wine. “No! Of course not. I hope I didn’t give you that impression. That’s not even suspected.”

“It seemed to follow that …”

“No, no, no. I only mentioned the murders to show that there are forces at work here that may not be obvious—forces that have influenced the Czar’s state of mind.”

“And you think all this will have some effect on me?”

He sat forward. “Let me be frank. At this stage the Czar is nearly beaten. After our victories earlier this year in Galacia, and then our disastrous rout, his will is nearly crushed, and he longs for a return to normalcy If he is pushed too hard …” He sighed.

“Monsieur Giraud, in some ways the Czar is like a child. He is sheltered, he doesn’t understand the motives of those around him, he is perplexed by the evil in the world. But, like a child, if he is pushed too hard in one direction, he will sometimes go in the other out of willfulness. He is, after all, the Czar, the absolute ruler of Russia, and he does not like to feel that his options are determined by something or someone else.”

With some effort, Sukhomlinov rose. We crossed the thickly carpeted room to a window. “My advice to you, Monsieur Giraud, is to go slowly. Know your quarry before you hunt.”

He put his arm around me, enveloping me in the strong scent of his cologne. I was grateful for his information, but another minute in that room with the heat and perfume would have turned my discomfort to true nausea. Fortunately, the interview seemed to be over. A servant appeared and the General shook my hand. I thanked him for his warning, and within seconds was transported over the rolling rugs outside to the blessedly cool corridor.

Though it was just past four in the afternoon, already the lights in the Palace had been turned on. Outside, a pink dusk deepened, and I felt an urge to be out in it.

Unescorted, I found my way to an exit and walked the streets of St. Petersburg until full night had fallen.

The War shows here more than in my native Valence. One building in four seems to have been converted to care for the wounded. From the narrow byways off the main streets comes a continuous low moan, like a threatening wind—the haunting refrain of men suffering.

Beyond the shadow of the Palace, and off the Nevsky Prospekt, beggars—even women and children—hold out their bony hands for kopecks. I gave away all of my coins, though not one hollow eye even acknowledged me.

Thoroughly dispirited, I returned to the Palace, its polished marble surfaces glinting in the light of a nearly full moon.

OCTOBER 9, 1916.

After sending a messenger to Maurice Paleologue at the French Embassy announcing my arrival, I spent the greater portion of two days with a series of books reviewing court etiquette. My reading was for naught. None of the reference books covered anything like the situation with which I was confronted when I first met Nicholas and Alexandra.

I had of course been briefed that the royal family spent very little of their time in the capital, preferring the peace of their accommodations at Tsarkoye Selo, some fifteen kilometers south of the city, yet I was surprised when I was summoned there. I had assumed that state business would be conducted at court, but I was wrong.

If my first impressions are correct, the very seat of Russian government is an icon-bedecked boudoir, decorated in various shades of mauve, a comfortable yet utterly hideous bedchamber reminiscent of little-used guest rooms in any number of British country estates.

But I’m getting ahead of myself.

A servant called at my room just after an upsetting breakfast of cold fish, onions, and tea. (Oh, for a fresh croissant dipped into a steaming bowl of cafe au lait!) The Czar had returned from military headquarters at Spala and would see me at my earliest convenience.

We traveled by train—the railroad line is the oldest in the country—a short distance over swampland and then came to a small village station with a steeply sloping roof. There, surrounded by mounted Cossacks, our car was separated from the train and transferred to another track, which led to the Czar’s station.

A double row of trees lined the wide boulevard that led to the two palaces. We passed the larger of the two, skirted a lovely lake, and approached the vine-covered Alexander Palace, an Italianate structure of some one hundred rooms. Even so late in the Fall, the smell of lilacs and fresh flowers from the Crimea made the Palace smell like a Summer garden.

I was led through a huge circular hallway, then turned right into the Imperial apartments, which were hung with photographs of children’s bicycles! The “art” made a strange impression on me, as though I had entered a children’s world of make-believe.

But I had no time to reflect on that feeling. At the door to the Czar’s private study, two huge black men in the flowing robes of Arabia stood watch, huge scimitars crossed between them. They further reinforced my sense of the unreal nature of things at court.

In a moment I was being introduced to Nicholas II, Emperor and Autocrat of all the Russias; Czar of Moscow, Kiev, Vladimir, Novgorod, Kazan; Astrakan of Poland, of Siberia; Sovereign of the Circassian Princes; Lord of Turkestan; Heir of Norway; Duke of Schleswig Holstein, etc.—his various titles in my etiquette book cover fully half a page.

In the flesh, Nicholas is less imposing. Short of stature, with the mildest and friendliest of expressions, and dressed in the uniform of a colonel in the Russian army (though he is its active Commander-in-Chief), he could be anyone. Certainly he projects no imperial aura.

We sat on leather armchairs quite close to one another and he offered me a cigarette, which I declined. For his part, he smoked continuously during our interview.

Thinking to heed Sukhomlinov’s advice, I didn’t plan to press my immediate objective, preferring to simply take the tenor of the man. I was not even able to do that. We’d barely finished exchanging pleasantries when a lady-in-waiting interrupted us. She whispered something to the Czar and, chuckling good-naturedly, he turned to me.

“It seems there are no secrets, Monsieur Giraud. My wife, the Empress, has heard of your arrival and would like to meet you.”

“Of course,” I answered, “I would be flattered.”

He rose. “We’ll have to go to her. Now that I’m home, she’s taking a much-needed rest.” His faintly apologetic tone, filled with wry humor, impressed me. He might be Czar of Russia, but he was first a human being, a husband and father, and he had the courage to show it.

We passed through a billiard room, across a corridor, and then through what looked to me to be the royal bedchamber. Beyond that, we entered the darkened mauve room I’ve earlier described. And on a mauve divan, covered to the waist with a blanket, reclined the Czarina Alexandra, Empress of Russia.

“Good morning, Sunny,” the Czar said in English, leaning over and kissing her. “How are you feeling?”

The scene was so intimate as to be embarrassing, although neither of their Royal Highnesses seemed to notice. Nicholas said to his wife, “May I introduce Monsieur Jules Giraud.”

I stepped closer and took her proffered hand to kiss. No sooner had I done so than I felt a pressure that prevented me from releasing her.

“Vous etes francais, n’est-ce pas?” she asked with an execrable accent.

“Bien sûr, Madame l’Empress.”

Now she took my hand in both of hers and stared deeply into my eyes. I felt compelled to meet her gaze, and struggled to maintain my composure in the face of such intense scrutiny.

None of the rumors I had heard about Alexandra—that she was haughty, unfriendly, reserved—prepared me for the warmth I read in her eyes. She had a lovely face, perfect skin, a slim yet buxom figure. And lastly, as she reached some decision, a beautiful smile.

I felt myself drawn to her, wanting to protect her, and I believe I got an indication of what the Czar must feel as her husband. There might be a certain surface reserve there, but this was a woman with deep feelings and a passionate nature.

She released my hand, then, and turned to her husband, who had been standing by passively. “Oh, Nicky,” she said, again in English, “our prayers have been answered.”

The Czar pulled up two chairs and motioned for me to take one. “Which prayers are those, Sunny?”

“For Alyosha, as our Friend predicted.”

“Ah.” Nicholas sat back and lit a cigarette. Alexandra looked at me.

“Monsieur Giraud, your arrival has been foretold. I saw in your eyes that you are a good man, a kind man. And last week our son’s tutor, Pierre Gaillard, was taken down with cholera. We pray for him daily, but he is contagious and cannot go near Alexis.” She reached out and took the Czar’s hand. “Do you remember, Nicky? Last week Gregory said a Frenchman would arrive in court to take Pierre’s place?”

Nicholas responded gently. “Monsieur Giraud isn’t here to tutor Alyosha, I’m afraid.”

But the Empress would not be gainsaid. She reached her hand out to me. “Monsieur Giraud?”

It was not professional. It was possibly not even smart, but I’d not been sent as a professional diplomat, and the opportunity to become close to the Royal Family seemed rich with potential for my mission. I looked into Alexandra’s eyes and saw there a great reassurance.

“I am your Majesty’s humblest servant,” I said, not exactly striking a blow for the spirit of republican France.

But in reality I was acting from the most French of motives—the desire to please a woman. And the Czarina is already, after but one meeting, first a woman, and only incidentally Empress of Russia.

I was invited to stay on here in Tsarkoye Selo whenever I would prefer. My suite is on the top floor of one of the many houses for nobility that line the boulevard leading from the train station to the Alexander Palace. The house itself—as are all the houses—is guarded by Imperial troops in the most outlandish of costumes. Blue sashes and swinging sabers.

In all, I’m not dissatisfied with events thus far. True, I haven’t gotten any commitment from the Czar, but then I haven’t tried. It is no small thing to become an intimate of a royal family, and I am well on my way to that position.

Tomorrow I am to be introduced to Alexis and to his sisters, the Grand Duchesses Olga, Tatiana, Maria, and Anastasia. But tonight I will be attending a soiree of some kind at the house of a woman named Anna Vyroubova, who I gather is the Czarina’s only personal friend. Alexandra mentioned that she would not be surprised if a special guest were present—the man who “predicted” my arrival at court, who has healed the Heir Apparent on at least two occasions, whom Sukhomlinov called the most powerful man in Russia.

I am very much looking forward to the party. I am beginning to have a strong feeling that my success will depend to a great degree on the support of the Friend—Gregory Efimovich Rasputin.


* The English Channel
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(OCTOBER 10, 1916.)

I am exhausted, but I must try to get some of this down.

It is perhaps fortunate that the days here are so short. By five o’clock, full night had arrived, and I took a rest for nearly three hours before the party. Without that sleep, I would not have lasted through the night.

Tsarkoye Selo after dark is, if possible, even more a fairyland than it appears during the day. Two sets of trees, now leafless, line the main boulevard and bracket the road like supplicating hands, their thin fingers splayed to the night sky. As it happens, tonight there was a full moon, and its reflection on the lake and the structures surrounding it—the Turkish bathhouse, gazebos, monuments and arches—imbued the scene with magical overtones.

Unescorted, dressed against the chill, I walked to the Old Palace—an enormous blue and white building that I preferred to the royal residence. Dinner would be served there, and afterwards a private group would retire to Anna Vyroubova’s.

The ostensible reason for the dinner was the Czar’s return from military headquarters at Spala some eight hundred kilometers away. I will do well to remember that he is in fact the active leader of the Russian army. Though he seems the least warlike of men, Commander-in-Chief may be the title he is proudest of.

Because of the diplomatic nature of the dinner, it was extremely well-attended. Even as I approached the Palace, a long line of carriages and limousines were depositing guests at the door. Most of the male guests were in the uniforms of Russian officers—medal bedecked and colorful in bright blues and reds. The women might have come from Paris, and in fact their dresses in all likelihood had. Décolletage is quite the fashion, and since many of the women tend to be Rubenesque, the effect is striking and daring, très haute monde.

And jewelry!

The incredible jeweler Fabergé has his headquarters here in St. Petersburg, and his work is everywhere—tiaras, necklaces, bracelets, clasps and pins of every description glittered out of hairdos, between breasts, off throats and wrists. On every table were gem-encrusted ashtrays, cigarette cases, and knick-knacks, each of which could supply a regiment with food for a week.

As it happened, I had just removed my overcoat, feeling undepressed in evening clothes, when I heard a familiar voice behind me. Vladimir Sukhomlinov had entered the room, escorting a lovely woman whom I took to be his daughter.

“Ah, Monsieur Giraud,” he boomed on recognizing me, “you have made the party lists already. A good sign, a very good sign.” He crossed over to me, kissing me on both cheeks. He seemed already to have been drinking. “May I present to you my wife, Katrina.”

As much to keep from staring as out of politeness, I bowed over her hand and kissed it. Madame Sukhomlinov was stunning. Moreover, she could not yet be thirty!

But before we could get involved in any discussion, a short portly man, dressed simply as I was, smoking a long cigar, came through the door into the receiving room. Again Sukhomlinov boomed. “Ah, Maurice! Vien ici. Come and greet your fellow countryman.”

With some show of reluctance to which the General seemed oblivious, the man came over. “But surely you know one another?” Sukhomlinov asked. Upon seeing that we didn’t, he continued. “Your latest minister to court, Maurice. Jules Giraud, the French Ambassador, Maurice Paleologue.”

I was delighted to make Paleologue’s acquaintance under these circumstances. It was far better than the sometimes stilted etiquette that determined behavior in so many of the world’s embassies. Still, he seemed to be on his guard—his dark eyes revealing nothing of the man within. “I believe my staff extended an invitation for you to come to the Embassy just today,” he said. “They told me you had left the Winter Palace.”

“I’ll be staying here in Tsarkoye Selo from time to time,” I said. “The Empress had a chore or two for me.” I thought I would keep my actions suitably vague. Neither Sukhomlinov nor Paleologue need to know that I will be tutoring the prince.

“Alexandra is a great woman, another Catherine the Great,” Sukhomlinov said. “She is Russia’s savior.”

The Ambassador smiled coldly. “She has certainly been the savior of some Russians,” he said.

The General’s face hardened and began to turn red. His wife tugged at her husband’s sleeve. “We must get settled at the table, dear. Come along.” Stiffly, Sukhomlinov bowed to me and turned on his heel without another glance at Maurice.

“What was that about?” I asked.

Paleologue took me by the arm and we moved toward the dining hall. “I hope you are not too close to that man.”

I shrugged. “He seems a nice enough fellow.”

“He is Russia’s greatest living traitor.”

“Sukhomlinov? He is past Minister of War, isn’t he?”

The Ambassador laughed coldly. “He is also less than two months out of jail for treason. Freed by Alexandra Fedorovna, the Czarina.”

“Why did she free him? Was he guilty?”

“Oh, sans doute. But he is also a friend of the Friend.” He stopped me before we had joined the queue, punctuating his words with stabs from his cigar. “Rasputin!” he hissed. “Those are the kinds of men he favors—sycophants, hedonists and fools—and Sukhomlinov falls into all three categories. Did you meet his wife?”

I nodded.

“His fourth. A beauty, is she not?” Without waiting for me to answer, he went on, his voice rising. “And obviously aware of it herself. She spends more than our entire Embassy. And where did her husband get the money to keep her in the style which she demands? From systematically plundering the War Treasury for nearly two decades while he was Minister.”

I thought Paleologue was getting a little carried away, perhaps out of some personal motive such as jealousy or the General’s influence with Alexandra. His little black eyes gleamed with intensity. I backed away a step and looked at him levelly.

“Those are strong accusations, Monsieur.”

The Ambassador seemed to retreat. He visibly softened, taking a long puff at his cigar. Holding the smoke in and closing his eyes, he finally exhaled a plume toward the ceiling, permitting himself an almost embarrassed smile. “Why don’t we sit down and talk for a moment? If you are going to have any success here at court, you must at the very least know whom to avoid.”

We moved to a small salon off the main entryway and sat on two of the burgundy-colored velvet stools that lined the wall. “I am afraid I have no patience left for that man, and I shouldn’t let it show so blatantly, but this is one topic where my diplomatic training deserts me. I’ve distrusted and disliked Sukhomlinov from the moment I met him. How did he get in touch with you?”

“He invited me to his office at the Winter Palace, He said he wanted to give me some advice to help my mission.”

Paleologue chuckled dryly. “Do nothing or, if you must do something, do it slowly, n’est-ce pas?”

“Exactement.”

“Well, as his old associate Sazonov told me, ‘It’s hard to get him to work, but to make him tell the truth is well-nigh impossible.’ ” He shook his head. “The man is so blatant he amazes me—he might as well wear a German uniform.”

“But what has he actually done?” I asked.

Paleologue straightened, his back against the wall. “What has he done?” He grimaced slightly. “Well, before the war, he amassed his own fortune by his mastery of the art of the expense account. He would go on troop inspection tours to Vladivostok—thirteen thousand kilometers round trip—for which he was compensated by the distance traveled, and never get off the train. He actually bragged to me about this. He also would only approve contracts to those who feathered his nest.

“But those are only the petty, personal things. I suppose they are common enough, especially here in Russia. More important, but still probably not criminal, is his legendary and colossal stupidity. He believed until hostilities actually erupted that this war would be a chivalrous affair, fought with sabers and bayonets, the infantry and cavalry charge. He wouldn’t hear of the word firepower—machine guns were unmanly. And the result? Even now Russian factories are only producing 35,000 rounds of ammunition per month, while the army needs an estimated 45,000 rounds per day. No wonder eight million of these poor people have already died in battle. How do you defend against a German advance when you have no bullets in your guns?”

He grew silent, puffing at his cigar. “And still we haven’t touched upon his treachery. He is a known confidant of German agents, doing everything in his power to convince the Czar to seek a separate peace.”*

“But does the Czar listen to him?”

The Ambassador sighed. “Old Vladimir has always been able to charm Nicholas with dinner prattle. And that is what policy seems to be based on lately—small talk, lip service to autocracy, and acceptance of Rasputin.”

“But why does the Czar …?”

He cut me off. “It’s Alexandra, not the Czar. Rasputin is the power …”

But he was not to finish. A gong sounded and servants appeared to usher us out of our salon and into the main dining hall for the entrance of Nicholas and Alexandra. Before he went to his assigned place, Paleologue shook my hand. “We will talk again tomorrow, but be careful. Trust no one. Nothing in St. Petersburg is as it seems.”

If, after my voyage here and my first few meals, I had begun to think that I would eat nothing but cabbage, fish and potatoes until I returned home, tonight proved me happily mistaken.

Although the Romanovs are known to be the least social and sophisticated of royal families, the buffet at tonight’s dinner could have come directly from the table of the Sun King himself.

As they began wheeling the trolleys from the kitchen, I forgot for a moment the court’s intrigues and my mission here, and found myself remembering with fondness my colleague Auguste Lupa. After our last case together in France, Lupa and I had stayed a while in communication. But then with the birth of our daughter and his probable involvement in other cases, we had lost touch. A brilliant chef in his own right, Lupa would have been a boon companion to share in this meal—no one I had ever met enjoyed eating as much as he did. And the food tonight would have delighted him.

The foie gras was not from Strasbourg, but was excellent nonetheless. The caviar, Beluga, was the best I’d ever had, served up in obscenely large silver goblets with lemon, grated onion and hard-boiled eggs. We had Perrier-Jouët Brut ‘74 with these courses, and drank several toasts to Nicholas and to victory.

After the toasts, the waiters brought plates of trout and sturgeon, sorbets, then a richly fragrant, clear amber turtle soup. There was another ice, then suckling pig with horseradish (a special treat for Nicholas), racks of venison and boar, filet steak, pheasant and quail. For red wines, we could choose between the Grand Echezeaux ‘87 or Margaux ‘93, though for whites there was only Meursault ‘06—the only indication of shortages caused by three years of war.

Dinner went on, with its usual banter, for over three hours, with the Czar and Empress making the rounds of the tables, each one of which had a setting for them as they moved among the guests.

The courses continued—some noodle dish with sour cream and strips of beef, thickened fish veloutes, mounds of truffled eggs, mushrooms, fat white asparagus and flawless green petite pois. And then the coup de graces—fresh framboise from the Crimea for dessert, served chantilly with a Chateau d’Yquem ‘74. Lupa would have been in heaven.

At midnight, Alexandra appeared at my side, and reminded me of the party to which she’d invited me at Anna Vyroubova’s after the dinner. I had forgotten all about it or, more honestly, could not believe that anyone would be attending it at this hour. After such a meal, I’d been looking for the earliest opportunity to excuse myself and come back to my room to sleep. But one does not refuse an invitation from an empress, so I ordered three successive demitasses of Italian coffee and bolted down the burning liquid. A few minutes later, Nicholas and Alexandra left the dining room, signaling the end of the evening.

I put on my coat and walked out alone into the now truly bitter night. Turning off the tree-lined boulevard, I followed a bridle path for several hundred meters until I came to a small white house set back into a stand of trees.

The moon had set. The only light in the blackness of the night came through the frosted windows of the house, across which figures moved like puppets in a shadow play.

The coffee had done its work. I was no longer tired.

There could not have been a greater contrast between the dinner I’d just attended and the soiree at Anna Vyroubova’s. The hostess herself set the tone. She was an enormous, potato white woman dressed in a flowing white dress. Something like a nuh’s wimple covered her head. Her lips were thick and red, her face, under the pasty complexion, blotched. A thoroughly unattractive person, she can only walk with the aid of crutches, though I don’t know whether it’s because of her weight or some accident or illness.

She was gracious enough in greeting me, though I was somewhat surprised that she spoke Russian—fortunately my command of that language is reasonable—and we moved from the lobby, where I had my coat taken by one of the Arabian Guard, to a large sitting room that was already crowded. A table along one wall groaned under the weight of two samovars and thirty cakes. A fire blazed in the hearth, servants moved to and fro dispensing tea and sugar—the room itself was decorated with the same overstuffed furniture as the Empress’s mauve bedchamber, and the walls were similarly covered with religious portraits and icons.

Through the tobacco smoke, I noticed that most of the guests had congregated in one corner of the room, and someone was holding forth from that quarter, though the crowd blocked my vision.

The woman Vyroubova asked me if I’d like some tea or Madeira, and I took a glass of the wine. The Empress hadn’t yet made her appearance—if indeed she was coming—and while I waited for her arrival, I moved back against a wall and surveyed the scene.

Many of the sixty or so guests had, like myself, just come from the dinner, so there was a smattering of uniforms and formal gowns. For the rest, and it was the majority, dress was simple—in fact, it shocked me that people would dress so informally in the expected presence of the Empress. The men, of course, wore ties, but some had removed their dinner jackets, and several of the woman appeared to be no more than peasants, in ill-fitting dresses of minimal design.

I must mention one exception to all of the above. While I was taking in my surroundings, I noticed a woman standing pensively by the hearth, her arm resting casually on the mantel. Even now as I write I can see her clearly. She wore neither the crinolined fluff of the society women nor the flaxen bedsheets of the peasants, but a lovely silk or taffeta flowing dress of light blue and pink floral print. Though modest in style, it managed to show off her slim yet womanly figure to great advantage.

Her chestnut hair was gathered at her neck into a soft bun, and wisps of it had escaped the coiffeur’s comb and hung charmingly at her temples. In profile, her face was an ivory cameo, with a proud chin and dainty nose. With that sense people have when they are being watched, she turned toward me and smiled shyly, then looked down and back toward the fire.

I mention this woman only because she was so completely out of the cast of the rest. That feeling of unreality that I had experienced in a number of settings here dissipated as I gazed at her beautiful face with its clean lines and untroubled brow. If someone so innocent yet so vital could exist here in the court, perhaps there was still hope for the Czar’s entourage and for all of Russia.

I had almost made up my mind to go over and speak to her when the doorbell rang and Vyroubova shuffled past. In seconds, Alexandra Fodorovna was standing next to me in the doorway to the salon. Gradually, as the presence of the Empress was felt, the talk in the room died down. Soon the knot of debaters at the far end of the room had all turned and bowed—all except one figure who now loomed above the group, smiling at the Empress as though (forgive me the thought) she were his lover arriving at a tryst.

Rasputin!

I will never forget that first vision of him—the crowd actually parted before him as he came toward Alexandra—dressed in a bright blue satin shirt, open halfway down his chest. On his feet were heavy peasant boots, into which he had tucked his pants. His unkempt black hair is parted in the middle and hangs to his shoulders. The dark beard is also long and full yet matted, as though he doesn’t wash it. In physique, he seems a peasant—strong shoulders, thick hands and neck. His nose is broad though his cheeks are hollow.

But what struck me the most were his eyes. A pale, unearthly blue or blue-gray, they seemed to dart wildly until they alighted on something, and then their intensity could be frightening.

After greeting Alexandra with a kiss on the hand and the word, “Matuska,” or mother, he fixed those eyes on me. I think the Empress must have said something to introduce us, but I really have no memory of it. One moment I was standing there, looking at Rasputin, trying to form an objective opinion of the man, and the next thing I knew, he had taken my hand in both of his, and was looking deeply into my eyes.

I cannot describe clearly what I felt, but suddenly it was as though I were floating somewhere high above the crowded room, with Rasputin at my side explaining the world as though through his own eyes. How long he held me in this manner I couldn’t say—it mustn’t have been for too long—but I had to force myself finally to break away from the trance.

It was an unsettling and unique experience that gave me an immediate insight into this man’s power over the Royal Family. Yet, strangely, I felt nothing sinister. It may have been excessively intimate, but I could see where his inclusion of one into his world could, under the right circumstances, be comforting.

Whether that sort of comfort is appropriate between an Empress and a peasant is a question I will not try to resolve.

In any event, when the bond between us had been broken, he smiled at me, showing a mouthful of dirty teeth, and spoke to the Empress again. “The Frenchman?”

“Yes, Gregory, the one you saw.”

“Alyosha will be pleased. I am pleased.”

Rasputin then escorted Alexandra, taking her arm, to a settee, where he sat at her feet as she reclined. The scene was really too cloying for my tastes and I went to the refreshment table while most of the rest of the crowd gathered around the royal couch.

I was searching for something less sweet and stronger than Madeira when a voice came from behind me.

“Almost had you, didn’t he?”

I turned to face a uniformed Commissar around my own age, with a ruddy complexion and black hair. He spoke French but in that loud, bluff style I was beginning to associate with all Russians. “Boris Minsky,” he said, shaking my hand and nearly breaking my fingers with his grip. “Your first meeting with our holy Gregory?”

I nodded.

“What do you think? The greatest man in Russia? In the world, perhaps?”

“You don’t like him?” I asked.

For a response, Minsky actually spit on the carpet, wiping it in with his boot. He reached into his tunic and pulled out a flask, which he uncorked and drank from. “Would you like something to drink?” he asked. He looked witheringly at the table. “Tea and Madeira! And only Madeira because Rasputin likes it.”

I held out my glass and Minsky half-filled it with vodka. “Is he so bad?” I asked.

Minsky pointed back to where Rasputin and Alexandra sat. The monk was starting to speak more forcefully, addressing not only the Empress but the group gathered around them.

“Is that right?” Minsky asked. “Is it right for the Queen of all Russians to be on a loveseat after midnight with a peasant?”

Minsky’s complaint sounded familiar—more jealousy over his own lack of influence. As tactfully as I could, I said as much to him.

He drew himself up to his full height—considerably more than mine—and seemed to come to some decision. “Monsieur Giraud. You just illustrated one of the most insidious things about that man. He seems to have a knack for deflecting criticism by calling into question the integrity of his accusers. In my case, though, I’m afraid your defense of him falls apart.”

“I didn’t mean to be defending …”

“No, that’s all right. It’s common enough. But I am not without some influence myself. I have been the Czar’s friend since before his coronation. We served as officers together while he was in the Army, and we still ride together nearly every day. I have his ear. I am not jealous of Rasputin’s influence, though I very much fear it, and there is a great difference.”

Chagrined, I just nodded and sipped at my vodka. It was much preferable to the Madeira. Minsky seemed to hold no grudge though, and, his earlier point made, he started in again.

“I’ll tell you why I resent Rasputin’s influence—not because I dislike him, though I do, and not because he is undermining people’s respect for Nicholas and Alexandra, though he is—but because he does not understand policy or issues.”

“But surely he doesn’t make policy.”

“Ministers cannot remain in office without his blessing. He judges people by whether they are ‘good,’ not knowledgeable. And his definition of good is probably not yours or mine. He has convinced Alexandra that any criticism of the Czar or any of his policies is ‘bad.’

“So, though we are losing battles, the poor have no bread, and the army has no bullets, no official minister dares tell Nicholas these things. To do so would be disloyal!”

“I see the problem,” I said.

“Take this vodka,” Minsky said, continuing. “Before the War, production and sale of vodka was controlled by the government. It brought in thirty percent of the government’s income. Then one of Rasputin’s ministers decided that soldiers might get drunk on the night before an important battle, so he recommended to the Czar that vodka be outlawed for the duration of the War. Nicholas didn’t think much of the idea, but every other minister went along with the suggestion. The result? On the verge of the greatest war we have ever fought, we cut our budget by one-third! I ask you, Giraud, can a country survive this madness?”

“But we’re drinking vodka right now,” I said.

“That’s the hell of it! Of course we have vodka. Now every shopkeeper and potato farmer makes it illegally, and the government gets no income from it.”

“But surely,” I said, “if you know this, you can tell it to the Czar.”

Minsky took a huge pull at his flask. Then he shook his head sadly. “No, Giraud, I am a farmer fighting a flood tide. The small seeds I plant get washed away before they can flower.”

“Can nothing be done?” I asked.

He nodded toward Rasputin, now holding forth. “Against that? Listen to him.”

Even across the room, every word in the staccato rambling was clear. Rasputin sat, one knee on the floor, the other leg curled on the divan, and beseeched Alexandra to talk to the Czar.

“You must, Matuska, you must. The peasants. The starving. All they need is your prayers to the Czar. For bread, sugar, butter. Stop the trains. The troops are all right for now. The people need bread. All St. Petersburg. Everyone.”

“What’s he saying?” I asked.

“The same harangue he was giving us before Alexandra came in. He wants to have her ask the Czar to stop all troop movements to the capital, and to use the trains instead to bring in bread, sugar and butter.” Minsky was starting to slur.

“Why? Is there a shortage of supplies?” That seemed impossible after the meal I’d just been served.

“That’s the problem. The food is rotting in warehouses. It doesn’t seem to find its way into town.” He took another pull at his flask. “Last week they discovered three hundred head of cattle starved in boxcars. Someone just forgot them on a siding. They had to be used for glue.”

There was a silence from across the room and we glanced there. Alexandra was just handing the monk a glass of Madeira. It looked as though she were waiting on him. With the merest nod of acknowledgment, Rasputin took the glass, emptied it in one gulp, and continued his monologue.

Minsky swore violently under his breath. Then he raised his voice. “Father Gregory!”

Rasputin looked at him mildly. “Yes?”

“Why don’t you just have one of your ministers give the order for the trains? No need to bother the Czar.”

All other sounds in the room abruptly stopped. Minsky took a few lurching steps toward the divan. “In fact, why don’t you just wave your hands and make food appear? Can’t you do that?”

The Empress spoke up. “That’s enough, Boris.”

Minsky exaggerated a bow. “Pardon, your Majesty, but it’s not enough.” He faced Rasputin again. “Can’t you do that? Can’t you talk to God and get food and bullets and, while you’re at it, have the Germans surrender?”

Two Imperial Guardsmen entered the room from the hallway and began moving toward Minsky. He didn’t even see them, turned as he was toward the Empress. “He’s a fake, your Highness. Can’t you see that? He’s no more a man of God than I am! Look at him. Please open your eyes.”

One of the other officers in the room spoke up roughly. “Minsky, you’re close to treason.”

The Commissar exploded. “Damn this talk of treason! I’m no traitor! It’s no treason to speak the truth. Your Majesty, please, you must listen. You must …”

Rasputin gave the Empress a look and something seemed to pass between them. Suddenly Alexandra snapped at Minsky. “You will be silent! Enough!”

The guards weren’t needed. Minsky looked at the couple on the couch, shook his head in defeat and, bowing as graciously as he could, made his way out to the hallway.

The incident provided me with any proof I might have needed for Rasputin’s hold over Alexandra. It was clear to everyone in the room. He told her when and how to act, and she did his bidding immediately, without question.

Suddenly very tired, I waited a few moments for some other guests to leave, then said my good-byes to the Empress. She was graciousness itself, the problem with Minsky apparently forgotten. Rasputin, still next to her, asked if he could accompany me tomorrow when I meet Alexis, or Alyosha, the Heir Apparent. Alexandra thought that would be a wonderful idea.

In the hallway, I noticed Minsky slumped in what looked to be a drunken stupor, attended by the beautiful woman I had earlier seen by the fireplace. She was sponging his forehead, trying to bring him around. I don’t suppose he could have been in better hands.

Tomorrow will be a long day. Now I must sleep.


* If anything, Paleologue understates the General’s treachery. In 1925, when he published his memoirs, Sukhomlinov’s original dedication was not to Czar Nicholas, whom he had served for so long as War Minister, but to Kaiser Wilhelm of Germany.




[image: ]3[image: ]

[PORTIONS OF THE FOLLOWING ENTRY IN GIRAUD’S DIARY, NOTED BY ELLIPSES, ARE ILLEGIBLE. IT IS PRESUMED HE WROTE IT IN HASTE ON THE TRAIN FROM TSARKOYE SELO TO ST. PETERSBURG.]
(OCTOBER 11, 1916.)

… some explanation for his presence, but he didn’t have time. He mentioned a dinner later in the week. Paleologue may be right about nothing being as it seems.

In any event, I was up by daybreak, which was nearly nine a.m. I was groggy from last night’s food and drink, but a breakfast of tea and some harsh …

… to the rail station. The chill had deepened and the sky hung low and gray, presaging snow. The nobles’ houses that lined the boulevard, that only yesterday had looked so impressive, now seemed to squat depressingly under the impending force of nature.

In front of one of them, a small crowd had gathered—several children with their governesses, five or six members of the Imperial Guard, perhaps une douzaine of townspeople. I passed closely enough to hear someone say the name Minsky, and that stopped me. Curious, I went to the stoop and inquired as to what had happened.

“The Commissar is dead,” someone told me.

“Minsky?”

“Da.”

“But how?”

No one seemed to know. We all stood shivering, waiting for the inspector who was within to come to the door and tell us some news. Other passers-by stopped and gathered until there was quite a crowd. I was supposed to be on a train to St. Petersburg to meet Rasputin and Alexis, but I decided to wait. There was no sign yet if it was a murder, but I found it hard to believe that the vital man I had spoken with last night had simply died in his sleep.

And if it was another murder, it would undoubtedly play some part in the timing for my own mission. I had to know.

But the crowd was beginning to get restless. Catcalls and jeers rose on the morning air as an additional six Imperial Guardsmen, mounted with sabers drawn, appeared from out of nowhere, it seemed, to encircle us. I must say they did nothing to provoke any disturbance, but their presence, and the resentment it caused among the townspeople, was an indication of the tenuous nature of the civil peace …

… specifically forbidden on the streets, even here among the nobles in Tsarkoye Selo. That this chance gathering at the scene of a death could provoke a political demonstration didn’t speak well for the stability of the Romanov reign.

Some signal must have been passed from the mounted guards to those sealing off the house, for someone went inside and in only a few moments an extremely old, crooked and bald gentleman appeared in the doorway. His blue pants were pleated, baggy and threadbare, and his open shirt needed to be ironed. Yet when he addressed the crowd, his voice, remarkably shrill and clear, was the very soul of authority.

“You are all asked to disperse. We have an unfortunate situation here involving the death of Commissar Minsky.” He turned and spoke to someone in the house, out of my vision. Unfortunately, his words were easily heard. “They don’t have to know that. We don’t know that.”

“Don’t have to know what?” someone yelled from the crowd and as though with one movement, it began to press forward.

“What’s Nicholas hiding now?” someone else cried.

“Please, remain calm! There is nothing to know. Commissar Minsky appears to have had too much to drink, much too much. He died in his sleep. Now …”

From behind the old man came a deep bellow that chilled me more than the autumn wind. Though it had been months since I’d heard that voice, it was as familiar to me as my own name. It said one word, in English. “Rubbish!”

And next to the inspector, dwarfing him and filling the doorway with his presence, loomed the immense bulk of Auguste Lupa. Since I’d last seen him, he’d gained perhaps twenty kilograms, but he still looked powerful rather than fat. He looked out over the crowd for a second, then turned to face the other man. “Minsky was murdered,” he said quietly, though his voice easily carried to where I stood.

“This is not the proper time,” the inspector answered.

“It never is!” a man beside me …

“… that he didn’t walk to his bed.”

The two men didn’t even seem aware of the growing commotion at their feet …

… quiet down. Instead they disappeared back into the house. As the guards began to show signs of spurring their horses into the crowd, it began to break up of its own accord. I waited, lagging behind, while the rest of the people went their ways. Finally, I mounted the stoop and asked one of the guards if I might speak to Lupa. Somewhat to my surprise, he knew the name, and waved me in.

I could hear a discussion continuing as I walked through the hallways to the back of the house.

“Here,” Lupa said, “these black marks to the bed.”

“They could be anything,” the higher voice said.

“In fact, they could be nothing except what they are—the signs of being dragged by the armpits while his bootblack lined the floor.”

I got to the door.

The inspector spoke. “I don’t even grant that. But other than that, what is there?”

“There is the fact that he is lying in bed, neatly covered by his bedsheet, but with his boots still on. Anyone who is so drunk that he falls into bed with his boots on does not first turn down the bedsheet and crawl under. Further, as you well know, someone called his guards to escort him from the party at Vyroubova’s. When they arrived, he’d already gone, and was in bed when they got here.”

“That’s circumstantial.”

“And how did someone so drunk find his way home alone?”

“He may have simply gotten impatient.”

Lupa shook his head. “A man who, you contend, had drunk so much that he would shortly die from it? No, Inspector, you can’t have it both ways. He was either sober enough to walk home alone, in which case he wouldn’t have died from the drinking, or he was brought here, already in a stupor, by his murderer.”

Lupa turned from the dead man on the bed and was looking directly at me. His face broke into what was, for him, a broad smile—his mouth lifted perhaps a centimeter. “Ah, Jules,” he said, “satisfactory.”

This greeting totally mystified me, but I didn’t have time to reflect on it since he immediately went back to the topic. “Would you like more?”

“Da. You would expect a white crust around his mouth, would you not? That is a symptom of arsenic poisoning, not alcohol.”

“Pah!” Lupa exclaimed, including me in his response. “Everyone who’s read Madame Bovary thinks he’s an expert on arsenic. It is child’s play to wipe off the residue.” He faced the old man. “No, Monsieur Dubniev, it is irrefutably arsenic poisoning. Come here, closer.”

Dubniev approached the bedside. Lupa, rather forcefully I thought, pushed the man’s face over Minsky’s. “Now inhale,” he said. As the inspector did so, Lupa pressed on Minsky’s chest, forcing out the tidal air.

“What do you smell?” Lupa asked.

Dubniev straightened up, his face twisted in revulsion. “Garlic,” he said.

Lupa’s lips curled again in his peculiar smile. “Exactly, sir. Garlic.”

The old man looked confused. “Is that a telling point? I’m afraid I miss its significance.”

Lupa put an arm against one of the bedposts and leaned against it. “The smell of garlic is indicative of arsenic poisoning.”

The inspector laughed. “It’s also indicative of a taste for escargots.”

“True,” Lupa admitted, “and in another country at another time, the smell of garlic on a corpse’s breath might mean nothing. But here in Russia, in the Fall, after three years of war”—he ticked off the points with his fingers—“there is no garlic.”

“How can you be …?”

“I spent last night cooking in the Czar’s kitchen. Believe me, sir, there is no garlic. None, not a clove. I would not have missed it.”

“That doesn’t prove …”

“Excuse me, but of course it does. If the Czar’s kitchen doesn’t have a spice, you may rest assured it is not available in all of Russia.”

Dubniev looked down, defeated by Lupa’s knowledge. “I will order the autopsy,” he said, sullenly, and I sensed that my friend had made an enemy.

But he was not excessively jubilant at his victory. “It doesn’t matter. Someone killed him—the autopsy will merely confirm it.” He turned to me. “Jules, it’s good to see you. How was the Baltic?”

The question seemed plausible only because I was used to Lupa’s deductive ability, though I don’t understand how he could have known I made the trip by the northern route rather than the more common one through the Mediterranean and the Black Sea, then up by train from the Crimea.

Dubniev bowed rather stiffly and asked Lupa if there was anything more to be done before he returned to his headquarters.

After a moment’s hesitation, Lupa nodded. “Have some breakfast, Monsieur. It will put things in a better perspective.”

I knew Lupa well enough to know that he wasn’t being flip, but the response seemed to strike Dubniev badly. Without a further word, he turned and marched from the room.

“That was …” I began.

Lupa shrugged. “It’s understandable. The man is completely beyond his depth. He is, in fact, near panic, and of all times, now he should be rested and well-fed. Instead, he stays up pondering, forgets to eat …” He sighed. “It’s no wonder he feels threatened, but he should realize that I’m here to help him, not take his job.”

“You’re working here then?” I asked.

Lupa nodded. “I have only just begun.” He cast a fleeting glance back at the body on the bed. “It is a bad business. But come,” he said, “there’s nothing more to be done in this room. How about you? Have you eaten? There’s a kiosk down by …”

… his third cup of tea and the last of his sixth or seventh piroshki.

He leaned back against the wall of the train station, arms crossed in front of him, his eyes nearly closed. I was being closely scrutinized, and decided I would take the opportunity to turn the tables on my friend. Fifteen months before, when I’d first met Lupa, he had carried himself with an air of youthful enthusiasm. Now, though he was still a young man of perhaps twenty-seven or -eight, his experiences as an agent behind the invisible front of this terrible war had obviously aged him.

There is a gravity now recognizable in him, underscored by the physical weight he’s added to his frame. His face is at once ruddier, more healthy, and wearier, more strained. The paradox lends the whole a great deal of character that was not as obvious before. He still combs his dark brown hair straight back, emphasizing the strong high forehead, the heavy brows.

“Your life has agreed with you, then,” he said at last. “With Tania. And you’ve had a child?”

I nodded, smiling. “A girl, Michelle.”

“Ah, congratulations. You’re doing your own cooking?”

“It was impossible to replace Fritz,” I said. “I didn’t even try.”

“Yes,” Lupa agreed. “He is brilliant. We’ve stayed in touch.”

“So have we.”

Lupa’s eyes gleamed with humor, and I suddenly realized why. Accustomed as I was to his displays of deductive virtuousity, I could think of nothing in my dress or bearing that might have given away the fact that I’d had a child and did most of my own cooking. Obviously, Fritz had filled him in on those details, and he was enjoying his charade that he had deduced them. Noting my look of understanding, Lupa nodded, his lips curling a fraction of an inch in a smile.

“It’s very good to see you,” he said.

I uttered some similar sentiment, but was curious about his presence in the capital. If he was investigating Minsky’s murder, he might be involved with the other Palace slayings, and if that were the case, it could affect my own mission.

In answer to my questions, he was, I thought, surprisingly forthcoming. “Just so, Jules. These killings are having their effect on the Czar. Minsky’s death might push him over the edge, though I pray not.”

“Over the edge to what?”

He shrugged. “Abdication or a premature suit for peace.”

“Do you think he might actually abdicate?”

The train’s whistle blew. It would be leaving shortly for the short run into St. Petersburg. Lupa accompanied me as I walked to the platform. “He is in a precarious state. He might do anything.”

“And have you made any progress?” I asked. “Does there seem to be any connection between the murders?”

“That’s what I hope to find out. And you …” He paused, then continued in a different vein. “Well, there have been four murders now. The first, Dieter Bresloe, was the Czar’s confidant and bodyguard. He was blown to pieces in his room. Next was Sergei Lubovitch, a member of the Imperial Guard and the Czar’s chess partner. His throat was cut. The last before Minsky was Duke Pavlaya Beretska, Nicholas’ second cousin and Lord of the Hunt. Nicholas loves to hunt.”

“How was he killed?”

Lupa looked disgusted. “Another grenade, this one at the Winter Palace after he’d been to visit the royal children.”

The train whistle blew again; the wheels began to turn. I stepped aboard. “So they were all close to the Czar?”

Lupa walked alongside as the train gathered speed. “That’s all,” he said. “It’s not much.”

I started to say something as the train let out another tremendous shriek. The words were lost. Lupa raised a hand in farewell. While I watched, he turned and went back into the station, lost in thought, head down.

Rasputin’s flat at 20, 63–64 Gorokhavaya Street was a short walk from the train station, just opposite police headquarters. Last night, the monk had instructed me to take the back way up from the internal courtyard to his apartment, and when I got to the landing three flights up, I understood why. A line of visitors already had formed behind a velvet rope that was tied across the hallway.

A man stood at the door, controlling who went in or out. When I told him who I was, he consulted a list on which appeared to be scribbled names and appointment times, and then ushered me in and closed the door behind me.

I felt somewhat at a loss since the flat appeared to be empty. It was still long before noon, and I thought perhaps, after staying late at Vyroubova’s, the starets wasn’t yet awake.

Walking through the antechamber, I became aware of some presence but I can’t really say how I noticed it. Did I smell something, sense movement? Was there some almost unheard sound that registered?

To my left was a large bare chamber with chairs arranged around the walls and a samovar in one corner. Religious icons were the only decoration. On my right was a dining room with a table on which sat a bowl of fresh fruit and several vases of flowers. The furniture was of that same style, or lack of it, that characterized the Mauve Room and Vyroubova’s house.

Now I heard a definite sound through the door beyond the dining room. Pushing it open, I realized I had intruded into Rasputin’s bedroom, and I would have backed out at once had what I saw not arrested me.

Rasputin, completely naked, stood facing away from me. His back was already covered with red welts, and as I watched he continued to flog himself, slowly and regularly, with some sort of weighted leather thong.

Of course, flagellation is an important part of some religious sects, but I’d never seen it practiced before and it horrified me. Reflexively, I backed away a step, knocking into the door. At the noise, Rasputin stopped abruptly and turned to face me.

Just as he did so, however, there was another noise from still another door off his bedroom. That door opened, and a woman stepped out of what must have been a bath or dressing room. Her hair was in disarray and her skin blotched, but otherwise she was dressed like a noblewoman.

In my career I have been in many types of situations, but never before had I been in a room with a woman and a naked man. Acutely embarrassed, I made to leave, but Rasputin stopped me.

“No!” He turned to the woman. “You! My cassock, then go.”

Obediently, the woman grabbed his robe and handed it to him. Then, without a word, she brushed quickly past me and was gone, closing the door behind her.

When I turned back, Rasputin had donned the cassock and was smiling at me. “Sin is the first step to holiness,” he said, without a trace of apology. “To Alyosha, yes? Tea? Here or there?”

I am getting used to his staccato way of talking. I was beginning to feel the man might be mad, though subsequent events today make me hesitate to try to label him. He has some power—that is certain. I must reserve my judgment. I sense that he would be the worst possible enemy to have at court.

He didn’t really seem to care about whether I wanted to go directly to the Winter Palace. He, it seemed, was going to have tea. We went together into the bare room I’d seen earlier, and he poured two cups from the samovar. He drank like a Russian peasant, through a lump of sugar held in his front teeth.

The moment of relative silence gave me time to collect my thoughts and somewhat recover my sangfroid. Though he had handled my unexpected arrival in his room with great presence of mind, I thought it would be instructive to see his reaction to other events.

“Have you heard?” I said as casually as I could between sips of tea, “Commissar Minsky is dead.”

At first, he made no response to my statement. He took another sip of his tea, then looked at me as if wondering when I had arrived and what I was doing there. Gradually, those frightening eyes widened, then narrowed, and he slowly took the lump of sugar from his mouth and placed it in his saucer. “What did you say?

“They think it was murder.”

“Murder,” he repeated, as though it were a word he’d never heard before. He stood up, then walked to the window and stared down into the back courtyard. “This will be hard for the little father.”

“The little father?” I noticed the change in his voice pattern. He was speaking in sentences, not phrases.

“Nicholas,” he said abstractedly, “the Czar.”

“Forgive me,” I said, “but I got the impression last night that you and Minsky were enemies of some sort. At the least, that you had grave differences.”

He turned back from the window, his eyes blazing. He was clearly sensitive to even the mildest of criticism.

“Minsky was a friend to Nicholas, and the little father needs his friends.” Then, as though remembering that he was out of character, he went back to his babbling. “His burden. The War. Killings. Blood everywhere. No one will survive it.”

“Be that as it may, you argued.”

He stood up straight, pounded on his chest with one hand. “We are Russians! We drink, we fight, then we forget. Minsky was a patriot, a true Russian. He loved the Czar!”

“But he didn’t love you.”

“I? Who am I? A simple peasant. I don’t matter.”

Oddly, I felt that he truly believed what he was saying. My feelings about the monk were shifting as quickly as his moods. One moment he appeared nearly insane, raving and making pronouncements, and the next he was in fact a simple peasant, somewhat awed by the position in which he found himself, and naturally possessive of it, but withal an honest and concerned Russian with a deep commitment to the Czar and Czarina.

It is good to remember here that love of the Czar is the definition of loyalty Truer here and now even than it was when Louis XIV uttered his famous “L’état, c’est moi,” Nicholas is the state.

While it is a fact that Russia has a legislative body, called the Duma, it is only a decade old and has no real power. By that I mean it has no power to enact legislation. In fact, all law is directly the will of the Czar. All appointments, all pardons, positions, expenditures—in short, every decision on every conceivable topic is ultimately the Czar’s to make. Even if there are laws covering some situation, that law can be overridden by the simple expedient of petitioning Nicholas.

And here, I’m beginning to understand, is the root of Rasputin’s power. To use Minsky’s phrase, he has the ear of the Czar—or in his case, the Czarina, which may be more effective in that he is at one stroke proposer and lobbyist.

We finished our tea. Perhaps in the time we’d talked, Rasputin had seen something in me that he finally decided he trusted. Though I questioned him rather closely about Minsky, I accepted most of his explanations. Perhaps he came to see that I was not a critic, merely a questioner. In any event, when we had put down our cups, he came and stood in front of me, taking my arms in his incredibly strong hands, and stared into my eyes as he had last night.

I didn’t look away, but neither did I feel the almost hypnotic power in his gaze. As a matter of fact, after a moment I smiled at him, rather as man to man, as if to say, “Enough of this nonsense. Let us do our work.”

And he in turn smiled at this understanding, clapped me on the shoulder, and said, “Your heart is in the right place. Come, we’ll meet the prince.”

He disappeared into his room for another moment, and reappeared wearing heavy boots and black pants under his cassock. Another royal blue shirt peeked from under the black religious robe. If there was a contradiction there, he seemed as oblivious to it as to the rest of his actions.

Interestingly, from this time on he spoke to me normally. I think the two-word phrases and staccato delivery either must be nervousness or an act he delivers for the benefit of those who might be moved by it. When he saw it had no effect on me—it certainly did not make me feel that he was any more holy or inspired—he dropped the pretense entirely. At least that made for easier communication.

We ducked out of his apartment via the back stairway. The people waiting on the landing behind the rope pressed forward, but Rasputin merely blessed them and led me quickly away.

“They are sheep,” he said. “They all want something. They will wait until I return.”

A light, wet snow had begun to fall. We walked out through the courtyard, past a group of lounging men in greatcoats, who bestirred themselves as we came abreast of them and fell in behind us.

“Who are they?” I asked.

The starets didn’t even turn to look. “Detectives,” he said. “Beletsky, one of our ministers, thinks I ought to be protected. I humor them.”

“Protected from what?”

We had come to the Neva, the shortest and coldest of rivers, and turned up toward the Winter Palace.

“Assassination.” He waved his hands as though pushing away the idea. “It is a conceit. I am being watched, spied upon. It is ludicrous.”

“Why do they do that?”

He was setting a pace I found difficult to match. The snow was beginning to fall heavily now and we were quickly outdistancing many of the detectives.

“They want to discredit me with Alexandra. But the Czar already knows I am a sinner. And I keep their son alive.”

I glanced sideways at him to see if there was any trace of irony or humor in that statement, but I could see he meant it literally.

I wanted to question him further on that but the foot traffic in the street had become heavier as we came nearer the Palace, and people had begun recognizing him. The first was a boy, no more than twelve, who ran up next to us, imploring “Father Gregory” to give him some food. Without breaking stride, Rasputin produced a small loaf of bread and an apple from his cassock.

In a city with a starving populace, such largess doesn’t go unnoticed, and before long a small crowd of children had attached themselves to us, calling out and begging almost in a chant.

Rasputin stopped at the entrance to the Winter Palace. I was ready to duck inside when I saw that he had no intention of avoiding the young mob. Instead, he turned and raised his hand in a blessing.

The children all knelt in the swirling snow and listened to Rasputin talk softly to them. As he spoke, he motioned them forward one by one and gave each a bite to eat—some fruit, bits of bread, pieces of cheese. His message was simple, delivered over and over in his staccato manner. “Russia needs your prayers. Go home. Be with your mothers. Pray for the Czar. There will be bread.”

It seemed to be a different Rasputin, a glimpse of a real holy man. Through the snow I could see a few of the detectives who had stayed with us watching the scene. When the last of the children had been fed, and had gone—presumably home to their mothers to pray—Rasputin took me by the arm and we entered the Palace.

“I wonder if that will make it into their reports to the Czar,” he said, and immediately my sense of his goodness was marred by doubts over whether he had somehow orchestrated a charade.

Paleologue’s words came back to me with renewed force: “In St. Petersburg, nothing is what it seems.”

I have already commented on the size of the Palace. As Rasputin and I walked toward the children’s quarters, I realized that what I had thought was one of the largest and most complex structures I had ever been in was really only half of it. The building is actually in the shape of a huge rectangle with a courtyard within it. The long side of the structure, against the river, houses offices of people such as Sukhomlinov and quarters for visitors like myself. It also affords a view across the river to the Petropavlovskaya Krepost’, the Fortress of Ss. Peter and Paul, a walled prison from which no inmate has ever escaped.

The street side of the Palace is the more heavily guarded. It is the city residence of the Czar’s family and, as such, like Tsarkoye Selo, it is almost a city in its own right. Under the high ceilings are myriad booths dispensing goods for the royal table (which Rasputin told me were wasted—Nicholas, Alexandra and the children all ate simply). Nevertheless, the shops seemed to be flourishing. The contrast with the poverty in the streets outside could not have been more complete. There were also stores—storerooms might be a better word—with furniture, bolts of cloth, hardware, bric-a-brac. So well-provisioned did they appear to be on this side of the Palace that I briefly entertained the amusing thought that they could mount a seige on St. Petersburg from within.

Of course, we had no trouble entering this enclave. Rasputin and I were admitted without a show of identification. Presumably anyone in the company of the starets was considered safe, a notion I find potentially quite dangerous.

When we had gone through the public area, we came to another checkpoint, and here again we entered unmolested. I asked Rasputin if he had really predicted my arrival.

He stopped and looked at me as though surprised at the question. “The matushka was distraught. I told her that her son would soon have his French tutor.”

“And she took that to mean me?”

The lids came down, half covering his eyes. “Did you not?” he asked. It was the same tone he had used when he told me that he kept the Czar’s son alive, and I haven’t yet decided if he is merely a brilliant opportunist, claiming successes for coincidences, or whether he really does have some powers of healing or foresight that he may not fully understand and yet fully believes in. Certainly what happened next speaks well for the latter.

We had just come into a rotunda off which led several hallways when we heard a regular drumlike tattoo followed immediately by the sustained screams of young girls. Wasting not a second, Rasputin ran for the sound, his cassock flowing. I was only a step behind him.

At the end of the hallway, we stopped at the entrance to what might have been designed as a grand ballroom. Now, the marble floors of the huge chamber were covered end to end with straw, and over the straw was galloping an enormous Arabian stallion, nostrils flared and panicked, squealing like a pig.

On the magnificent animal’s back clung a small boy in a soldier’s uniform. Across the room, four girls in white dresses huddled together around another figure. As the horse came upon them, it rose up on its hind legs, turning from the wall, and the girls screamed, panicking the animal even more.

Without any hesitation, Rasputin ran to the middle of the room and began whistling, yelling, jumping up and down, anything to get the horse’s attention.

As the stallion turned from another headlong rush at the distant wall, the boy added to the cacophony with a scream of his own. He was holding to the pommel with both hands, his feet miraculously still in the stirrups. The reins dragged between the horse’s flying hooves, and foam flecked its distended mouth.

“Griskha!” the boy yelled. “Grishka!”

Grishka is the diminutive of Gregory, and I realized the boy had seen Rasputin and was yelling for help.

The horse put its head down now and charged at the monk. But as soon as he knew that the stallion had seen him, Rasputin stopped his wild gesticulating. Instead, he stood stock still with outspread arms, and began a kind of singing in a deep voice that echoed from the gilded walls. The words were pure gibberish, or perhaps some peasant dialect that I didn’t know. Maybe, in fact (when I reflect on it now), he was speaking in tongues. In any event, it seemed that it would be his last action, since the charge showed no sign of slowing. We all watched horrified as the animal bore down upon the holy man. Surely he would be trampled to death!

Rasputin stood his ground. The horse galloped down the length of the room. Then, suddenly, when no more than ten meters separated them, the stallion visibly slowed. It was too close to stop, but the animal passed by Rasputin, who turned as if he were a matador executing a madrilena, without a cape.

Following his lead, the horse seemed to be struggling to come to a full stop and get back to the starets. It finally did so, then turned around, dropping its proud head, and shuffled almost lazily, snorting, until it came and nuzzled its nose into Rasputin’s bosom.

Immediately, a rough-looking man with a huge mustache, dressed in a sailor’s uniform, ran up and took the shaken Heir Apparent from the saddle. Rasputin continued to stroke the stallion’s face, speaking quietly to it. He took yet another apple from the bountiful cassock and fed it to the beast. The girls rushed up to surround him as I approached from the other side. But no one said a word. No one dared interrupt.

Only when satisfied that the horse was calmed did Rasputin look up. He seemed genuinely surprised by the crowd surrounding him. The sailor, who on closer inspection looked even more like a thug, handed Alexis to Rasputin, who chucked him gently on the chin and smiled.

“You did well not to fall,” he said.

The boy, a well-formed, even handsome twelve year old, beamed. “How did you stop it?”

With no hesitation, as though he believed it to be the truth, Rasputin answered, “God wanted it to stop. He wanted no harm to come to you.”

The sailor spoke up. “It is too late for that. He’ll be bruised.”

Rasputin put the boy down and glared at the man. “The bruises will not be serious.”

“They don’t have to be! You don’t know the …”

“Enough!” It was a woman’s voice. The horse blocked my vision of who had spoken. “Derevenko, it might be better if you took his Highness to be examined.”

Rasputin bowed meekly to the command, though I thought I sensed irony even in that action. “As you wish, Elena. It couldn’t hurt.” He looked at me. “As it turns out, the tutoring will have to wait.”

“Oh, is the new tutor …?”

From behind the stallion stepped the graceful figure of the woman I had seen last night at Vyroubova’s. When she saw me, she smiled as if secretly pleased at something, then extended her hand with a natural self-possession I couldn’t help but admire.

“Hello,” she said, with a flawless British accent, “I’m Elena Ripley.”

If she had been an enigmatic and distantly lovely vision last night—a precious and untouchable cameo—today she radiated a wholesome freshness that was nevertheless somehow consistent with the earlier image. Her beauty was so transcendent it makes style seem wholly irrelevant.

And yet she wasn’t intimidating. Rather, without being in the least forward, she projected warmth, invited friendship. She must have been aware of the potential power of her beauty—her imperious tone to Derevenko and Rasputin was evidence of that—but I could see it was not her way to wield it.

Elena, drama tutor to the Grand Duchesses and governess to Tatiana, introduced me to the four of them—Olga, Tatiana, Marie, and Anastasia. Finally I met Alexis, who, now that the immediate danger had passed, seemed high-spirited and intelligent.

As soon as the introductions began, Rasputin took the horse by the bridle and walked away with it. Elena was apologetic that my tutoring of Alexis would have to wait, but she demanded that Derevenko take the boy to his doctors to be checked. Evidently, internal bruises are as serious as cuts for him—and this morning’s ride would have bruised nearly anyone.

As soon as Alyosha and Derevenko had gone, all four of the Grand Duchesses began coaxing Rasputin to rejoin them. They seemed genuinely fond of him, asking him to tell them what must have been a familiar story of Russian peasant life. When he came back over to us, leaving the horse with a servant, Elena separated herself from the group. Her distaste for the monk was obvious, but she was too well-bred to show it overtly.

I listened to the first few words of Rasputin’s story, but I really had no interest in it, and if I wasn’t going to be instructing Alexis today, I had other appointments to keep. Waiting for a natural break in the tale, I bowed and bid them all adieu.
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(OCTOBER 14, 1916.)

Last night’s dinner must, indeed, have been a special occasion. Supplies here in the city are so low that Paleologue and his staff share their meals and their servants with the English embassy!

I have nothing against the British. They are brave fighters and loyal allies. What they lack in élan and panache is more than compensated for in their contributions to, among other things, world literature, for example.

But their food! Ugh!

It must be one of Paleologue’s greatest hardships to bear with this arrangement in the name of international cooperation. I was invited to lunch, but upon seeing the greasy sausages, cold toast, radish or beet sandwiches, tea with milk poured into it, not a green vegetable in sight, I said that I had just come from a huge breakfast and couldn’t eat a thing.

When we left the dining room, Maurice told me that the kitchen prepares English food one day, French the next, and that I had arrived on the wrong day. Not, he added, that the French food was that much better.

“Surely there must be a huge difference,” I remonstrated. We were in his office having cigars. Fortunately, he had somehow contrived to have his samovar play a part in creating a passable blend of coffee. After merely viewing the British clotted cream, I was happy to drink something strong and black.

Paleologue stroked his pointed chin. “No, Giraud, there is not much difference. We don’t have supplies, you see.”

“But surely last night …”

“Last night was a state dinner for the Czar.”

“But the food was excellent.”

“Sublime,” he agreed. “But come here. Look.”

I stood and walked over to his desk. With a key, he opened a cabinet that had been built into it. Within was a platter laden with many of last night’s staples—a bowl of sugar lumps, another of butter, three loaves of bread, several apples and pears, a brick of cheese. At my questioning look, the ambassador smiled. “Our greatcoats are good for more than fighting the cold.”

I was shocked to see the official representative of my country stooping to such levels, and probably did not hide my feelings adequately. But Paleologue was immune to my scruples. He closed and locked the cabinet, motioned for me to sit again, and gave me a little speech.

“Don’t make the mistake which is ruining this country, Giraud. Don’t let yourself be cut off from reality. The palace is an unreal world where nothing is wrong, there is plenty of food, the Czar makes no mistakes, and the people are all happy and simple peasants.

“There is no way that I can overemphasize the seriousness of the situation here. There is very little food. The people are quite close to revolt. Mismanagement, incompetence, plain stupidity are rampant here, as are greed, fear and panic. What you see at Tsarkoye Selo and here at the Winter Palace is the last flicker of the nineteenth century, of the world you and I grew up in.

“Now it is not merely a new century—it is a different world, and there is no place in it anymore for the finer sensibilities—gentility, honor, charm. It pains me to say it, but what we are doing, especially here in St. Petersburg, is slogging through, trying our best to survive, and survive alone.”

“But surely,” I said, alarmed at his pessimism, “survival alone is no goal. Without what you’re calling the finer sensibilities, what is the point to living?”

“Ask that question and you won’t live to enjoy the answer,” he said. Then, realizing his harshness, he continued. “Giraud, I don’t mean to attack you. Maybe I’ve been here too long. I forget that there is another world—a Paris, for example, even a …” But, choked with emotion, he couldn’t finish.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

He waved it off, puffing at his cigar. “And now to business. The offer?”

“First there is something else that might bear upon it. Have you heard about Minsky?”

He thought a moment. “I don’t believe I know a Minsky.”

“He is a Commissar, one of the Czar’s equestrian guard. I met him last night. In his own words, he is the last personal friend of Nicholas at court—all the rest defer to Rasputin.”

“Well, what of him?”

When, I told Maurice of the murder, he first had no response other than to close his eyes and draw reflectively on his cigar. He remained in that attitude so long that I wondered if he had perhaps forgotten my presence.

“Sir?” I asked.

Slowly, it seemed unwillingly, he pulled himself up and out of his reverie. With a deep sigh, he forced himself to speak.

“You are correct, Giraud. This will bear upon your mission.”

“What do you think I ought to do?”

He stood and began pacing back and forth from the bookcase to the fireplace. “It is hard to say Initially, I was going to tell you to get to Nicholas and force a commitment as soon as possible. He is newly back from Spala, and in the past it has been after those tours as Commander-in-Chief that he has been most enthusiastic for the War. Now, though … now I am not sure.”

“You think it might be wiser to wait?”

“Not exactly I think he simply may not be prepared to make decisions. And there’s no point in showing our hand until we can bet it.”

“But now would seem ideal to me. If we present a strong argument, in his preoccupied state he might commit before realizing all the implications.”

Paleologue sat on the edge of his desk. “No, no. You don’t know Nicholas. He doesn’t act that way. These murders—there have been three before this, you know—have worked on his will. Of all rulers, he is the least aware of the position he is in. His immediate family is his life. In mentality, he is extremely petit bourgeois. Have you seen his apartments? The furnishings?”

He stopped, checking himself. “Well, that is irrelevant. But he rules Russia as though he were running a small business. This is not to say he is a bad man. To the contrary, he is simple goodness personified.”

“But they call him ‘Bloody Nicholas.’”

“He has had bad luck.” Perhaps realizing how apologetic that sounded, the diplomat covered himself. “Not that he hasn’t made mistakes, Giraud. He has. But they almost always have been out of naiveté, out of wanting to do the right thing and simply lacking the sensitivity to see what it is.

“It began,” he continued, “on the day of his coronation. The peasants showed up in such numbers for the celebration that they couldn’t fit into the area arranged for them. Then the word went out that they were running out of beer. You know how that is. Well, hundreds of people were killed in the ensuing crush.”

I started to interrupt, but he stopped me. “No, that wasn’t all. What made our Czar ‘Bloody Nicholas’ is that he was advised to attend the Coronation Ball that night. The smart move, of course, would have been to have canceled it in sympathy for the dead, but Nicholas’ uncles persuaded him that it was essential that he not disappoint the visiting foreign guests who were looking forward to the ball. Needless to say, the peasantry took his attendance there as the utmost callousness on his part. Hence, Bloody Nick.”

“And that, I take it, isn’t an isolated case.”

“Not at all. The man just moves along from crisis to crisis, always seeking to do what is right. But the nature of government is that it needs a guiding policy, and he has none, other than belief in the autocratic principle that he can do no wrong and, astoundingly, that he doesn’t want his wife mad at him.”

“You must be exaggerating.”

“How else do you explain Rasputin?”

I thought about it and conceded that he might have a point. “But where does that leave me and my offer?”

Maurice went back around his desk and sat down. “I think it makes us very vulnerable. He might very well refuse.”

“But why?”

“Because, Giraud, he is sick of this war. He is losing in the North and he knows it. And now his friends are being killed. Remember what I just told you—his family life, his intimate circle, is his reality. And now the War is encroaching on that.

“This latest murder—though any of the previous ones might as well have done it—might be the nudge he needs to sue for a separate peace. Once that is concluded, then at least he could concentrate on his family again and, to a lesser extent, on the reforms this country needs so badly. It is ticklish. I’m not sure he’ll react that way, but I think it’s possible that if we urge him too strongly in the one direction, he’ll feel like he’s being manipulated and go the other way out of contrariness, or, as he’d put it, out of exercise of the Royal Will. But I’d bet my last franc that pro-German forces are behind these killings.” He paused. “And it seems to me they know their man.”

I considered mentioning Lupa’s presence to Maurice, but decided to hold my tongue. My knowledge of the moods and intrigues of the court is still extremely limited. Even Paleologue, in spite of his official position, is untested. He might have known the Czar’s chess partner or hunted with the Lord of the Hunt. No, until I had a little more background, I would keep Lupa to myself.

Suddenly Maurice swore violently and pounded his small pudgy fist on his desk. “Damn Sukhomlinov and his meddling! If you’d presented our case to Nicholas only yesterday you might be on your way home today.”

“And now?”

“Now it seems we’re forced to take his advice and wait. We can’t push Nicholas. Maybe in a week or so he’ll be receptive again, but now I can’t permit it.”

It may have been good policy, but hearing his decision, I was struck with a disturbing sense of déjà vu. “Excuse me, Maurice,” I said, “but that, nearly word for word, was exactly what Sukhomlinov recommended. And last night you violently opposed it.”

Paleologue chewed thoughtfully on his cigar. Finally an ironic glint appeared in his eye. “It’s galling, I admit. My only defense is that since last night we’ve had another murder. It’s changed things, at least for the short term. We’d be foolish to deny it, and doubly foolish to push Nicholas just at this time.” He looked at me across his desk. “We can only hope to get some hiatus between now and the next disaster.”

“Or that the murderer is found.”

“Yes,” he said, “or that.”

Outside, the gray sky matched my spirits. Flakes of snow had begun to fall and the heavy clouds portended a major storm. I found myself wishing Lupa had accompanied me into the city. The more I was learning about Nicholas, the more these murders loomed as the major stumbling block to my mission, and no one was better equipped to get to the bottom of them than my friend Auguste Lupa.

My thoughts turned back to our earlier adventure together in Valence. When that had begun, I hadn’t known the man at all, other than by reputation. But that reputation was impressive. Though working as a chef and not yet 25 years old, Lupa had already established himself as the best espionage agent in Europe. When my friend and fellow agent Marcel Routier had been killed, Lupa and I were forced to work together, to confide in and trust one another, and out of that experience was forged a mutual respect and—perhaps unlikely, but true—a friendship.

Now, in this foreign setting, I felt that Lupa had been on the verge of confiding in me again while we talked at the train station, but that for some reason he had held back. That was cautious and reasonable, but given the importance of my role here, and the necessity to understand the Czar and his court, it is also frustrating.

He must have his reasons. And, as everyone seems to agree, I must be patient.

But walking back to the train in the swirling snow, thinking of the shopkeeper mentality of the ruler of one sixth of the earth, I once again encountered a crowd in the street. Everyone was rapt with attention, though unnaturally quiet.

“What is happening?” I asked a woman who craned her neck to see over the heads in front of her. I could make out a phalanx of Cossacks on horseback but beyond that, nothing.

“They’ve arrested four men for stealing.”

She climbed to the parapet of a lamppost. Over the bitter wind, I heard a hoarse voice giving what sounded like military orders.

“Who are they?” I asked.

“Peasants,” she answered, then added with heavy sarcasm, “The Czar loves his peasants.”

The voice of the commanding officer carried over the crowd, informing the people that theft in wartime is treason.

“What did they steal?” I asked the woman.

Then came the terrifying word. “Prigotov’tes’. Gotovy? Ready, aim …”

“Bread!” the woman shouted down at me. “They stole bread.”

“Ogan! Fire!”

The volley shattered the afternoon’s peace.

A moment of utter stillness was broken by the woman above me. From her perch above the street, she raised an arm into the air and let forth a call, thick with rage, that was taken up by the mob. As I backed away, the smell of gunpowder stinging my nose, my ears rang with the cries. “Long live the revolution! Down with the Czar! Down with Bloody Nicholas!”
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(OCTOBER 15, 1916.)

The storm let up last night. I sat it out here at my little window desk in Tsarkoye Selo, trying with little success to fathom the first hectic events of my stay here. Communication with the outside world has been impossible, though I do have a telephone that connects me with the immediate community.

I haven’t had to return to St. Petersburg. Rasputin was right about Alyosha’s bruises—they simply never developed, although Czarina Alexandra called me twice to tell me that the boy would not be able to take his lessons until it was determined there was no bleeding. Evidently the doctors are now satisfied, and I am scheduled to go in tomorrow. Rasputin’s reasoning—how he could have known that Alexis would not bleed internally—still eludes me.

Tonight I am to see Lupa again. It is not a moment too soon. I have grown extremely restless in these two days of storm-enforced confinement. Even if it is too early to present my case to the Czar, I would like to be involved in something interesting and Lupa will likely provide that opportunity.

This morning I received an invitation from a woman named Anastasia, the wife of Grand Duke Nicholas, to come to dinner. I have no idea why she would ask for me, but one glance at the guest list, which was enclosed with the invitation, was enough for me to decide to attend. Lupa was on it.

But aside from the opportunity to see Lupa and my restlessness at being shut up alone in my quarters, there was another reason to attend the dinner. The governess Elena Ripley was also to be there. Irrationally, my heart beat faster at the prospect of seeing her again.

This shamed me enough to spend the better part of the afternoon writing a letter to my wife, Tania. It is hard being apart from her for this long, knowing that a continent at war separates us, and that we may never hold each other again.

Paleologue’s comments about the modern world have been haunting me, locked up as I have been without distractions. Certainly I am no longer the same bon vivant who dallied in espionage a mere two years ago. Before hostilities began, it was all a game, albeit a serious one. Or, more precisely, one we all took seriously. But there still was a feeling that there was a “gentleman” class that took care of events and kept them in some kind of balance. In that club, it was bad form to cheat or lie. The prevailing belief was that war was a naturally occurring phenomenon whose primary function was to rearrange borders and provide a surcease from the monotonous tedium of domestic life.

Every generation should have a war! Build the character of the young! Splendid idea!

But now the rot of this War has spread to every part of society and, worse, has entered the most secret places of men’s hearts. Gentility is not worth the trouble. Commitment is a practical joke urged upon fools by charlatans. There is a new word for scoundrel—it is “realist.”

I am not immune to it myself. I have been dreaming not of my loyal and lovely Tania, but of a governess whom I don’t even know.

The excuses come readily to hand. Tania is far away and need never know. I am lonely. Life is too short and too hard, and what harm is there is a little comfort?

And of course all this is ridiculous. I’ve spoken no more than a hundred words to the woman, and what would a young and vibrant beauty like Elena Ripley see in a middle-aged courtier like myself?

I write it down to note its absurdity. Now I must dress for dinner.

I had to laugh upon being admitted to Anastasia’s house, which is less than a hundred meters from my own in Tsarkoye Selo. In neat Cyrillic script over the door to the cloakroom is crocheted the legend: “Rasputin not spoken here!”

The woman herself was formidable. Handsome, dark and buxom, she greeted me with a gaiety and force I hadn’t encountered since leaving France.

“Jules! I must call you Jules. How good of you to come. Your friend Auguste has done nothing but sing your praises. Oh, I’m so looking forward to this evening! Can I have someone get you a drink? Here, let me help you with your coat.”

Somehow getting a word in, I pointed at the embroidered sampler. “Is that enforced?”

She smiled. “It is more a joke now, but when I had it done, I was quite serious. We introduced him to court, you know.”

“We?”

“My sister Militsa and I. Surely you’ve heard of us, the Montenegrin nightingales?”

“Of course,” I lied, “and I’m delighted to finally meet you.”

Knowing that Lupa had been raised in Montenegro, the connection that had led to my invitation here was becoming more obvious. She gushed on. “We were totally taken in. But then, one makes mistakes, n’est-ce pas? Ah well, it can’t be helped. There are bounders everywhere, I suppose. Do you like whisky?”

She put a crystal glass in my hand and pushed me into the house proper as someone else knocked at the front door.

Though not large, the drawing room was sumptuously appointed. Two chandeliers glowed brightly overhead, a string quartet was playing a selection from Prbkoviev. Armchairs and settees in royal blue and red, not mauve, velvet were tastefully arranged over a turquoise Oriental rug. Fine art adorned the walls—not an icon was in sight. The effect, if slightly overdone, was nevertheless pleasing.

But again, the focus of my attention became the woman who sat demurely, a wineglass in hand, listening to the music with a faraway smile playing at the corners of her mouth. I had arrived early, and we two were thus far the only guests.

I crossed the room and lowered myself onto the far end of the couch on which she sat. Sipping my whisky, I tried to concentrate on the music, but my mind was elsewhere. Elena had her hair down, chestnut tresses falling below her shoulders. Her dress was the light yellow-orange of high clouds in a dawn sky. Eyes closed, rocking her head slightly back and forth in time to the music, she did not become aware of my presence until it ended.

“Oh,” she said, charmingly flustered. “I’m sorry. I didn’t hear … I wasn’t aware …”

I smiled. “You like Prokoviev?”

“I adore him. It is so romantic. It takes me”—she paused, seeking the right word—“it takes me home.”

Though she said it lightly, I felt the pain in the admission.

“Where is that?” I asked. “Home, I mean.”

“Originally it was Maidstone, a little town in England, in Kent. Now, I don’t know. I don’t know if any of us will have a home again.”

I moved closer to her on the couch.

“Now, now, Miss Ripley, I’m sure we will. The War can’t drag on forever.”

She sipped at her wine. “It seems they’ve been saying that forever.”

I had to admit she was right, but there was no point in belaboring that unhappy topic. “What brought you here in the first place?” I asked. “Kent is a long way from St. Petersburg.”

She smiled. “I am, or rather I was, an actress, Monsieur Giraud …”

“Jules, please.”

“Thank you. Jules, then. And I am Elena.”

“And you are an actress?”

A wistful look. “Was, I’m afraid. I haven’t been on the boards in nearly three years.”

“When you came here?”

“Yes. I was in a command performance for King George, and he commissioned the company to come here and perform for his cousin, the Czar. Do you know how alike he and King George look? It is truly startling.”

“I had no idea.”

“Well,” she sighed, remembering, “it was all very grand and exciting, coming to Russia to perform for the court. But then the War began. A few of the company decided to get out right away, but back then the general feeling was that the whole thing wouldn’t last so long.”

“I remember it well. In France we thought it would be over by Christmas.”

“Then you know. Anyway, I was young, ambitious, perhaps foolish … I didn’t know when I would see Russia again, and I didn’t want to leave before I’d experienced it. Do you know what I’m saying?”

The questioning glance, the need for approval for her actions, was touching. “Of course,” I said. “It would only be natural.”

She rewarded me with another smile. “But then, of course, it was too late. There was no getting out. When the Czarina heard that I was left behind, she graciously asked me to tutor the girls—excuse me, the Grand Duchesses—in drama and to be a sort of governess. It has been”—again that fetching pause—“rewarding.”

“But not acting.”

There was real gratitude in her eyes, as though she had finally met someone who could understand. “No,” she said, “it’s not acting.”

The band started another song and a young man in uniform came into the room. I heard the booming voice of Sukhomlinov out in the entranceway and realized that my private talk with Elena was at an end. Just before we stood, she touched my hand and nodded shyly.

“It’s really not so bad,” she said. “Thank you for listening to my silliness.”

“Now you are being silly,” I said. “It was my pleasure.”

We stood to greet the young man, Ivan Kapov, as Anastasia bubbled into the room behind Sukhomlinov and Katrina, his wife. Though Lupa hadn’t yet arrived, she directed us into the dining room where an array of hors d’oeuvres had been laid out—caviar, smoked salmon, patés of every description, iced vodka, whisky, and champagne. Though I don’t normally like to mix grape and grain, I switched to the Moët.

As I took a slice of toast covered with the luminous gray pearls of Beluga, I felt a momentary pang of guilt over the fate that had put me in this room rather than on the streets of St. Petersburg, where even our ambassador was reduced to hoarding. The memory of the executions the other day over a few loaves of coarse peasant bread rendered the first tastes of the rich fare flat and tasteless.

But with Anastasia in a room, there could be no sustained introspection. She flitted from topic to topic, from Court scandal to War news, with the unflagging enthusiasm of a schoolgirl. I learned that her husband, Grand Duke Nicholas (not to be confused with the Emperor), had been the Commander-in-Chief of the Russian army before the Czar had taken over only six months ago. I had of course known of the Duke—he was a personal friend of Freddy Foch. Almost a giant and dashingly handsome, he is revered still by the army, and is presently commanding the modestly successful campaign in Galacia.

Anastasia was recounting her husband’s latest exploits when Sukhomlinov interrupted crudely: “When will he be coming back to the capital to claim the throne, dear?”

“Lashka, don’t talk nonsense.” Katrina, his wife, did not want to discuss the subject. Looking at her face, which had been so pretty three nights before, I was struck by how wretched she looked, as though she’d been crying continually for hours.

“That’s not nonsense—it’s treason,” Anastasia said. “No one is more loyal to Nicky than my husband. You know that, Vladimir.”

Ivan Kapov, who’d been conspicuous by his silence until then, spoke up. “It’s not really a question of loyalty. The Czar has lost the confidence of the people, and …”

“That’s not true!”

Kapov took Anastasia’s hand. “My dear Annushka, of course it’s true.

He was a young man, not yet thirty, with long blond lashes over blue-green eyes. His ruddy, clean-shaven face glowed with health and good humor. The blue-sashed uniform bulged impressively over his chest, and tapered to a waist that many women might envy. He seemed to have the ability to quiet Anastasia by looking into her eyes. Now, kissing her hand almost intimately, he said quietly, “Admitting the truth isn’t treason. Neither is criticism.”

Sukhomlinov laughed loudly. “She’s in a difficult position, Ivan. Of course she wants her husband to return and take the throne, so she has to protest.”

“Too much, methinks,” Kapov said in English, darting a glance at Elena.

If she noted the allusion, she kept it to herself. Her loyalty was to Anastasia. “All the same, we really should watch what we say in front of the servants.”

It was a remark so typically British, so understatedly humorous and yet so apropos, that we all found ourselves laughing. Watching Elena as she too joined in, I was sure she saw both the irony and the pith of the statement.

However, Anastasia was not one to let any sort of silence develop in the midst of a party. “Well, then, Elena, whatever shall we talk about?”

Elena deftly included me into the conversation. “Perhaps Monsieur Giraud can tell us about the Friend’s latest miracle?” There was a bite to her voice in the reference to Rasputin.

“Are we allowed to discuss him here?”

“With suitable disclaimers,” Elena said lightly.

As simply as possible, I recounted the story of the monk and the runaway stallion, ending by saying that strange though the actual taming had been, more inexplicable to me was Rasputin’s conviction, proven true, that Alexis would suffer no bleeding.

“But Jules, surely the explanation is simplicity itself.”

I whirled around at the familiar voice. Auguste Lupa stood framed in the doorway holding a tray on which was arranged an impressive display of canapes and other finger foods.

“Ah,” he said, looking over the hors d’oeuvres table, “I see the first courses are appreciated. But then how can one fail with simple and unadorned natural ingredients?” He put his tray on the table and motioned everyone forward to it. “But these!” he said, nodding at the platter. “These creations are a better test of a chef’s mettle. Come, come, while they are hot.”

Anastasia broke in to introduce Lupa to the rest of the guests as we gathered around to sample the fruits of his labor. In the months since I’d worked with him, his deductive abilities had overshadowed the brilliance of his cuisine in my memory. But that wasn’t just. The man was possibly a better cook than he was a spy, and he was the best spy in Europe.

The array was speptacular in range as well as in depth. Crayfish restuffed into their shells with a dill mayonnaise, escargots en brioche (if pastry of such airy texture and flavor could be called brioche) with Pernod and, I noticed, no garlic, julienne breast of squab wrapped in pancetta, cod cakes with a marron onion dressing, a spicy Periwinkle and black pepper bisque served in vodka shot glasses, tiny sausages of such subtle complexity that they defy description …

The champagne flowed like water. Lupa was truly in his element as the plaudits for each new taste exceeded the last. Only Katrina Sukhomlinov seemed immune to our high spirits. She held her glass of champagne stiffly in front of her, her face a mask. She looked almost ill, and I wondered fleetingly why she had come to the dinner if she wasn’t up to it.

When we had disposed of the hors d’oeuvres, we sat down to dinner. Lupa, it seems, had prepared his Plateau Royale as a sort of tour de force. He was not Anastasia’s chef, so he sat down to dine with the rest of us.

After we’d been served our first course, sturgeon in aspic, I brought the conversation back to Lupa’s solution to how Rasputin could have known Alyosha’s bruises weren’t serious.

“But Jules, there is only one possible explanation.”

I glanced at Elena, saying that I didn’t see it.

“Nor do I,” she agreed.

“That is, of course, true. Both of you looked at something without seeing it.”

I smiled. “What should we have seen?”

“First let’s establish what you looked at. There was a horse running wild with Alexis in the saddle, as you put it ‘holding on for dear life.’ When he saw Rasputin, he called out to him. Is that all?”

Both Elena and I said yes.

“So your assumption was that Alexis, because he was screaming in panic, was somehow as out of control as the animal.”

“But he was,” Elena averred.

“No, madam, he could not have been. Unless he were perfectly in control, he would have been thrown to the floor. He might have been scared, but he was riding correctly—holding on with his hands, riding with his haunches flexed and off the saddle. It’s the only way he could have stayed on the horse. Where you, Jules, and you, Miss Ripley, saw the panic and madness of the beast, it seems that Rasputin saw the control of the rider. He also saw the fear, but fear doesn’t cause bruises.”

Anastasia said, “So there was nothing miraculous about his prediction. Another fraud!”

Sukhomlinov answered. “Not at all. He never claimed a miracle.”

“But neither did he deny it,” Elena said hesitantly.

The general chuckled. “Who can blame a man for taking advantage of other people’s false perceptions?”

“It’s not particularly honorable,” I said.

He shrugged as though that concept had no meaning for him. “But he did, after all, calm the animal in the first place, didn’t he?”

“For that,” Lupa said, “I have no explanation.”

“And with that,” Anastasia said, “let’s drop this topic. Surely there must be better things to discuss than Rasputin.”

Elena took the cue. “Jules, can you tell us what brings you to St. Petersburg?”

Possibly I’d had too much champagne. At any rate, I was entirely forthright in my response.

“Oh dear,” Anastasia said when I’d finished, “first religion and now politics. How can we enjoy our dinner?”

“Rasputin is hardly ‘religion,”’ Katrina said. They were her first words since she had chided her husband.

“I really am going to forbid his name being mentioned if this continues.” Anastasia’s party was turning all too serious. “Ivan, surely there are other things to discuss.”

But she had appealed to the wrong man. Kapov smiled thinly, and addressed himself to me. “You realize, Giraud, that if we keep fighting, as you propose, then we are doomed. But of course,” he added sarcastically, “that doesn’t matter if France can survive.”

“Oh, dear,” Anastasia said again.

Lupa interjected. “And if you stop fighting you will get a peace from Germany that will make what it did to France in ‘70 seem mild.”

“And that was rape,” I added hotly. Both Elena and Anastasia were shocked at the word, but it was appropriate for the reparations Germany had forced on us, for annexing Alsace-Lorraine, for marching its army through l’Arc de Triomphe.

“Nonsense,” Sukhomlinov retorted. “You have no appreciation of the ties that bind the Kaiser and the Czar. They were allies against Japan, you remember, less than a decade ago.” He stabbed some food on his plate, but continued speaking. “You republicans forget the value of blood …”

“What an unfortunate turn of phrase,” I said.

Kapov joined in again. “The General means blood relationships. Nicholas and Wilhelm are cousins, after all.”

“And ten million people have died,” Lupa said blandly. “Just imagine if they didn’t like each other.”

“Events took over,” Sukhomlinov said.

“So it would seem,” I responded. “And now what we’re trying to do is help Russia until we can fortify the Western Front. America will be joining the War in the Spring.”

“Wilson will never join a war,” Kapov said.

“And even if America does,” the General said, “what will it matter? They’ve never fought in Europe. Untested armies don’t win battles.”

“Neither, it would seem, do unarmed ones,” Lupa said. It was a direct blow to Sukhomlinov, who had failed so miserably while he had been Minister of War to put Russian factories to work making munitions, with the result that brave Russian troops often went to battle without weapons, with instructions to loot the battlefield for arms as they came upon them.

The General flushed deeply as Kapov started to say something in his defense. But evidently Anastasia had had enough. She rose from her chair and fairly shouted, “Gentlemen, please!”

Kapov, who had risen halfway out of his chair, bowed in deference to her wishes and offered a tight-lipped apology. The Grand Duchess nodded her acceptance, smiled formally at each of us, and sat down. “Now,” she said, striving against the current for the earlier light tone, “I think we’d all be happier discussing something else. Auguste, won’t you entertain us with one of your little conclusions?”

I was proud of Lupa. Two years before, I doubt if he would have responded so gallantly to a request to treat his tremendous ability as a parlor game. After all, the question was comparable to asking a trained assassin to demonstrate his garroting technique over dinner. For surely Lupa’s deductive ability was as deadly a weapon as any bullet, wire or blade.

But he nodded graciously, even going so far as to apologize again to Sukhomlinov and Kapov for upsetting them. He then turned to our hostess. “What should be my subject, madam?”

At that moment one of the servants entered with a fresh bottle of wine. I was closest to him and he poured a sip for me to taste. At my approval, he began filling glasses. As he reached Lupa’s end of the table, Anastasia whispered, “Leo,” indicating that he would be Lupa’s subject. When he reached the Grand Duchess, she touched his arm and addressed him. “Stand up straight and let Monsieur Lupa look at you.” The man was identical in dress and manner to every servant we had seen that night.

“That isn’t necessary,” Lupa said. “I’ve seen the man.”

“And?” Anastasia said, dismissing Leo to the kitchen.

“Beyond the obvious facts that he is newly married, deaf in his left ear, scrupulously honest, and plays the balalaika, I see nothing very distinctive about the man.”

There was a general murmur around the table. Elena was the first to speak up. “But how?”

I said, “I think I understand newly married. The ring?”

Lupa nodded. “Of course. Still shining, completely unscratched. He cannot have worn it over a month.”

“Leo was married three weeks ago,” Anastasia confirmed.

“But the rest?” Elena asked. “How could you see all that?”

“When Anastasia said the man’s name while he was pouring my wine, he didn’t respond in any way. Surely he didn’t hear her. His left ear was facing her. Therefore, I presumed he’d lost the hearing in it.”

“And the honesty?” In spite of himself, Kapov was intrigued.

“He offered Monsieur Giraud the first sip of wine from a full bottle. Many a servant will take the first nip, thinking it would never be noticed.”

“It’s true,” Anastasia said. “I’ve heard the other servants tease Leo for his honesty. When he finds coins that have fallen between the cushions in the furniture, he always returns them to me.”

“And the last, the balalaika?” Kapov said.

“Calluses on the tips of his right-hand fingers.” Lupa, slightly embarrassed by this public display, tried to make light of it. “Really nothing very complicated, you see?”

But Elena was impressed. “Do you see that much in all of us?” she asked. “It’s really rather frightening.”

Throughout the display, Sukhomlinov hadn’t said a word. Now he spoke up. “Yes,” he said, “it is rather frightening. What does a chef do with such a skill?”

The ever-effusive Anastasia answered. “Oh, Monsieur Lupa is not here as a chef. He is here for the murders.”

“The murders?” Elena said.

“You remember,” Anastasia said, “while you were in the Crimea with the girls?”

“Oh yes, for the first one anyway. I remember.”

“And I’m afraid I have news on that score,” Lupa intoned. “It’s been determined that the total has now reached four, the latest being Commissar Minsky He was murdered last night, here, in Tsarkoye Selo.”

Kapov raised his patrician brows. “Indeed?” he said.

At the mention of the Commissar’s name, Katrina Sukhomlinov, who had been so withdrawn all evening, suddenly burst into tears, covering her face with her napkin. After the first heartrending sob, she excused herself and rushed from the room.

Her husband, struggling to retain his aplomb, rose stiffly, bowed to all of us, and followed her.

“Oh dear,” Anastasia said again. “I’m afraid this isn’t going very well.”

Kapov took it as a cue himself. “I confess that my appetite has also deserted me. Will you please accept my apologies?” So saying, he got up and left us.

Just then, Leo entered with a crown roast of venison. Lupa beamed. “Your Highness,” he said to our hostess, then nodded to Elena, “Miss Ripley. Jules. Since those of us that remain appear to be of like mind, may I propose a toast to victory?”

We lifted our glasses. “And to the Czar,” I added.

Elena looked at Anastasia. “And to your husband’s safe return.”

We drank the toast and when Leo had served us, Lupa took a tentative bite of the venison. After a thoughtful pause, he said, “I think the classic hunter sauce benefits from a taste of red currant. Don’t you agree, Jules?”
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When I first heard the truth of it, I was furious. Now I am not so sure.

Dinner was most pleasant, with Elena and Anastasia doing most of the talking. After the disputes over Rasputin and government policy, it was nice to eat and listen to the women gossip over local affairs. Also, after my black thoughts earlier in the evening, it was good to remember that normal life does go on. All is not intrigue, treachery, and dishonor.

But Lupa had, after all, invited me to the dinner, and we had barely finished dessert when he indicated to me that it was time we leave. Thanking our hostess and bidding adieu to Elena, Lupa and I walked out into the frozen wonderland of Tsarkoye Selo.

The sky in the North glowed with the shimmering aurora borealis and the frozen crust of snow crunched under our feet as we walked the length of the main street of the Czar’s enclave. It was cold, but with the food and wine we’d consumed, I was comfortable.

We shared a few moments of small talk. Since leaving Valence, Lupa had spent some time in Corsica, done a job in Italy, and then had settled back in Montenegro. There, his relationship with his fiancée, Anna Dubrov, had come to an end. It had been regrettable, but for the best, since women, he said, could not understand his methods or his work.

Finally, I said, “It’s a wonderful coincidence to run into you again here in St. Petersburg.”

There was a moment’s silence, broken only by our quiet footfalls over the snow. “Yes,” he said at last. “Yes, it’s extraordinary.”

After a few more paces, I noticed that he was chuckling.

“Would you care to share the joke with me?” I asked.

“There is no joke, Jules,” he said. “I am amused at times by the amount of coincidence you are willing to credit.”

I remembered his first words upon seeing me at Minsky’s—“Ah, satisfactory!”—as though I’d been expected. Suddenly I felt like a pawn being moved by unseen and powerful hands, one of them Lupa’s, whom I’d always viewed as a friend.

“Did you arrange this?” I asked coldly. “And if you did, why?”

“Don’t be angry, Jules.”

“I’m sorry, but it doesn’t seem wrong to ask what I am doing here.”

“Come,” he said, “let us sit down. We need to talk.”

We had reached a gazebo on the banks of one of the rowing lakes that hadn’t yet frozen over. Lupa motioned me inside and we sat on wooden benches along one of the walls. The gentle lap of the water, the susurrus of the breeze through the bare trees, the shimmering sky to the North—all might have been soothing on another occasion, but tonight all I felt was a sudden isolation from my fellow man. The stark, lonely setting seemed the mirror of my soul.

Far off, a bird screeched; then we heard a muffled crack, like a gunshot, followed by a rumbling noise.

“What’s that?” I asked, too upset to think for myself.

“It sounds like a tree breaking under the weight of the snow,” Lupa replied, and he was right.

“I’m afraid I’m not thinking too clearly,” I said.

“You are angry,” Lupa repeated.

I raised my voice. “I am five thousand kilometers from my home, away from my wife and child. I have risked my life to get here because I believed my mission was essential to our war effort. Now I am told that I’ve been duped, and by the very people I believed I could trust. What kind of fool wouldn’t be angry?”

The big man put his hand on my shoulder. Knowing how he disliked physical contact of any sort, I realized it was a powerful gesture. “Jules, your role here is critical. That much is true.”

“But I am not to get my commitment from the Czar?”

“Oh yes, as far as that goes, that’s also correct.”

“But there is more.”

“Let’s just say that your official status ties in neatly with your real purpose here.”

“And that is?”

“And that is to help me try to save Russia.”

I stared at the younger man, his face sober in the silver shadows. There was no trace of the arrogance that his words would imply. “And you must know,” he continued, “that upon that salvation rests the future of France.”

I leaned back against the cold, unfinished wood. If I could still be of help to my country, any sacrifice would be worth it, but my pride still smarted. “If my work here is so crucial,” I asked, “how is it that I could not be told about it?”

Lupa folded his hands in front of him, elbows on his knees. “Because, my friend, I perceived that you must have a legitimate and important reason to be here in your own right, and you do. I wanted to give you several days to establish yourself in your official capacity before recruiting you to my work.”

“But you had no confidence that I could carry off the deception.”

“That’s not the point. Why burden you with it? Even now, you could refuse to help me and you would still have an important function here at court. We are both working for the same thing—to keep Nicholas on the throne and his troops at the front.”

After another minute of wrestling with myself, I saw the logic of his position. There was even, I realized, an admirable economy about it. It was better that I remain ignorant until I was ready to play an active role—what I did not know I could not reveal, either intentionally or par hazard.

“All right,” I said. “Why are you here? To investigate the murders?”

“Of course.”

“And Anastasia sent for you?” I didn’t see a connection there.

We left the gazebo and began walking along one of the many bridle paths that wound back around the palaces. “Not directly,” Lupa said. “Actually, the Czarina sent for me. She sent the messages through Anastasia, who is the daughter of King Nikita of Montenegro. He, in turn, appealed to me.”

“And I?”

“I knew I would need you. Since I would be an official investigator—in effect a member of the police force—I expected that people would try to hide things from me. But I needed eyes and ears where my presence would not be sensed. You are the most skilled undercover operative I’ve worked with. I therefore determined to have your help.”

“But conveying the message to me? How did you accomplish that?”

He chuckled again. “That was rather fine. Anastasia’s husband, Grand Duke Nicholas, is a close friend of General Foch. I remembered that you and Foch were also on good terms.”

“And my offer to the Czar?”

“That, Jules, is genuine. Originally, it was to be offered through Paleologue, but Foch thought a special emissary would be more effective. And he agreed that you were the ideal choice.”

I had to laugh at all the flattery. “All right, but why did Alexandra send for you in the first place?”

He nodded. “She saw the effect the first killings had on Nicholas. She reasoned, correctly I think, that someone is launching a personal terror campaign against him. And she also thinks that, unless it’s stopped, it will succeed.”

“But succeed in what, exactly?”

“In forcing Nicholas to sue for a separate peace.”

“Does she really care so much about that? She herself is German, isn’t she? One would think she’d quite favor it.”

“No.” Lupa shook his head. “No, even though her enemies believe that, I’m sure it’s not true. Her loyalty is to her husband, and to passing on the Romanov line through Alexis, and she is fanatical about that. Otherwise, she is quite naive politically. Her main concern is the personal effect the War, and these murders, have on the Czar.”

“That ties in with what Paleologue told me,” I said, and explained the ambassador’s characterization of the royal family as petite bourgeoisie. But another thought occurred to me. “If these murderers simply assassinated Nicholas, wouldn’t that get the job done?”

“No, I don’t think so. The throne would pass to Alexis, under the Regency of Alexandra. The people, as they always have in the past, would probably rally to the Romanov line, and the War would continue.”

“So the ultimate object of the murders is to get Russia out of the War?”

Lupa slowed down. “I don’t know. It seems the most logical answer.”

“But …?”

“Yes, Jules, but …” He stopped and took a huge gulp of the freezing air, as though he were clearing his head. “I’m not sure. It’s perplexing. Knowing that doesn’t narrow the field at all.”

“But surely …”

Lupa shook his head. “No, Jules, not at all.” He ticked off the points with his fingers. “The Royalists want a separate peace because so long as Nicholas keeps losing on the battlefield, the monarchy loses prestige. The democrats want the same thing because they believe that a demoralized Czar would grant concessions to the Duma. The Communists want the men now fighting the Germans at the front to be home to start the revolution. About the only people that don’t want a separate peace are the Allies and, thus far, Nicholas himself.”

We’d come all the way round behind the Alexander Palace. Lupa pointed out the lights in the upstairs window that marked the bedroom of Nicholas and Alexandra. As we watched, the shadow of a man came to that window, seeming to bear the weight of the world on his slumping shoulders as he stared out over the glittering snowscape.

Lupa must have felt the same way I did—we had intruded upon a private moment. He touched my arm lightly. “This walking has given me an appetite,” he said. “Perhaps we can get a bite in the Czar’s kitchen.”

“Oh, yes,” I answered sarcastically. “After ten courses at dinner, I’m famished. Let’s just nip into the Czar’s kitchen and have a snack.”

But Lupa was already moving. “If you’d rather not, we’ll meet again tomorrow,” he said over his shoulder.

I followed him. “Do you have entrée to the kitchen?”

“Of course. Do you think I’d agree to come to such a godforsaken corner of the world as St. Petersburg without making some demands for my own comfort?”

“But the Czar’s own kitchen?” I caught up with him just as we reached the back door to the Palace. He had a badge or pass of some sort that got us past the Ethiopian guardsmen, who in any event seemed to know him.

“It is not so outrageous. After all, I do have some small reputation as a chef, so I put myself in a place where I could satisfy my own desires and also be of some help.”

I remembered the state dinner I’d attended the other night, and how, unbidden, I had thought of Lupa as the food had begun to appear. I recounted the experience to him.

He nodded. “Just so. I’ve always admired your palate, Jules. It doesn’t surprise me you recognized my touch. Any chef worth his mettle leaves a signature on his work.”

We had come to another checkpoint. Inside the palace, every new hallway had a brace of the Ethiopian guardsmen. They are a unique feature of the court here, brightly dressed in blue and red, scimitars in their belts. Their role, however, ostentatious though it may be, is not for show.

And Lupa is evidently not only known but liked. We were waved by after the most perfunctory of exchanges.

“How long have you been here?” I asked him.

“It will be three weeks tomorrow.”

“You seem to have made friends already.”

“Yes, they’re good men. I like to experiment, as you know; and someone has to eat what I prepare.”

“But surely you’re not the chef de cuisine?”

“No, no, not at all. That is Max—Maximilian—Pohl, the hope of Russia.”

I laughed, thinking it was typical of Lupa to accord that honor not to a general or a statesman, but to a cook.

But my friend stopped and faced me. “I’m not joking, Jules. Pohl is a great chef, but he is also a great man. He possesses that rarest of qualities—one which seems to be entirely missing here—of balance. It shows in his dishes, of course, but more in the way he lives and in his politics.

“Do you remember how we were saying that everyone except Nicholas and the Allies want a separate peace? Well, there is one other exception—those who believe that there is enough goodness in the Russian heart to overcome these troubles. Pohl is such a man. He knows the Czar well—Nicholas will often come down to the kitchen at midnight and boil up some mushrooms in a little tin cup. They talk. They are friends.

“And Nicholas, he says, is ready to include the people in the government. It was he, after all, who created the Duma only ten years ago. But first he wants to win the War. If he’s forced to negotiate a separate peace, he will be weakened and the people will probably revolt, and that will result in chaos.”

Except for food, I had rarely heard Lupa speak so passionately about anything. Pohl obviously made a strong impression on him. I wanted to question him further. I had, after all, seen things outside the palace, on the streets, that indicated the time for balance had passed. I wondered if Lupa and Pohl, cooking here in the palace, had much sense of the tension that pervaded the capital.

But we had come to the kitchen and heard voices raised in anger. We pushed open the doors in time to see one man, nearly as big as Lupa and armed with a butcher knife, lunge at another.

The smaller man ducked out of the way, pulled a ladle from a rack over his head, and threw it at his attacker.

“Max, watch out!” Lupa yelled.

The ladle missed its mark, clattering loudly into the pans on one of the stoves. The armed man—Pohl—again attacked, and again the other man evaded him, then turned and rushed toward us, toward the doors.

“Auguste, stop him!” Pohl yelled.

Though dressed in his greatcoat, my friend didn’t hesitate. He took a couple of steps, then threw himself horizontally at the fleeing figure, hitting him above the knees. The two men fell to the floor in a heap. Still, Lupa’s quarry did not rest, but continued to struggle trying to free himself.

“Jules, get help!” he cried.

Immediately I turned and rushed back toward the last checkpoint. But the guards had already heard the noise and were descending upon the kitchen at a run even as I pushed through the doors. They might wear scimitars, but both of them carried revolvers as well, and had them out.

It was over in seconds. The guards covered the other man as Lupa struggled to his feet, rubbing his head. Pohl walked up to him with the knife in his hand and held it in front of his face. “I ought to cut your throat,” he said.

If this was the balanced and mild hope for Russia, I thought, the country was beyond hope.

“Put the knife down, Max,” Lupa commanded.

The guards, knowing both Pohl and Lupa, seemed inclined to let them do whatever they wished. The chef seemed to struggle with himself, then slowly brought the knife to his side.

“Get out of here, Karel. I never want to see your face again.”

The small man fairly spit at his attacker. “You’ll see my face in your dreams ‘til you die, you coward!” Laughing horribly, he continued. “What I’ve already done ought to haunt all of you palace rats long enough.”

Then, without so much as a glance at Lupa, myself, or the guards, the man dusted off his coat and began walking out of the room.

“It’s all right,” Pohl said to the guards. “Let him go. It was a personal matter.”

“I would hardly call that personal,” Lupa said coldly.

We were seated at a small table in the back of the kitchen, drinking the best beer I had tasted since my last sip of my own home brew back in France.

“Karel Borstoi was the best friend of my youth, Auguste.” The Czar’s chef spoke calmly. He is the size of my friend, but the resemblance ends there. Where Lupa is dark, nearly swarthy, in appearance, Pohl could be a Swede. His hair is pure white, almost as though he powders it with flour. In spite of having no eyebrows, a thin ascetic nose, and an overbroad sensuous mouth, he has something attractive about his face. He smiles easily, and there is in those blue eyes a sense of joy in life, of understanding beyond his ken—even, as Lupa would have said, of balance. “I will not see him rotting in jail.”

“You were about to kill him half an hour ago.”

“Death is release. Prison is its opposite. There is no comparison.”

“Don’t quibble with me, Max. He tried to kill the Czar. You just admitted that.”

According to Pohl’s story, it was true. Borstoi had come into the kitchen as he had often done before. After all, he was a personal friend of the chef. The two men had been sitting drinking, and when Pohl had gone for more beer, Borstoi had taken the opportunity to try and put arsenic in the Czar’s sugar bowl. Pohl came back a little early, discovered his friend’s betrayal, and the fight had started.

“He won’t be admitted here again.”

“It may already be too late. What was that he said just before he left, about damage already done?”

He waved it off. “That’s just his way. There’s no sign he’s done a thing.”

“Which could also be a sign he’s done it rather well, don’t you think?” Lupa didn’t have to mention it aloud. He and I both knew Minsky had died of arsenic poisoning.

Pohl finished a glass of beer and poured himself another. “You mean the murders?” He shook his head. “You don’t understand, Auguste. This is a personal thing between Karel and the Czar and, now that he’s betrayed my trust, between me and him. It has nothing to do with the other murders.”

“How could someone like Borstoi be personally involved with the Czar?” I asked.

Pohl shook his head sadly. “It really has been a tragedy, but for Karel to blame Nicholas personally is an overreaction.”

“What happened?”

“Karel’s father published one of our small evening newspapers. At the beginning of the War, he started printing articles by Communists and other revolutionaries. As the War news got worse, the articles got more and more strident as the censors got more powerful. He was finally told to stop printing.” The chef sighed. “Well, he wouldn’t do it. He said the people needed to know the truth. Finally the secret police came and arrested him, tried him for treason, found him guilty, and shot him.”

The chef appealed to Lupa and me. “I did everything I could, but Karel just won’t believe it. Nicholas was in Spala when his father was arrested. And from arrest to execution took only two days. What else could I have done?”

“Certainly Karel doesn’t think it was your fault?” I asked.

“He thinks I could have somehow gotten through to Nicholas, and I tried. There just wasn’t time. So now he blames both of us, the Czar and myself. Really he blames everyone and everything. He says the system itself is rotten and has to be replaced.”

“Starting with Nicholas,” Lupa said.

“Evidently.” The chef finished another beer. He drank more quickly even than Lupa. “And now he is tempting the same fate as his father, publishing the same paper, directly calling for open revolt.”

“Why haven’t the police stopped him?” I asked.

Pohl laughed bitterly. “That’s the great irony. When Nicholas came back from Spala last time, I told him about the execution and he felt terrible. After looking over some issues of the paper, he decided it wasn’t treasonous.” He put away half of another glass of beer. “There’s an example, Auguste, of what I mean when I say he’s starting to listen to the voice of the people.

“So today Karel is publishing his paper with the Czar’s blessing. And now, in my opinion, the articles are treasonous, much worse than anything his father ever printed. That’s why I asked him to come here tonight—to try and reason with him, ask him to be a little more moderate. Before tonight, at least we’d always been able to talk.” The poor man shook his head. “I had no idea he hated me so much. If he’d succeeded in poisoning Nicholas, who do you think would have been blamed?”

Lupa nodded and laughed thinly. “Now there,” he said, “there is a simple deduction.”

A few minutes later, when the talk had turned again, as it always seemed to, to food, I excused myself, saying that I had to be up early to tutor Alexis. Lupa and Pohl remained, drinking beer and exchanging recipes.

Coming home last night, I wrote a while, then went to bed and slept fitfully for a few hours. This morning I rose groggily and finished my last entry.

Now, save one solitary wagon unloading supplies at the Alexander Palace, Tsarkoye Selo is quiet. The sky, through heavy snow clouds, is beginning to show a hint of light in the east, but the streetlights are still on, their small flames sputtering in the freezing gusts.

I realized that I never told Lupa I would work with him. If he is right about the murders weakening Nicholas’ resolve to fight on, then of course they must be stopped. My original mission and his work toward the same goal, and any help I can give I must offer.

And yet I am filled with foreboding, as though the force of this Russian winter now so lately begun will defeat us all, as it has so many others before us. Perhaps it’s simply fatigue, but I can’t escape the feeling that none of us will live to see another Spring.
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(OCTOBER 16, 1916.)

After a busy morning and an early afternoon nap, I am feeling much better. Lupa sent a note in my absence saying that he’d be coming around at six o’clock to make some plans for our investigation. That is still an hour away, and yet night has long since fallen.

I was in St. Petersburg at half past eight this morning. The snow had been swept from the main streets and I took the Nevsky Prospekt up to the Winter Palace, charmed anew by its style and grandeur. The country may be ravaged, the city itself starving, but there is no sign of it on this boulevard. I passed four boulan-geries as I walked and stopped into one for a good croissant. Here the wealthy send their servants to buy bread, and here they come themselves to shop for clothes and imported goods, to have their hair done and, I would presume, to gossip.

Braced by the bite to eat and the sharp morning chill, I felt prepared to meet my young charge. I was ushered upstairs to a book-lined chamber and told by a servant that his Majesty was finishing his breakfast and would be along shortly.

His Majesty! I mulled over the phrase, struck by its irony. And then, noting my surroundings, the Palace itself, the tutors, bodyguards and retinue attached to this boy, I recognized the reality behind the term. There was a majesty inherent in his position, but for a boy, it must be a lonely and daunting one. And was he not, after all, still just a boy?

The door opened. I was lost in my thoughts, and the Heir Apparent was in front of me before I could move. Behind him lurked the menacing bulk of Derevenko, whose job (I discovered this morning) was to keep Alexis from falling, bumping into things, cutting himself, or in any way getting bruised. It must have been an exhausting and thankless role, but even so, his dour expression surely was overdone.

Alexis, in his own sailor uniform, marched straight up to me and addressed me imperiously: “When the future Czar of Russia enters a room,” he said, “it is customary to stand.”

I stared at him for a long moment. This was clearly a test, and my reaction would determine whether or not we would get along.

I remained seated. “In France,” I said, “a student bows to greet his tutor.”

“We are in Russia.”

“We are studying French.”

He eyed me levelly. If there was any trace of humor in those gray-blue eyes, he hid it well. Suddenly I looked into the space behind him, shouted, “Look out!” and held up my hands as if warding off a blow. “Down! Get down!”

Immediately Alexis dropped to the ground, covering his head with his hands. Derevenko went to one knee, partially covering the boy against the expected attack.

Still in my chair, I said quietly, “Abject prostration isn’t necessary. A simple bow would do.”

If I made an enemy in Derevenko, I made a friend in Alyosha. The prince raised his head, looked around behind him, then up at me. The startled look gave way slowly, but when he’d realized what I had done, he broke into a sheepish grin. Finally he began laughing aloud, and I joined in.

Derevenko glared and muttered, but I barely noticed. Helping the boy to his feet, I extended my hand. “A republican compromise,” I offered. “My name is Jules Giraud. We met the other day.”

He took my hand, a surprisingly firm grip in one so young—he was almost thirteen—and shook it warmly. Derevenko, fuming, got up and dusted himself off. He glared at me with ill-disguised anger.

“It’s all right, Rudi,” Alexis said. “No harm was done.”

“And if harm was done, whose fault would it have been?” the man asked. Then, to me, “Do you want the boy’s death on your hands?”

“Rudi, that’s enough! You can go. We’ll start our lessons now.”

The big sailor’s words seemed muffled through his heavy mustache. “I’ll be just outside.”

When the door closed, Alexis giggled again. “Don’t mind Rudi,” he said, “that’s just how he is. You did take quite a risk, though. How could you know I wouldn’t order you shot?”

I shrugged. “I didn’t. Could you?”

He smiled. “I don’t know, actually. I’ve never ordered anybody shot. I don’t think I’d like it.”

“No, I should imagine that pardoning those who are about to be shot would be more fun.”

“My father does that,” he said proudly, “quite often.”

We’d naturally been speaking in French since he’d come in, and he might have been a young bien éléve from Paris. His accent, which he’d probably picked up from his last tutor, the Swiss Pierre Gaillard, was slightly thick, but passable.

“Well,” I said at last, “I must confess I’ve never been a tutor before. Is there some sort of routine we’re supposed to follow? Did you and Monsieur Gaillard leave off somewhere?”

“We usually left off with me sleeping.” He laughed, then sat down, and spoke more seriously. “We were supposed to have conversations. Every day Pierre would come in and say, ‘Today we discuss Molière,’ or ‘Eh bien, the migration of salmon is a fascinating topic, don’t you think?’”

“And they didn’t interest you?”

“Occasionally, but for the most part, no. Pierre wasn’t, isn’t, very clever. Even the interesting subjects seemed a little dull. And he would never discuss the most important thing of all. He was afraid, I think.”

“And that was what?”

His young face lit up at the thought. “Politics. The world. My father.”

It was an interesting string of words, I thought. Rubbing my chin, I asked dryly. “Why do I sense a challenge here?”

Pleased, he nodded. “A glove Pierre would not have felt.”

I was beginning to be impressed with the boy’s intelligence and subtlety. “Or perhaps would choose not to.”

“Perhaps, though I think not.” He lowered his voice, and suddenly he seemed years older. “Monsieur Giraud, can you tell me about my father? Do you know what’s happening here?”

I pondered the question. It was most extraordinary that I hadn’t been briefed before coming to this tutoring. And even as that thought occurred to me, I realized that there may have been reason, not oversight, behind it.

Surely the royal couple would have told me to avoid certain topics if they had wanted to keep them from Alexis. That they hadn’t done so argued that I might be a conduit to pass feelings and impressions between parents and son. And even if such weren’t the case, the opportunity played directly into my own role here.

Interpreting my silence as hesitancy, Alexis solved another problem that had begun to occur to me. “If you are worried about being overheard,” he whispered, “follow me.” He covered his mouth with a finger, then led me back through the study, away from the entrance where, presumably, Derevenko sat sulking.

Opening a door without a sound, we darted unseen across a hallway, closed another door behind us, and moved into a furnished suite, through a sitting room and then what must have been Alyosha’s bedroom. Against the wall of that room was a large closet.

Pulling the door to, Alexis turned on an overhead light, then pushed aside the clothes. There, a ladder led up to a skylight.

Alexis pulled down a heavy coat and put it on. Then, still whispering, he told me to take one for myself. There might have been compelling reasons for this kind of stealth, but it was becoming more and more clear to me that here was simply a boy enjoying a secret getaway from the adults. The fear of actual spying gave the game an added piquancy, but in essence I believed we were doing nothing more than playing hide-and-seek.

In another moment, we had climbed the ladder, pushed open the skylight, which was partially blocked by snow, and were out on a landing on the roof of the Winter Palace. The area, perhaps three meters square, was walled to just above Alyosha’s height on the three sides facing the city. On the last, the roof fell gradually away, though the inner courtyard still couldn’t be seen. And hence, I realized, no one in the courtyard could see up here. It was an ideal hiding place.

The spot was empty except for a chair and a shovel, and Alexis wiped off the former and bade me sit, while grabbing the latter, removing his coat, and shoveling the snow off onto the roof. He evidently relished the physical exercise, taking after his father, famous for loving to chop his own firewood.

When he’d finished, a light film of sweat covered his face, but he was beaming happily. The sun had come out, and while we were still far from warm, the walls blocked a good portion of the wind, and it was quite comfortable. Alexis, like a good boy remembering a lesson, put his coat back on and looked up gratefully at the sun.

“This is very fine,” I said. “Did you and Monsieur Gaillard come up here often?”

He shook his head. “Never. No one has ever been up here but me.”

“But …”

“I don’t know,” he said simply. “You took a chance with me this morning. I’m doing the same with you. Things aren’t as much fun when there’s no one to share them with. And besides,” he added, “we can talk freely here. Pierre was always worried about being overheard. I think that’s why he never said anything interesting.”

“Aren’t you being a little harsh on him?”

The boy sighed. “Maybe I am, I don’t know. He’s a nice man, and he has taught me French.”

“Rather well.”

“Yes, all right. But I’m at an age now where my regimen is ruining my life.” He held up a hand. “No, I’m not being melodramatic. I know I’m a bleeder—I may die. I’ll take it further. I will die. But so will you. And these efforts of my mother to make my life, um, insulated—well, the effect is that I don’t feel like I’ve got much of a life. How would you like to have a Derevenko hovering behind you at all times in case you fall down?”

“You are, after all, the future Czar. It makes sense to protect you.”

“My sisters are protected, and yet they’re allowed to live. No one seems to believe it, but I’m getting to the point that I know what will hurt me.”

“But what about that episode the other day?” I asked. “With the runaway horse?”

The boy shrugged. “I’d ridden that horse a hundred times, a thousand. It’s never happened before.”

“Still, it’s fortunate Rasputin happened along, or …”

“Rasputin! Are you already in his power?”

The question stunned me—not only its virulence but its sentiment. I thought the boy worshiped the starets.

“No, I’m not. But it did seem that he calmed the animal, and I thought you cried out his name when you saw him.”

The boy thought a moment; then a light of understanding came to his eyes. “I never saw Rasputin until the horse stopped. All my attention was focused on Grishka.” Then he laughed charmingly. “Grishka the horse,” he said. “The horse’s name is Grishka. I was calling its name.”

Was anything as it appeared here in St. Petersburg?

“Then you aren’t close to the starets?”

It was obviously a difficult question. “He doesn’t belong where he is.”

“Which is where?”

“Advising my mother, trying to influence my father. I’m sure it’s he who convinces my mother I need to be so protected. It’s to his advantage.” Frustrated, he slapped at his leg. “I don’t need that kind of protection anymore. If I die, I die, but I will die having lived.”

“Dum vivo vivebo,” I said, smiling.

“What’s that?”

I stood up. “It’s Latin. ‘While I am alive, I will live.’ It’s been my motto since I was about your age.”

“What is it again?”

I told him, and he repeated it a few times, setting it to memory. He asked seriously, “Can I take it as my own?”

Inordinately flattered, I looked in his eyes for any trace of irony, but there was none. “Bien sûr,” I said. “Of course.”

He went to the chair and stood upon it, facing out over the city. “You see down there?” he said. “This view is why I come up here. I can be alone anywhere—I mean away from Rudi and the girls—but here I can see my people.”

He pointed down to the street. “See there? That line. What are they doing there?”

“Waiting for bread, I believe,” I said.

The answer seemed to verify something he’d been thinking. “So it’s come to that.”

“The city isn’t in very good shape,” I said. “Supplies are very low.”

“I’ve seen the demonstrations from here, too. Of course no one tells me what they’re really about, but I’ve figured it out. Are we losing the War, Monsieur Giraud? Is my father all right?”

Again I was struck by the personal identification the boy had between his father and the state, but before I could respond, he continued.

“You know, I’ve gone to Spala with my father several times since he’s taken command of the army. Every night we would take a long walk around the compound, and you know what he tells me?”

I shook my head no.

“He says that, no matter what, I should strive to learn the truth. And, he says, in our position that is the hardest thing to know because no one will tell you the truth.”

“I will,” I said, and I mean it.

He paused. “Then, if you do, you will be the most valuable ally I have ever had.”

“But, of course, you can’t trust me yet.”

His young eyes were filled with the awful truth of that knowledge. “I know.”

“Let me ask you something,” I said. “Do you know about the murders?”

He sat back down on the chair. “I know my father seems to be …” He hesitated. “Well, to answer your question, there have been three, n’est-ce pas?”

As gently as I could, I told him about the fourth, about Minsky. The news hit him hard. I watched his innocent face contort with emotion. Then he stood up and walked to where the gentle roof sloped down to the courtyard, facing away until he had overcome the struggle.

“Uncle Boris and I rode together with Papa every day at Spala. He treated me like a man.” He took a deep breath and swallowed hard, then put his own emotion behind him. “How is my father taking it?” he asked.

“I haven’t seen him since it’s happened. I don’t believe anyone has.”

He nodded as though the answer was expected. Suddenly he looked up and said in Russian, “God, don’t let him give up!” Then, back to me in French, “At least not for that reason.”

“What reason?”

“That he feels so alone.”

That response, from a boy, impressed me. “What do you mean?” I asked.

“He is the Emperor. The nature of command is being alone. Even I know that.” He paced the edge of the enclosure. “Don’t you see what they’re doing?”

“Yes,” I said calmly. “I think I see quite clearly. Someone is trying to make your father so personally unhappy that he is no longer able to be the Czar, or, more accurately, to act as the Czar should act.”

After a minute of reflection, he looked me in the eye. “That’s exactly right,” he said. “If I could see him and talk to him, I could tell him that.”

“Why don’t you try?” I said, suppressing any guilt at the manipulative question.

“I am going to, Monsieur Giraud. I really am.”

The wind had suddenly turned cold. It came in gusts and we saw clouds beginning to gather in the North. “We should be going back down. Derevenko will be worried,” I said, smiling.

Back in his room, he stopped and extended his hand formally. “Thank you, sir. On the first day, you have taught me something important.”

“And what is that?” I asked, shaking the royal hand.

He grinned boyishly, but there was something very mature behind the expression. “Dum vivo vivebo. If I don’t live to become Czar, that is my fate. But while I am alive”—his eyes shone with the promise—“while I am alive, I will live.”

We managed to get back to the study without being seen, and after arranging a few props so it looked as though we’d been going over some books and taking notes, Alyosha summoned Derevenko and the first “lesson” came to an end.

Feeling very pleased with myself, and with the boy’s intelligence and manner, I was leaving the children’s quarters when I heard a gentle sobbing from an alcove off the main hallway.

I stopped to listen. Something about the sound was oddly familiar, so I peeked into the darkened recess, not wishing to intrude but curious nevertheless.

A thin ribbon of dim light came through a narrow window. Within its beam, motes of dust hung in the still air like sequins, now catching more, now less of the weakening sun. A dozen votive candles in red holders burned before a statue of some saint.

Kneeling in profile at the side of the alcove, weeping into a handkerchief, was Elena Ripley. Torn between wanting to console her and not wanting to intrude, I stood in the entranceway and finally cleared my throat. When she looked up, I moved a step into the room.

“Who’s there?” she said in English. With the bright light behind me, I was probably no more than a silhouette.

“It’s Jules. Are you all right?”

Sighing once, bringing herself under control, she sat back in the pew. “I don’t know,” she said. “I just don’t know.” A fresh wave of tears broke, and I came and sat next to her.

“There, there,” I said, patting her gently on the shoulder. “It’s all right. Come on now. What is it?”

She had never looked younger, more vulnerable, more beautiful. Her lips were slightly swollen, almost bruised looking, her eyes glistening with her tears, the color high in her cheeks. After dabbing ineffectually at her face, she regained control enough to whisper to me.

“It’s Tatiana.”

Immediately the murders came back to mind and I thought the worst. Could they be striking now directly at the Czar’s family?

“Is she all right?”

She nodded, and I breathed a sigh of relief.

“What is it then?”

She sniffed, swallowed hard. “We’ve had a fight. We’ve never before had a fight.”

I almost had to laugh. With the War going badly and murders in the court, a tiff between two young women hardly seemed the stuff of tragedy. Still, it would be coarse to seem to take it too lightly, so I again patted her on the shoulder. “I’m sure you both will work it out. What was it about?”

“It’s the first time,” she repeated. “She’s never been that way before.”

“Calm down now. Just tell me what happened.”

She nodded and sniffed again. “I was trying to coach her Cockney. She was doing a reading of Eliza in Pygmalion. Do you know the play? No? It’s a Shaw, and the whole point of it is class and accent.

“And she was reading the Cockney parts with her mother’s perfect British. Her great-grandmother was Queen Victoria, you know, and she prides herself on her accent. All I did was try to explain that in this case the Queen’s English was not called for, and she was frustrated anyway because she couldn’t get the Cockney, and we started yelling at one another. I got very upset and said she couldn’t understand the point, and she said I evidently understood the lower classes all too well, and we kept going and now”—she stopped, another sob breaking from her—“and now, and now they’ll put me out on the street.”

She broke down again, leaning into me and crying. I put my arm around her, grateful that she couldn’t see my smile. “Now, now,” I said. “I’m sure they won’t put you on the street.”

“But what would I do, Jules? People are starving and rioting. I wouldn’t survive.”

“I’m sure they won’t turn you out, Elena. I’m sure.”

She straightened up again. “How can you be sure? You don’t know Tatiana. She’s really angry.”

“She’ll get over it I’m sure, if you will.”

“But I’m not even mad anymore.”

“There. You see? I’m sure she’s not either.”

“But what if she is?”

“First, ‘what if is not ever anything to worry about. And second, too many other people love you and will intercede.” Then, because the whole affair was silly to me, I tried a joke. “You could even try Rasputin. He …”

But she reacted as though she were burned, pulling away and nearly shouting, “No, never! I’ll never do that!”

I reached for her hand. “I’m teasing, Elena. Just teasing.”

“But …” she began.

“Look at the friends you have here. There’s nothing to worry about. I could even go to Alexis. Or Anastasia could help. You won’t be turned out.”

“You don’t think so?”

I smiled, squeezing her hand. “I’m sure of it. Now, come on, let’s wipe those tears from your pretty face.”

She looked at me gratefully. I took the handkerchief and carefully dried her cheeks, around her eyes. “There,” I said firmly, striving for my most avuncular tone, “much better, don’t you think?”

Somewhat embarrassed, she nodded. “I’m sorry,” she said. “But I am worried. I don’t know what I’ll do if they turn me out. I don’t know where I’d go.”

“You don’t worry. That’s all. I’m sure it’ll all be over in a day or two, and if there’s still any problem, I’ll help you. I promise.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“Shush.” I touched her lips with my finger. “No more of it, all right?”

She looked into my eyes, then briefly pressed her lips against mine. “Thank you,” she said, “you’re a good man.”

I can’t pretend the kiss didn’t affect me deeply. Trying not to show it, I took her hand and lifted her to her feet. “Come,” I said, “I’m on my way back to Tsarkoye Selo. Walk with me.”

Back in the hallway, in the light, my heart returned to its even beating. We strolled easily side by side, talking about trivial things—Derevenko, her relations with the other Grand Duchesses, with Anastasia, a few words about Lupa’s deductive display the previous night. Finally I ventured a few thoughts on my formal mission. We had come to the exit to the children’s quarters, and she stopped and took my hand, looking at me steadily.

“I’m glad you’re here,” she said. “If anyone can convince the Czar to do what is right, it is you. I’m sure of it.”

I bowed stiffly, wrestling with the effect this young woman had on me. I felt anything but a paragon of virtue and goodness. Strange as it seems, I can’t escape the feeling that somehow, unlikely as it may be, Elena is attracted to me.

It is disconcerting.

In any event, we shook hands and I left, walking under a newly overcast sky to the train station.


[image: ]8[image: ]

(OCTOBER 19, 1916.)

When Lupa arrived, he suggested we go into St. Petersburg for dinner, and though I’d only returned from there a few hours earlier, I acquiesced. The train ride is really only a minor inconvenience, over almost before it begins.

Lupa had heard that the Villa Rhode boasted an extremely delicious solyanka d’esturgeon and he had made a reservation there. The restaurant, on the extreme outskirts of the city on the right bank of the Neva, was a good long walk from the train station, and on the way there, as the first flakes of a new snowstorm began to fall, Lupa had the opportunity to outline his suspicions.

“In a way,” he began, “we are fortunate. The court is such a tightly knit unit, and in general so closely watched, that our murderer must be one of a relatively small group of people.”

“Have you narrowed it down at all?”

He nodded. “It’s odd. The murders have been by poison, bomb and knife. They could almost have been committed by different people.”

“Or directed by a different intelligence?” I offered.

“Exactly. I’ve thought of that. But I tend to discount it.”

“Why?”

We rounded a corner onto the Nevsky Prospekt, and the bustling street of earlier that morning was nowhere in evidence. The storefronts were boarded. Only an occasional automobile rumbled by in the swirling snow. The streetlights hissed as we passed beneath them, their pools of yellow light doing little except marking the curbs.

Lupa turned up his collar against the wind. “I am going on the assumption that our motive here is the one we’ve discussed. Are you still willing to stand by that?”

I nodded. “I think so. Before I knew you were here, Paleologue told me about the killings, and believed their aim was to weaken the Czar’s will.”

“There’s no doubt it makes sense,” he said, “but is there another possibility?”

“Of course. There is always another possibility.”

I heard him chuckle under his greatcoat. “Just so. Well said, Jules.”

“But in this case,” I continued, “nothing else makes much sense. Especially since you’ve been sent for. Alexandra must believe it.”

“All right, then, if we agree on motive, and we do, then there remains …”

“Means and opportunity.”

We had passed by the Winter Palace and were crossing the Neva. Snow clung to its banks, but the gray water had not yet iced over—we heard its churning flow around the pilings under us. Then the Fortress of Ss. Peter & Paul loomed ahead, and I swear I could feel the despair of the incarcerated through the thick stone walls. How many of them, I wondered, had committed any real crime? And how many would live to be free again?

“I’m sorry,” I said, realizing Lupa had been talking. “Could you repeat that?”

“I said the bombs ought to narrow things down. Who could get access to bombs?”

I thought about it. “Or who could make one?”

Lupa shook his head. “No. I think not. These were small and very efficient weapons. Since I wasn’t here to examine the victims, I can’t be sure, but the reports I’ve read seem to point more to grenades than to true bombs.”

“Well, then, wouldn’t anyone in the army …?”

Lupa stopped. “In France, it’s true that anyone in the army would have grenades. But what have we heard about supplies here in Russia? That even bullets are hard to come by, n’est-ce pas?”

He was right.

“Then we might expect,” he continued, “that only someone with real access to munitions might …”

“Sukhomlinov,” I said.

“It’s a thought. Or someone in a similar position. Ah, I believe we are here.”

The street in front of the restaurant was lined with black automobiles, attesting to its popularity. From inside came the sound of gypsy guitar music. Lupa stood outside the door for a moment sniffing the air.

“The first test of a restaurant,” he said. Seemingly satisfied, he pushed open the door and held it for me. Inside, the warm air was suffused with the aromas of a well-stocked and professional kitchen. As our coats were taken, Lupa gave his name, and the maitre d’ rushed up to shake his hand.

“Auguste Lupa,” he said, “this is a great honor.”

Lupa bowed. “The honor is mine, Monsieur Muret. May I present a friend, Jules Giraud.”

Muret took us to a booth in the back of the crowded room, and I surveyed the scene. It was not the most plush of restaurants, catering as it did to those who fancied gypsy music. Still, there was a genuine sense of enjoyment in the atmosphere. Talk was loud, the ambience robust.

When the waiter brought a large pitcher of beer for our first courses, I knew Lupa had picked the right place. We both share a fondness for beer—it had been the basis of our original acquaintance—and we drank the first glasses in companionable silence. The solyanka d’esturgeon turned out to be a variation of the fish stew I’d had two or three times since my arrival here, although at the Villa Rhode it was made of the best ingredients. With black bread and fresh butter, it was quite good, although I would never understand Lupa’s rapturous praise for the dish—it paled beside the simplest saffron-laden bouillabaise.

But then, I remind myself, we are a long way from France.

Five pitchers of beer had come and gone, along with our stew, when the owner Muret approached our table. Lupa was effusive in his compliments over the dish and I feigned enthusiasm as well. We invited him to join us, and when he sat down he ordered a round of schnapps.

The gypsies were playing louder. During dinner, three men had been strumming guitars on a small raised platform in one corner of the room. Just before we’d finished eating, an old woman, with a voice of exceptional pathos and power, had stilled the room with a stirring rendition of “The Swan Song.” Now, as the schnapps arrived, she began another song, with more of a beat, and the crowd began to respond by swaying and clapping.

“Is that Varya Panina?” Lupa asked.

Muret nodded. “The greatest living gypsy singer. We are fortunate to have her.”

We listened to the song, its raw yet plaintive melody forcing its way into the consciousness. I found myself moving in time to the guitars, and when the singing stopped, it was as though I was coming out of sleep. The woman—who was quite ugly—had created something that was transcendently beautiful and nearly addictive.

As we finished applauding, there was a commotion in the back of the room. A door to a private dining area had flown open and a small party of diners, seemingly quite drunk, issued into the main salon. At its center, with what looked like common prostitutes on each arm, was Gregory Rasputin.

He called out loudly. “Another, Varya! Another!” he yelled as he staggered up toward the stage. “Let’s have another song.” He sat himself down in the midst of the performers and called for a bottle of Madeira.

Lupa leaned over to Muret. “Who is that cretin?” he asked in a whisper.

Muret shushed him. “Be careful what you say. That is Rasputin.”

The monk had his wine, and was trying to prod one of the members of his party into singing along with Varya. The other diners seemed to take this display in stride. Indeed, I got the feeling that some might have come for just such a show. Lupa, however, did not find it entertaining.

“The man’s a fool, and he’s drunk,” he said.

“He may be drunk, but he’s no fool,” Muret responded.

“The gypsies are robbing me! Somebody help!” Rasputin had fallen backwards on the platform, and three or four gypsies were endeavoring to help him up. “They’re picking my pockets! Stop them!”

It all had the quality of being rehearsed, and I must say the monk, the diners, even the gypsies appeared to be enjoying themselves. The guitarists struck up another round of chords, and Rasputin began singing, loudly and out of key, urging the rest of the crowd to join in, which many of them did.

I noticed, though no one else appeared to, that Varya Panina had left the stage. Lupa tapped me on the shoulder and indicated that he, too, had had enough. As we were getting up, Muret shrugged, clearly saying that events such as this were out of his control, that he wasn’t happy, but the patrons seemed to enjoy themselves, and he had a business to consider.

Lupa bowed, muttered a perfunctory thank-you, and marched through the crowd across the room. I trailed behind by a few steps. At the cloakroom, we paused for another minute, listening to the “most powerful man in Russia” lead the room in a chorus of vulgar song. Lupa didn’t even wait inside to button his coat. As soon as it was handed to him, he pushed impatiently at the door and was outside.

Down the street from the Villa Rhode, we passed a lone figure huddled under an awning. Lupa stopped before we’d quite come to it, then walked over and extended his hand.

“You were magnificent,” he said. “I am sorry for that … for that embarrassment.”

Varya Panina raised a tearstained face to my friend, then took his hand and smiled feebly. “It will be over in an hour. Then I will sing again. We get our strength from our pain. Rasputin, like everything else, will pass.”

There was nothing more to say. We nodded to the singer and made our way back toward St. Petersburg in a brooding silence, the wet snow thickening under our boots. On the bridge across the Neva, a black limousine came roaring by us, much too close to the curb. We were spattered with slush and someone leaned out the window, laughing and yelling obscenities.

Lupa and I wiped the snow from our coats. When we had gone another fifty meters, my friend suddenly spoke without breaking his stride. “It could be we are already too late,” he said. “Russia may be lost.”

I had to be in St. Petersburg in the morning again, so I elected to stay at my room in the Winter Palace. As in my own case, Lupa had been given suites in both Tsarkoye Selo and the Palace and he suggested we stop by his rooms before going to bed.

There, he offered me some tea with lemon. Though I was tired, the long walk had given Lupa time to think. He had evidently overcome his feeling that it was too late to do anything about saving Russia.

“I’m curious about Borstoi’s comment the other night,” he said. “You remember when Pohl was having him thrown out of the kitchen? He said he’d already done a great deal of damage. I wonder what he meant by that, if perhaps you’d be able to find out.”

“Do you think it could be Borstoi?”

Lupa shrugged. “We’re just beginning. It’s wise to suspect everyone. Minsky was poisoned and he was in possession of poison.”

“But by the same token, Auguste, Pohl seemed quite ready to use a knife on Borstoi. And one of the killings was a cut throat, n’est-ce pas?”

Lupa sat back in a wing chair. “I have no suspicion of Max, although you’re right, I should have.” He seemed to mull over that possibility for a moment, then straightened in his chair and continued. “But let’s still find what we can about Borstoi. If anything, he has a surfeit of motive—personal on two levels—as well as political. I wonder if he could have had access to a grenade, or if he is friendly with anyone else at court besides Max. It’s worth pursuing.”

We decided that the best approach would be for me to pretend that I was sympathetic to Borstoi’s cause. He would probably be convinced of my sincerity by the very fact that I had come to visit him. That alone could be construed as a treasonous act, given my position with Alexis and my public mission to the Czar. If that were not enough to gain his confidence, Lupa and I would come up with something else later.

I had finished my tea and was ready to go to bed. “So,” I said, putting on my coat again, “we have Sukhomlinov, Borstoi and Pohl.”

“In fact we have nothing,” he said. “But it would be wise to keep in mind everyone we might suspect.”

“There are others besides those three?”

“Surely you didn’t think Katrina Sukhomlinov acted normally at Anastasia’s? Did you see her reaction when I mentioned Minsky? She ran crying from the room. No, she is involved in something we’re not aware of.”

“But could she have killed Minsky?”

He shrugged. “Both she and her husband were at Tsarkoye Selo that night. It is hardly significant that they Weren’t at Vyroubova’s party.”

Frowning, he went on, stirring what remained in his cup with his forefinger. “And we might as well include Ivan Kapov. Think of his comments at Anastasia’s. He left me with the strong impression that he would stop at nothing to get the separate peace, and he seems to be a man of action, not just rhetoric.”

He drained his cup in a last swallow. “More tea? No? You’re right, it’s late.” He put the cup down. “But it’s still too early to make any judgments. We could even include Elena Ripley since she was with Minsky at Vyroubova’s just before you left.”

“That’s ridiculous!” I could listen to him include anyone else, but that was too farfetched for me to accept.

Lupa’s eyes narrowed. “Is it? Have you asked yourself why it is that a simple governess seems to be a fixture at so many parties?”

I was surprised at the violence of my reaction—it was almost as though Lupa were attacking me personally. “Elena is far from a ‘simple governess,’ as you call her. She is a brilliant stage actress—young, single, and extremely beautiful. She would grace any party. And on top of that,” I continued, “perhaps you have forgotten, but she was in the Crimea with the Czar’s daughters when the first murder occurred.”

“That is true. You’re right.”

“Thank you,” I replied stiffly.

“But it is also true that you are smitten with her and it might affect your judgment.”

“I’ll be sure to guard against it!” I replied with some heat. “I am a married man, and I have been faithful to Tania.”

He held up a hand. “I never said you weren’t. Come, Jules, calm yourself. Elena has no discernible motive, but she did have opportunity in Minsky’s case, and anyone, male or female, can plant a bomb or cut a man’s throat in his sleep. I only mention her for the same reason you included Pohl. Until we have some evidence, everyone is suspect. Everyone must be.”

Still angry, I retorted, “What about Alexandra? Why not suspect Rasputin while we’re at it? At some point the field must narrow. We can’t suspect an entire city.”

Lupa sighed deeply, and suddenly his own fatigue seemed to match mine. “Jules, let’s get some sleep. If it makes you any happier, I don’t suspect Alexandra. Or, for that matter, Rasputin, though I don’t come away from my first sight of him very impressed. In fact,” he added lightly, though there was no misreading the venom in his voice, “I would gladly strangle the man for what he did to Varya Panina.”

“It was insensitive,” I agreed.

Lupa eyed me with a strange intensity, as though a thought had just struck him. “Do you think it was Rasputin in the limousine?”

I’d of course heard stories of the starets driving a black automobile through the streets of St. Petersburg at night, shooting beggars at random, setting fire to houses, raping women and defiling churches, but his notoriety in the city and at court was such that those types of rumors were inevitable, and I told Lupa as much.

He seemed to find that explanation reasonable. Tomorrow, he said, he was going to interview Katrina Sukhomlinov. And after I saw Borstoi, we could meet again and see if we’d made any progress.

Exhausted, I finally said good night, walked to my suite, and immediately fell asleep.
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“I ‘ve been thinking,” Alyosha said, “and I’m not so sure that Rasputin is good for my mother.”

When I’d arrived to see the Czarevitch that morning, he’d delighted me by bowing as he greeted me. Now we were up in the “secret place,” even though a light snow was falling. Alyosha had already cleared away the night’s drifts with his shovel—it was a task he never overlooked, he said. Clearly, it was very important for him to be outside and away from the presence of Derevenko rather than sit in the warm and airless study. Also, I think the act of escaping was a game he rather enjoyed, and selfishly I realized that sharing it with him created a bond I couldn’t manufacture any other way.

“How is that?” I asked.

Alyosha scratched a smooth chin, no doubt imagining himself with a Vandyke like his father’s. “I remember what we were talking about yesterday, how for someone in my father’s position, or even in mine, the truth is the hardest thing to know.”

“Yes?”

“Well”—he hesitated, as though this discovery were a difficult thing for him—“I think Grishka”—he smiled—“Rasputin, not the horse, wants to protect my mother too much. In the same way that she wants to protect me.”

“Why do you think that?” I asked, impressed with the boy’s insight.

“I don’t know for certain. Or I’m not sure.” He grinned disarmingly. “Sont-elles les mêmes choses? Are they the same thing?”

“Not exactly. Go on.”

“Well, I know Gregory is a great solace to my mother, but it somehow doesn’t seem right to me that an Empress seeks solace over understanding.”

“And what should an Empress seek?”

He stomped around in the light snow. “That’s what I’ve been wrestling with. With Papa at Spala, my mother has been running the government, or controlling appointments, which amounts to the same thing.”

“And you think Rasputin has….?”

“I know,” he interrupted. “I know that Rasputin has no political training, and that he still tries to persuade my mother over appointments. And then she writes to Papa and the things are done.” He shook his head, as though trying to understand something beyond him. “With Papa trying to direct the War, Monsieur Giraud, he has come to rely on Mama’s intuitions and advice. And that was all right when it was Mama speaking for herself. But now I believe she is afraid—afraid for me and afraid for Papa. And Gregory makes her feel better.”

“And there is something wrong with that?”

He pondered a moment, then smiled. “Ah, la methode Socratique.” It was a joy to watch him switch from boy to man, from prince to student. The man-prince continued: “No, not in itself. I just wonder if the truth gets hidden when there’s only one version of it.”

“And your mother only chooses to see one?”

“I think so. That’s what concerns me.”

It was my turn to pace across the enclosure. Last night’s vision of Rasputin, drunk and obnoxious, threatened to crowd out my other thoughts. Suddenly it was very obvious to me why the monk was so roundly hated. Society saw him as I did last night and also knew that he had the Empress’ ear. The relationship did not inspire confidence in the wisdom of the Romanovs. “Alexis,” I said at last, “if you remember one thing when you become the Czar, this would be a good one.”

“It’s the same thing my father says, but why can’t he see that he’s not doing it?”

I looked at the confused face, so serious and so aware. He will be a good Czar someday, I thought, if only he could live so long. His hands were in his pockets and he was starting to shiver in the cold. “As you said, it may be up to you to tell him. Will you be seeing him soon?”

He said that his parents were coming into the city for Minsky’s funeral, and that he had already requested a private, formal audience with his father. Oddly enough, that seemed entirely appropriate to me, though I’m certain that only days before I would have scoffed at the idea as childish bravado.

I said that I was getting cold and asked Alexis if he would mind if we went back down to the study where it was warmer. In some strange way, I sensed that he was putting on the mantle of Czar with me—it wouldn’t do for him to admit that he was cold. That would be weakness. Or, more exactly, it would be showing weakness. If his struggling was telling him anything, it was that rulers are allowed moments of vulnerability in private, but in public they are not.

If only his father could make that distinction, I mused. Perhaps Alexis, in his formal interview, could begin to get the point across. If it could be done at all, I was sure Alexis would find the way to do it.

Back in the study, I changed the subject. Did he know Elena Ripley? I asked casually. Had he heard about the fight between her and Tatiana?

He seemed almost relieved to gossip, as though the burdens of his future responsibilities were weighing heavily on him. He hadn’t heard about it yet, but volunteered the opinion that Tatiana was too sensitive and far too headstrong to take criticism well.

“Takes too much after her mother,” he said sardonically.

“Do you think Elena will be let go?”

He laughed, as though at himself. “Do you think we are consulted over those things? Do you think I’d request a Rudi Derevenko? No, it will all blow over. It always does.” He sighed. “It seems to be the nature of our little closed-in world that these flareups occur. I think they’re the only things that keep boredom from killing us.”

Karel Borstoi was setting type in the tiny back room of what had been his father’s newspaper office. It was early afternoon, and I’d left Alexis—reassured over Elena’s security—about forty minutes before, crossing the city on foot under still-overcast skies.

In spite of the cold outside, in Borstoi’s shop it was sweltering. He worked shirtless and his wiry body glistened in the light of several bare electric bulbs. He was a small man, but his muscles rippled like a thoroughbred’s as he lifted heavy trays of type from the set table to the press. I stood in the doorway watching him for several minutes before he noticed me.

“Eh, what do you want?” he said in almost-guttural Russian. Then, “Do I know you?”

I stepped into the brighter light of the room, loosening my coat. “We’ve seen each other before.”

He moved back a couple of steps, while I continued unbuttoning my coat. I looked down for a second, and when I faced him squarely he was holding a hand ax, evidently prepared to use it.

“I’m here as a friend,” I said. “I was at the Czar’s kitchen the other night.”

Still wary, he glanced behind me. “You’re alone?”

I took my coat off and draped it over a chair, then sat down. “Yes, of course. And unarmed,” I added, raising my hands, “as you can see.”

“What do you want?” Poised and tense, he stood on the balls of his feet, the ax gripped so hard his knuckles shone white. “Did Max Pohl send you?”

“Would Max Pohl send a friend? I said I was a friend.” I used the word priyatel‘, friend. Then I smiled thinly, taking a chance. “In fact, I am tovarishch, a comrade.”

His eyes darted from me to the open room behind me.

“If you’re so worried about it, why do you leave the doors open? Come, sit down, we should talk. It’s Karel, isn’t it?”

He nodded, and I introduced myself.

“How is it you were with Pohl?” Still, his stance didn’t change. He was ready to attack or defend in an instant.

“I might ask you the same thing.”

“Stay right there,” he commanded. Giving me as wide a berth as the small room allowed, he checked the front office. I admit that while he was behind me, I was not altogether sanguine. The small breeze of his passing made the hairs stand on the back of my neck. If he was a murderer, if he thought I was hunting him down, it would be a short work for him to end his worries.

I felt him reenter the press room, and sensed him hovering behind me. “Listen to me,” I said, as casually as I could, “my position at court can be very helpful to you. If I’d wanted to harm you I could have done it easily when I arrived.”

He came around the front of me again and I let myself breathe. Though he still held the ax, now it was more as a prop than a weapon. He pushed himself up backwards onto the edge of the press and relaxed. I reached into my breast pocket, took out a cigarette, and offered him one, which he took, smelled, put in his mouth.

As I struck a match, he smiled coldly. “Do you mind if we switch?” He gave me his cigarette and took mine.

I laughed. “At some point, this becomes ridiculous.”

He inhaled deeply, nodding. “You’re right,” he said, “and we are not at that point.”

I shrugged. “En tout cas, I came here. I thought we could help each other. Perhaps I was wrong.” Standing up, I took my coat.

“What are you doing?”

“I am leaving. There are other cells. It will just take a little more time.” I started to turn for the doorway.

“You know about the cells?”

I stopped. “We have a Party in France.”

He considered that. Then, “How can you help me?”

“I am at court. I have an official position. I am tutor to the Heir. The question is, how can you help me? The other night, you seemed very bold. Today I meet a man terrified of a cigarette. I made a mistake. Good day,” I paused, spitting out the last word, “tovarishch.”

He wrestled with it so long that I thought it hadn’t worked. I walked out of the back room and through the front office, and was already preparing how to word my failure to Lupa, when he caught up with me on the street. A dirty brown woolen shirt was his only protection against the cold, but he seemed immune to it.

“It’s not unnatural that I should be cautious,” he said, hurrying along next to me. “My father was abducted out of that office, and now Max …”

“Max let you go the other night,” I said harshly. “That’s the reality. We must think clearly at times like these. Paranoia stifles action. It’s the mother’s milk of cowards.”

“I’m no coward!” he answered hotly.

I stopped and faced him. “All right, Karel, perhaps not. But I am not a spy for Bloody Nick.”

“And I have no proof of that.”

I conceded the point. “All right, I’ll get you proof. In the meanwhile, don’t you think that someone with my access at court might be worth knowing?”

It was his turn to smile as if he were hiding something. That smile bothered me. In it I could read the bitterness of his struggle—here was no dreaming idealist fueled by hopes of a new Russia, a better society, but a profoundly hate-filled and unhappy young man, driven by thoughts of revenge and violence.

“Yes,” he said, “it’s good to know people at court.” All at once he started to shiver as the freezing wind gusted around us. I suggested we return to his shop.

In the sweltering press room, he poured himself a cup of tea, holding it in both hands, blowing on it and inhaling the warm steam as it rose. When he’d finished, he put down the cup, gave one tremendous final shiver, and boosted himself back onto the press, facing me. “Now, comrade,” he said, “how can we work together?”

He poured two more cups of tea and we spent the next half hour discussing my official role here. His understanding of the international situation was severely limited by his blind hatred of the Czar, and I came to the conclusion that his Communist beliefs would easily give way to any other political view so long as one of its main tenets was overthrow of the Romanovs. In essence, he is simply an anarchist, and a dangerous one.

But the long discussion did accomplish one purpose—a superficial friendliness developed between us. At least, on my side it was superficial. From Borstoi, I sensed the almost frantic reaching out for friendship and approval that one often encounters in insecure, haunted men. In the end, he asked me if he could take me to lunch at Cubat.

“Isn’t that rather extravagant?” I asked. Last night, Lupa had mentioned it as one of the most exclusive dining places in the city, one he wanted to try himself before our investigation was completed.

But Borstoi grinned conspiratorially. “I’ll take care of it.” He went to a closet against the back wall of the press room and took out a white linen shirt, cravat, coat, and greatcoat. When he saw me looking at him with surprise, he quickly spoke up. “From my days at court. It’s a helpful uniform in certain circumstances.”

As we walked to the restaurant, I used his reference to the court as an introduction to expressing my thoughts on the murders, though I omitted any mention of Lupa, or my connection to him. I said that I understood Pohl was one of those suspected of murdering Minsky. As I was about to go into the reasons—access to arsenic and so on—Borstoi interrupted me.

“I never doubted Max did it.”

In some shock, I asked him to repeat what he’d just said.

“I said of course Max killed Minsky. He all but told me as much the other night.”

“But Max is a Czarist, isn’t he?” I remembered Lupa’s opinions regarding the chef, his loyalty to Nicholas, his belief in orderly progress through the monarchy.

Borstoi stopped and looked at me as if I were a madman. “What do politics have to do with Minsky’s killing?”

I briefly outlined it—expressed as my own original idea—that the murders seemed to be directed somehow at the Czar, to weaken him, to make him lose his taste for continuing the War.

“Yes, yes, of course that,” he said impatiently, “in the case of at least one of the first three. But Minsky had nothing to do with the Czar.” Then he added, “But it is wonderful if it adds to the man’s miseries.”

I choked down my natural response. “But you think Minsky wasn’t part of that?”

He laughed. “I know, or all but know it.”

“But then …?”

“Giraud, there are other issues in the world besides politics.”

“Did Pohl admit killing him?”

“No, no. Not even to me. He’s not that stupid. But I suppose Sukhomlinov could have done it, too. They both had the motive.”

I was greatly confused, but we had just arrived at the restaurant. The Cubat was so elegant it made the Villa Rhode seem like a bohemian boîte. We had our greatcoats taken by the maitre d’ and were seated, at Borstoi’s request, in the back of the establishment. His manner to the captain was appropriate, and he appeared perfectly at ease in the midst of this society. I also noticed a vast improvement in his Russian as he spoke to the waiter—no doubt his unfinished accent up to this time was some attempt at consistency with his proletarian stance. But I was too curious to press any side issues. As soon as we were seated and our waiter had left us, I grabbed Borstoi by the arm. “What do you mean, Pohl and Sukhomlinov had the same motive?”

He looked down at my fingers and I loosened my grip. “Why is your interest so great, Giraud?”

Afraid that I had betrayed myself, and rather than go on the defensive, I attacked. “Because, you fool, I’m operating on certain assumptions in trying to play my government against the Czar. It’s a very subtle game. I have to read Nicholas exactly, and if Minsky’s murder hasn’t shaken him, then now might not be the right time to pressure him, and I was under the impression that it was.”

The arrival of our wine provided a moment’s respite, and it was enough for Borstoi to digest my words. “It’s wonderful,” he said, convinced by my anger if not my argument. “It probably has had that effect.”

He took a sip of the wine, smacked his lips appreciatively, and whispered to me, “But Giraud, Minsky was having an affair with Katrina Sukhomlinov. Her husband is beyond himself with jealousy, and, to make it more interesting, Pohl is also in love with her. If that’s not why he died, I’m a royalist.”

The room almost whirled before me. As soon as he said it, it was so obvious that I wondered how it had never occurred to me or to Lupa. It explained so much, not the least of which was Katrina’s behavior at, and tearful exit from, Anastasia’s party. Just to be saying something, I protested, “But surely Max would know it would have such a powerful effect on the Czar?”

“So what? What’s that to him?”

“I understood he was, I mean politically he was …”

“Max?” Borstoi laughed coarsely. “Max is the least political man I’ve ever known. He doesn’t care about anything but himself. If you wanted a job at court, what would be your politics? Of course he says he pro-Romanov. Anything else would put him on the street.”

The waiter came again and Borstoi ordered for us both as I tried to assimilate what he’d been telling me. He might have earlier appeared unwashed, bitter, insecure, even foolish, but his analysis of how things worked in St. Petersburg made more sense at the moment than all of my own imaginings and all of Lupa’s finely-deduced theories.

“And the other killings?” I asked when the waiter had gone. “Were they jealousy, too?”

Again that mirthless laugh. “Katrina Sukhomlinov is a very passionate women, and her husband is old. She is not the only one of her type at court.” He paused, considering something, then went on. “But at least one killing was aimed at weakening the Czar. I’m certain of that.”

“How is that?”

It was as though a warning sounded somewhere. He looked away across the room, then back at me. Clapping me on the back with forced gaiety, he switched back to his gutteral accent. “You bring your proof to me and I may tell you.”

During the rest of the meal, I tried to make conversation though my mind was reeling with the possibilities uncovered by Borstoi’s news about Katrina Sukhomlinov. What if Lupa had been summoned here and there was no plot? What if the entire city and court ran on tracks of personality, greed, jealousy, mysticism, and there was in fact no coherent political thought directing anyone’s actions? Certainly, the Romanovs themselves were singularly domestic and parochial for a royal couple. It wasn’t too far-fetched to assume that their style had imprinted itself on the fabric of Russian life from top to bottom. After all, Nicholas had been Czar for nearly two decades.

These thoughts made me feel completely useless here, and yet I saw no other course of action but to press on. It was even possible that Nicholas would be relieved to learn that the murders had no relation to the War or to himself. Of course, the deaths of his friends would still be difficult to bear, but he could escape feeling that he was somehow to blame, that ending the War would put a stop to these personal tragedies.

Karel Borstoi became more and more animated as he ate and drank. I sipped one glass of wine during the lunch and let him down the rest of the bottle, after which he ordered another. He was excited about the War news, about Minsky’s death, the Czar being back at the capital, the effect Rasputin was having on the populace, undermining all faith in Alexandra’s judgment, and all belief in the Czar’s essential goodness.

Finally, as I knew he would, he asked me about Lupa. Who was he? Why had I been with him in the kitchen? What was his relationship to Pohl?

It was easily explained, and most of it truthfully. Lupa was a special investigator assigned to the murders. I had a legitimate interest in the progress he was making. Lupa was an amateur chef and had struck up a friendship with Pohl. It was the right time to tell him—the explanation went down as easily as the wine.

The young revolutionary finished his meal and excused himself for a minute. I sat drumming my fingers on the tablecloth, anxious now to get to Lupa and impart this new information. Through the window, I could see that out in the street, the snow was again falling heavily. A waiter came and refilled my glass, and I wondered, not for the first time, how Borstoi was going to pay for this meal.

And that thought brought on other doubts about my would-be comrade. Why had he not been conscripted into the army? Did he have enough connections at court to protect him from that? Was he planning another assassination attempt on the Czar? How reliable was anything he had told me? If he didn’t believe my ruse as his coconspirator, he would be wise to feed me false information and hope it would further muddle affairs at court.

But before I’d come to any conclusions, he returned in a state of high excitement. He began babbling about the work of a friend of his, Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov.

“You mean Lenin,” I said, and could tell from his reaction that I had passed another test of sorts. He went on to say that when he published the latest paper he’d received from Switzerland, the revolution would begin at last.

I started to say something appropriate when there was a commotion in the hallway behind us. First we heard loud voices, then the sound of running feet, pots banging. The maitre d’ scurried past us to the kitchen and returned almost immediately.

In the center of the room, he clapped his hands once, and when he had everyone’s attention, spoke calmly. “I’m sorry to have to interrupt your meals, but I must ask that we evacuate the restaurant immediately. There is a fire.”

Fortunately, no one panicked, though we were beginning to smell the smoke while we stood waiting for our coats near the front door. We got outside just as the first of the firefighters arrived Klaxons blaring. I wanted to stay and see if I could help, but Borstoi pulled me away rather roughly. Then he began chuckling.

“What’s funny? A fire could destroy half the city.”

“Let it,” he said. “It’s the rich half anyway. Let the bastards burn!”

But I couldn’t let it go at that, and I pulled away from his grip, about to go back and help.

“Giraud! The fire won’t spread. It’s confined.”

“How can you know that?”

He grinned. “Because I started it.” When I looked at him incredulously, he shrugged as if it were a small matter. “And they say there’s no such thing as a free lunch. Ha!”
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After leaving Borstoi, I wandered again through the back streets of the city. I felt I needed to get away from palaces, intrigues, and conversations and sort out my thoughts. The wind swirled snow in the doors and alleyways and every other building seemed to sport the red cross of the field hospital. I don’t know whether it was because of the muting effect of the snow, or because suffering men moan more at night, but I heard none of the sounds that had haunted the streets on my first walk through them.

As I pushed through the unswept knee-high snow, I had to remind myself that it was only October. The proper winter was still months off. Seeing the hopeless resignation on the faces of women and children pressed against the frosted panes as I passed, I began to believe in my heart that the country could never survive another winter of war and defeat.

It might almost be better, I thought, if Nicholas did give up, if the murders and lack of supplies and battlefield losses convinced him that the seemingly doomed effort was not worth it. At least then the immediate suffering might be lessened.

But then I remembered the brave sons of France, England, even Italy, who were dug into trenches from Amiens to Strasbourg, of the losses they’d sustained and the suffering they’d already endured. I thought of the eight million Russian boys who had already given their lives for the Allied cause. Shall all of that have been in vain?

No, it could not be. An afternoon with the likes of Borstoi was a glimpse of an uncivilized world, and I firmly believe that our cause is no less than civilization’s itself. Nicholas must not give up! His brave troops had already once saved my country—during the first weeks of the war as Germany had to shift two regiments to the Eastern Front just when it seemed they had us overrun. And now we needed them again. It was a hard truth, but undeniable. The Czar’s commitment was our greatest, and only, hope. But what, I wondered, was Russia’s?

My wanderings had taken me again to the river, and I stood mesmerized by the heavy gray water as it flowed through the city out to the sea. The snow fell and the wind whipped white and frozen flecks of foam onto the dirty snow-covered banks.

And I got my answer. As I leaned over a rough stone parapet, from one of the closed up houses behind me I heard what sounded like a hundred children all at once. Turning around, I saw that a school of some kind had released its charges for the day. The young boys and girls spilling from the doorway were like their counterparts everywhere—whistling, playing tag, jostling one another. Four girls, bundled in near-rags, held hands and began skipping away, singing a folk song.

And there, I realized, was Russia’s hope—its children, its songs, its culture, even its bleak winter were its own, not Germany’s to dominate and dictate to. There is still strength here, even in the country’s great suffering. If only the Czar can remember it, I thought, turning my steps back to the Palace.

Lupa sat behind a great desk in a tapestry-shrouded room near his sleeping quarters in the Winter Palace. He hadn’t come in from his own investigations until well after nine o’clock.

In the meanwhile, I had eaten dinner (cold fish again) in my own room and waited, reading Chekhov, until I’d received his summons.

There was a full pitcher of beer on the desk, and three empty glasses lined neatly along its edge. More impressive were the half dozen vases of flowers that bloomed in all colors on the desk, suffusing the room with their aromas.

“How …?” I began.

“I mentioned my love of flowers to Alexandra, and she kindly has provided all I could want. They have been changed daily. Wonderful, aren’t they?”

I couldn’t deny it, but neither could I understand where they’d come from.

He finished his latest beer. “Oh, they arrive twice a week by train from the Crimea. Normally, they are for Tsarkoye Selo, but …” He shrugged.

The critical thought came unbidden, but I could not ignore it. One had to question the Romanovs’ priorities and sensitivity when meat and butter for their people rotted in sidetracked boxcars, while their own personal flowers arrived on schedule twice a week from halfway across a ravaged country.

But Lupa had motioned me to a chair and I could see something was on his mind as well, so I held my tongue.

“I am enraged,” he said quietly. “Can I pour you a beer?”

Another glass appeared from somewhere in the desk, and he slid it over the desk to me. It was very cold and delicious.

“I don’t blame you. Where did you get this?”

His shoulders moved a millimeter. “Alexandra again. It is Pohl’s beer. She’s had a cask sent down from Tsarkoye Selo.”

In spite of myself, I laughed. “You don’t do without, do you?”

“To what point?” He drank again, dismissing that subject and moving on to our real topic. “Then you know.”

“Katrina?”

He nodded. “Women, Jules. I’ve said before that they are of two types—foolish or dangerous. I think our Madame Sukhomlinov may be both.”

I reported on my talk with Borstoi, mentioning his opinion that Minsky’s murder had nothing to do with a plot to weaken the Czar. Then I added, “Borstoi thinks your friend Pohl killed Minsky.”

“Katrina thinks her husband did. Did Borstoi tell you that he was the second lover of hers to be killed?”

“The second?”

Lupa nodded, seemed to consider something, then went back to his beer, finishing it in a gulp. He immediately reached for the pitcher, took a fresh glass, moved the empty one into the line along the edge of the desk, and poured. “At least the second,” he said. “The woman’s taste is apparently”—he paused, searching for the word—“catholic. Her husband, Minsky, Pohl, half of the rest of the cabinet. My God, Jules, is it possible this entire affair is over that woman’s favors?”

“I considered that all afternoon,” I said. “The possibility of coincidence gets a little remote, don’t you think?”

He drummed his fingers on the desk. “She received me in a peignoir. Did she think I wanted …?” He shook his head.

The thought amused me, and I sipped my beer to cover my smile. “Did you know about her and Pohl before? Borstoi had nothing good to say about him.”

Lupa glared at me witheringly “Consider the source.”

“Yes, but even so, what he said made a great deal of sense.”

He lapsed into silence, drummed his fingers more. “The woman didn’t mention Max by name. As a matter of fact, she didn’t even hint at any suspicion of him. Her main concerns were her husband and Minsky.”

“Would the General have killed him?”

Lupa shook his head. “One fact argues strongly against it, and that is this: Minsky was not her only current lover.”

“Maybe Sukhomlinov doesn’t know about the others.”

“I get the impression the former War Minister knows about everything.”

I thought about my first meeting with the man, his comment that “one knows everything, I’m afraid.” I tried to recall if there had been an undertone of real sadness in that statement, as though he knew of his wife’s indiscretions. It had been nothing, I was sure, but a world-weary ex-diplomat’s lament, and I told Lupa as much.

“So where does that leave us?” my friend asked.

“Well, Borstoi did say he was sure that one murder was political.”

“Did he say why?”

I told Lupa that he demanded more proof of my sincerity, and then went on to describe my lunch at Cubat, the fire, and so on. When I’d finished, he merely shook his head and drank more beer, as though I’d confirmed something he’d already decided.

A hidden clock chimed somewhere, and seconds later we heard the churchbells throughout the city echoing the refrain. I looked at my watch. It was ten o’clock.

“What should we do next?” I asked. “If the motive for these killings is possession of Katrina Sukhomlinov, I may as well make my proposal to Nicholas and prepare to go home.”

Lupa stared at a spot behind me for so long that I turned to see if something were there. He closed his eyes and pursed his mouth in the manner I’d come to recognize as a sign that he was deep in thought.

“No,” he said at last, as if to himself. “No, I can’t accept it.” He sat up straighter, finishing yet another glass of beer, and pushing it to the line at the edge of his desk. Surprisingly, he did not immediately pour another. “Just because we have a possible second motive does not necessarily eliminate the first. As you say, the odds of coincidence become remote, but in fact, given Katrina’s promiscuity, they are not all that remote.” Now he poured another beer, finishing the pitcher.

“Women, Jules,” he said simply after he’d gone through his usual ritual of watching the foam settle and taking his first sip. My father was right having nothing to do with them.”

I crossed my legs, relaxing. It appeared our business for the night was over. “Your presence here indicates he had something to do with at least one of them.”

He sighed, closing his eyes. “Yes, my mother.” His brow clouded.

“We needn’t …” I began, but he stopped me.

“No, that’s all right. A painful memory, that’s all.”

“Your home wasn’t happy?”

He snorted quietly. “Home? I had no home, Jules.”

I sat back in my chair. Lupa had rarely offered even a glimpse of his personal life or history to me before.

“My father and mother …” He stopped, sighed, went on. “My parents were both famous. Their careers kept them apart, and neither career was conducive to raising a child. Mostly I traveled with my mother—do you remember the Opera star Irene Adler?”

“She was your mother?” I was shocked. Irene Adler had been a world-renowned contralto in the eighties and nineties. Almost as famous as her singing had been the scandal of her involvement with the King of Bohemia. Looking at Lupa, I wondered if he were perhaps an illegitimate prince.

“Yes, she was my mother. She deserted me when I was eight.”

I tried to remember, and recalled that Irene Adler had died in a train accident around the turn of the century. I mentioned this to my friend.

“Yes, I survived that wreck.”

His choice of words went a long way toward explaining Lupa’s antipathy toward women. If he considered his mother’s death a “desertion,” there was much the young man hadn’t resolved.

“And your father?”

He sighed. “The pattern had already been set. I traveled with my mother. By the time I was two, they’d separated. To this day, I don’t know if they were ever married. After my mother”—he paused, began again—“after the accident, I couldn’t very well move in with him, though of course I visited him. In fact, I spent many summers with him. Scotland, France, Norway. England, he said, was too dangerous for me. So I was raised by a succession of ‘aunts’ and ‘uncles’ all over the Continent.”

“And you never saw your father except on these vacations?”

He waved a hand. “Don’t get me wrong, Jules, I learned a lot from my father. He is a brilliant man, very analytical. But a child wouldn’t have fit into his life.”

In spite of Lupa’s protestations of understanding, I could sense the bitterness underlying his words. “In fact I know most about my father from reading about him. I frankly believe that I was merely a responsibility for him, little else.”

“And now?”

He shrugged sadly, draining his beer. “Now it doesn’t seem to matter anymore.”

Though it was clear to me it did.

“We’ve gotten out of touch since the War. I suppose he is happily raising bees in Sussex, perhaps dabbling in some monographs now and then. I don’t know. It doesn’t really matter.”

I had to ask. “Then he is not the King of Bohemia?”

Lupa actually laughed. “Ah, the well-known scandal. No, Jules, he is not the King of Bohemia, though he is probably better known.”

Another chime sounded in the still room, and suddenly the spell was broken. Lupa looked around as though unaware of where he had been, then laughed rather too loudly, as if to cover his embarrassment. He clapped his hands together.

“Well,” he said. “Enough of that. How did we get on that topic? Tomorrow we see if we can make some real progress.”

He stood up, signaling the end of our interview. “I think I’ll have to speak to Max. By the way, Sukhomlinov may have a private stockpile of weapons. His wife hinted as much. I’ll have to see him. Have you made another appointment with the Czar? He is coming into town tomorrow, you know.”

I’d never heard Lupa rattle so aimlessly. Obviously, the memories of his childhood had stirred up emotions which were still difficult for him to understand or control. I held my hand up to stop him.

“Why don’t we get some sleep, my friend? It is late.”

He stopped, nodded, sat down, more vulnerable than I had ever seen him.

“It’s all right that it matters,” I said. “About your father, I mean.”

He looked at me, his expression blank. Then, in a hoarse whisper: “You know, we have even worked together. He helped me in Valence, the last time I worked with you. But none of it is personal. He has never cared about me.”

“I’m sure he does,” I said, aware of how weak it sounded. In truth, I wasn’t sure of anything. “It will look better in the morning.”

He remained seated, and I said good night. I had just gotten to the door when he stopped me. “Jules!”

I turned. “Thank you.”

With a lump in my throat, I nodded and walked into the hallway, closing the door behind me.
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Lupa’s discussion of his background made me think of my own home, my wife Tania and daughter Michelle. In my room, I took the last letter Tania had written, which I’d received before I had even left France, and began to read the elegant script. It was full of the domestic trifles that made up our pleasant life in Valence. Michelle’s teeth had started to come in (when I see her again, there will be a mouthful of them!), our own vendange had started (for next year’s vin de table—and now the pressed juice was halfway to nouveau beaujolais), Tania had cut her hair. What’ were they both doing now? And how soon would it be until I could be with them again?

I poured myself a tumbler of vodka, not quite remembering how the bottle had come to be in my room. Taking my pen up, I resolved to write a note to Tania. But no sooner had I sat than I became suddenly drowsy—the images of Tania and Elena Ripley began crowding one another in my thoughts. A few desultory lines appeared on the page. I tried to remember Tania’s face, but could only see Elena’s profile in the reddish light of the alcove in the Winter Palace. Now, as I wrote, was she under the same roof as me?

I stood up, walked to the window, and looked out across the courtyard that separated the two sides of the building. Across the way, only two or three windows showed any light. I shook my head, went to my valise, and drew out the photograph of Tania I had brought with me. Staring at it, my eyes burning with fatigue, I fancied I could hear her voice and her laugh.

Somehow reassured, I poured another small tot into my glass and prepared for bed. With the photograph propped on the lamp next to me, I chuckled at my imagination. But as soon as I had extinguished the light, it began plaguing me again. I realized I hadn’t finished the letter, but couldn’t quite force myself to move. Sleep came and engulfed me.

I was already awake when the messenger knocked the next morning. Nicholas and Alexandra had arrived in the city for Minsky’s funeral. They planned to remain at the Winter Palace for at least several days to see to some diplomatic matters, among which I was included.

When the messenger had gone, I glanced at the unfinished note to Tania with its few scrawled lines. I bunched it up and threw it away. I would write a real letter when I had the time.

I stopped by Lupa’s rooms, thinking he would have a better breakfast than I had come to expect, but he had already gone out. So I had to forgo eating. It didn’t really bother me.

In spite of all my drinking the night before, I felt remarkably lucid. The freezing air as I walked across the half-dark courtyard further braced me for the morning, and by the time I arrived at Alyosha’s study, where a servant gave me a bit of pastry and a cup of tea, the dark thoughts and doubts, even the foolish imaginings of the day and night before had passed. Thinking of my audience this afternoon with the Czar had restored my motivation and my sense of perspective.

The smiling face of Alyosha as he marched into the study further lightened my mood. In his blue sailor suit, even with the frosty bulk of Derevenko shadowing him, he was a heartwarming sight. I stood when he came in, we exchanged salutes, and then he bowed to me, clicking his heels in military fashion. His eyes shone as we sat in wing chairs for the day’s chat. Without discussing it, we both knew we wouldn’t be going up on the roof—the imminent arrival of the Czar had charged the atmosphere.

“Dum vivo vivebo” he said to me as soon as he’d dismissed his bodyguard. “And today I begin. I have an appointment with my father before the funeral.”

“And I see him this afternoon.”

He cocked his head questioningly. “What are you seeing him for?” he asked. “Something to do with me?”

I realized I hadn’t told the boy anything of my real purpose here, and I briefly outlined it. Instinctively, I felt he would be sympathetic to my cause.

He cocked his head sideways as he listened to my explanation, a smile playing at the corners of his mouth. “I should have known you were not a mere tutor. Have you been poisoning me with republican ideas in these sessions? All without my knowledge.”

“No doubt yes to the first part. As to doing it without your knowledge, one would be hard pressed, I think, to accomplish that.”

He looked pleased yet embarrassed at the compliment. Then suddenly he grew serious again. “I did make it a point to find out who you were,” he confessed. “And I never sensed that you have tried to manipulate me.”

“I never have,” I answered truthfully.

“We said that if I could come to trust you, you could become my most valuable ally.”

“That’s true.”

“I think I have almost done that. Will you keep telling me the truth, even if it is hard?”

“Of course.”

He reached out his hand. “As gentlemen, let us shake hands on that.”

We did so.

It might have been easy in other circumstances to laugh at the boy, but this was no pose, and there was nothing funny or unseemly about it. Here was a young man struggling with the duties and forging the kinds of alliances that would consume his life as an adult.

“And now,” he said, “can I say anything to my father that will help you?”

I shook my head. “I don’t think so. It’s your first formal meeting with him, isn’t it?”

He nodded.

“Well, then, I think you’d do well to remember what we talked about yesterday, about his personal life interfering with his public one. Frankly, that will play into my hands, but I don’t want to push him.”

“Why not? Don’t you believe in your mission?”

“Yes. I believe in it, but pushing too hard might drive your father in the other direction. Better to let him come to the decision in his own time—then he’ll be more committed to it, and that, in this case, is essential.”

He sat still a moment, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “Well,” he announced, “I will say my piece, and we will see if it has an effect.”

He stood up and walked to the window, his small hands clasped behind his back. “Monsieur Giraud?” he said, without turning around.

“Oui?”

He turned and faced me. “I don’t think I understand war. I know my father hates it. He tells me that Uncle Willie—Kaiser Wilhelm—likes it. I don’t understand it. It’s not even really fighting for what you believe in. The fighting becomes an end in itself. Isn’t that true?”

“Sometimes it seems like that.”

“So who is right?”

I looked at the innocent and open young face, asking me the question of the ages. “Maybe that’s something you should ask your father,” I said. “It’s a question he ought to consider.”

Elena was praying in the alcove.

I walked down the aisle and knelt in the pew behind her, and finally touched her shoulder with an outstretched finger. She jumped at the pressure, twisted her head, and then smiled to see me. Half turned, she sat back on the bench.

“You’re still here, I see,” I said, then added, “I’m glad.”

The smile became shy, then faded altogether. “But Tati hasn’t seen me yet, and today the Czarina meets with her daughters.”

I patted her arm, which rested along the back of the bench. “Don’t worry. She’s not going to turn you out.”

“I wish I could be so sure.”

“You can be sure. I talked to Alexis this morning, and he said his sister was just sulking, that’s all.”

“He really did? He said that?”

“And if that’s not enough,” I continued, wanting to impress her, “I’ll mention it to the Czar when I meet with him this afternoon.”

Her eyes widened, flecks of pure gold in the green irises. “You’re seeing the Czar today?”

I told her about the summons and my worries over the outcome of the meeting. Immediately, she seemed to forget her own troubles, and directed all of her concern to me. “Oh, Jules, you must go then and prepare. Don’t waste any more time with my foolish worries.”

“Time with you is never wasted, your worries are not foolish, and there is nothing more to prepare.” Even in the dim light, I could see the slight flush to her cheeks. I realized I might scare her away with my tendency to excessive gallantry, so I continued speaking in a more neutral vein. “It is all a question of how he’s taken Minsky’s death.”

“Yes,” she whispered. “Yes, that was terrible. But how does that affect you?”

I told her, though it was clear to me that the nuances of politics were unimportant to her. Nevertheless, she listened politely, and questioned me when I’d finished. “If only these murders would stop, then, it would help you, wouldn’t it?”

“Theoretically it would help my mission, yes. Or at least we’re working on that assumption.”

“We?”

I saw no harm in mentioning my connection to Lupa and his investigation. Its goal was intimately connected to my diplomatic role.

“But Jules,” she said, her hand coming to rest over my own. “That means you are coming into contact with suspected killers. Oh, please be careful. I didn’t know …”

I patted her hand. “Now, now. It’s not all that dangerous.” I told her about my “free” lunch with Borstoi, about Lupa’s interview with Katrina in a negligee.

“But they may not be the guilty ones.”

I shrugged, making light of the whole thing. “I’m not doing much anyway,” I said. “It’s mostly my friend Auguste Lupa. There’s no danger.”

“I wish I believed you.”

I was touched by her concern, but there was really nothing to be done. The investigation with Lupa was part of my job, and if it became dangerous, then so be it. I stood up and asked her if she’d like to accompany me as far as the courtyard. Though I wouldn’t be attending Minsky’s funeral, I felt that I could serve both diplomacy and statecraft by paying a call on Paleologue before my audience with the Czar.

As we walked the length of the corridor, Elena and I talked of my hopes for my mission. If the Czar accepted our offer today, then it was finished.

“But will you stay on,” she asked, and I don’t flatter myself to have read the hope in her eyes, “at least to continue helping your friend Lupa?” she added.

I stopped and took her hand. “Elena,” I said softly. “I would probably go directly home to my wife and child. Lupa is committed to finding the killer, but I am only interested insofar as it concerns the Czar’s plans for continuing the War. If he commits to that, I will be going.”

She looked down, her eyes unable to meet mine. “I understand,” she said, and she squeezed my hand.

Then she pulled herself upright and forced a brave smile. “Then let me, if you will, give you a kiss for luck in your meeting today Whatever will make you happiest, that’s what I want for you.”

I told myself it was a harmless gesture, and I leaned over for une petite béquetée. Elena came up on her tiptoes, put her arm around my neck, and the peck turned into a true kiss. When we separated, I found myself trembling, holding the beautiful young woman still tightly in my arms.

Her eyes had opened wide. I could feel her heart pounding strongly through the thin fabric of her blouse. A flush had risen in her cheeks, and a startled but pleasurable smile flickered at her lips.

Quickly she hugged herself against me, then lightly brushed my cheek in another kiss—this one as the first should have been. “For luck,” she whispered breathlessly.

And then somehow I had let her go and she was half-running, half-skipping back down the corridor without a look back while I leaned against the wall, recovering my composure, the touch of her lips still fresh in my mind, aware that I was—I am—courting not just a woman, but disaster.

Paleologue’s words were not heartening, although in the state I found myself, nothing more than an armistice or Lupa revealing the murderer could have buoyed my spirits.

Grand Duke Nicholas, Anastasia’s husband and the Czar’s cousin, was experiencing setbacks in the campaign in Galacia, which heretofore had been the only bright spot in the Russian war effort. Maurice wasn’t sure if the Czar had received that intelligence yet—he himself had only found out from a “leak” in the British staff at the shared embassies. The Ambassador was of the opinion that more bad news of the war would only dispose the Emperor further toward a separate peace. Therefore, it was essential that I make as strong a case as I could today.

I countered with the argument we had earlier adopted, that if we pushed too hard we might lose the match, but Paleologue, after first saying it was of course my decision to make, strongly felt that the risk was worth taking.

I took a carriage from Embassy Row back to the Palace, my thoughts a tangled skein of motivations, impressions, and doubts both personal and professional. Why had Lupa ever picked me for this mission? And why would a brilliant man like Foch go along with that choice? I was old, ineffectual, seemingly unable to control either my emotions or my actions.

Paleologue had offered me lunch at the Embassy, but upon learning that it was “English” day, and remembering the quality of the food prepared in the embassy kitchen, I declined. Thus, by the time I came back to my room to dress formally for my audience, I was famished.

But fate decreed that I should miss lunch as well as breakfast. As a manservant and I struggled with cummerbund and cuffs, I reminded myself of the men at the front who were suffering, starving, dying of wounds, and I chided myself for my softness. Many men fasted before strenuous mental tests, and though Lupa might never approve, I resolved to use the unaccustomed discomfort to test my own mettle.

The antechamber to the courtroom in the Winter Palace was a small, book-lined study. I arrived a half-hour early for my appointment and the secretary—a tall, black American who introduced himself as John Tucker Wilson—escorted me into the room and offered me tea, which I accepted. I must have stared overlong at him, for he volunteered the information that if he looked somewhat familiar to me it was because I had seen him before at Tsarkoye Selo, as one of the “Ethiopian guards.”

Here, dressed impeccably in a suit of British cut, he presented an entirely different figure, and I wondered if that formality would extend to the Czar in our interview. If so, it would be a far cry from our earlier, intimate meeting in the mauve bedchamber. The question bore forethought, and Wilson was sensitive enough to leave me alone with my tea to ponder it.

Some time passed. I heard raised voices from behind the closed door, and I wondered who could be in there that would have the effrontery to shout at the Czar of Russia?

Five minutes later I found out as Ivan Kapov, the royal cousin, came through the door to the Czar’s office in full military dress.

His handsome young face had high color. In fact, his entire bearing showed signs of excitement—eyes shining, steps light, chest puffed out.

I stood upon his entry and he stopped to look at me as I bowed.

“Ah, Monsieur … it’s Giraud, n’est-ce pas? How are you today? Seeing Nicky, are you?”

Before I could answer, John Tucker Wilson had joined us. “It will be a few more minutes, Monsieur. His Majesty prefers a hiatus between appointments.” He nodded to Kapov. “A successful meeting, your Highness?”

“Very, very, very.” A controlled yet strong smiled showed off a gleaming set of teeth. Kapov really was quite a handsome young fellow. The smooth brow furrowed slightly. “Though of course he wouldn’t give a definitive answer until he’d thought more about it. But that’s just Nicky’s way. I think this poor fellow’s death has just about done him in.”

Suddenly I remembered Kapov’s politics from the night of Anastasia’s party. I couldn’t help but interrupt.

“You mean Minsky?”

“Is that the fellow’s name? Yes, I think so.”

“Excuse me, but may I ask what you’ve just seen the Czar about?”

The secretary began to protest, but Kapov stopped him. “No, it’s quite all right in this case.” I got the impression that he also suddenly remembered my politics from the other night. His blue-green eyes flashed gray-green, the shade and temperature of the Baltic in winter. It was the briefest look, but it convinced me that this man was no mere royal playboy. His every pore breathed a commitment that, in the quiet formality of the drawing room, seemed to verge on the fanatical.

“I’m afraid, sir,” he began, his sarcasm thinly veiled, “that your own interview might bear upon the same issues with different results. Dear old Nicky has completely lost his heart for this war. He believes that someone is killing his friends to make him stop fighting. Since he can’t seem to win on the battlefield, he sees his only chance to save lives—real lives of people he cares about—is to give up. He’s terrified his family might be next. I shouldn’t be surprised if he wires Willy tonight suing for peace.”

“But it’s absurd,” I said. “The War isn’t a personal matter at all.”

Kapov smiled condescendingly. “Be that as it may, someone has made our Emperor feel like it is, and I applaud them.”

“Them?” I asked, jumping on the word.

Was it guilt, suspicion, or mere annoyance I read in his eyes. Whatever it was, he dismissed it. “A matter of semantics. I applaud the action.”

“And what of the victims?”

He shrugged. “There are always victims in a war.”

“Even an innocent man like Minsky?” I knew he was right, but his attitude frustrated and angered me.

His pretty face set in an arrogant mask. “My dear Giraud,” he said, “if it would shorten this war by a single day, I myself would kill a hundred Minskys.” He paused for his words to sink in. “And then,” he sneered, “then I would dance on their graves.”

Upon meeting Nicholas for the second time, with him behind his desk with the mildest of expressions, I realized how much I had let his position impress itself on me. The man had receded behind his office. Now, as I faced him, I was struck anew by his calm, good-natured demeanor, the slightly bemused look he wore, his air of quiet respectability.

I presented my compliments and he asked me to sit, which I did on one of the stiff chairs in front of his desk. After having put the moment off for so long, I felt a great relief finally to be in a position to present my offer, and I came straight to the point.

“Your Majesty,” I began, “as you know, both of our countries are struggling to bring this War to a successful conclusion. No one knows more than yourself how bravely your troops have fought, and what price of blood they have already paid. And still the War continues stalemated on both the Eastern and Western Fronts.

“We look back gratefully to your help in the early months of the War, when your loyalty to our alliance, though it meant great suffering for your own country, allowed France to survive.

“I know that your troops are low on weapons and even ammunition. You have lost ground in the North, and are barely holding your positions in Galacia. There are rumors that you may seek a separate peace.”

I stopped, watching him carefully, but his face showed nothing more than a wistful interest. “Could you blame me?” he asked mildly, as though my answer truly interested him.

“I don’t think the Kaiser’s terms would be particularly generous.”

He smiled coldly. “No, not if I know my cousin Willy. But what is your alternative, Giraud, a noble annihilation of all my country’s manhood?”

“I have been sent to assure you that the fight is still worth it, that victory is still possible, and that France is committed to her alliance with you.”

He nodded. “That is very heartening,” he said with thin irony.

But I pressed on. “Specifically, your Majesty, I am authorized to present to you an offer of one hundred thousand rifles with bayonets, an equal number of grenades, two hundred fifty heavy guns, five million rounds of ammunition, and whatever other ordnance and supplies you might need to keep your armies in the field until August first of next year.”

“Next year,” he said softly, looking down at his crossed hands, “August of next year.” He shook his head. “And what will happen then?”

“There is a chance America will enter the War. The balance of power may shift. It is a hope. It is not defeat.”

“No,” he repeated. “No, it is not defeat.” His eyes met mine. “The offer is generous, Giraud.”

He said no more. I waited silently while he took a cigarette from an ornately carved box on his desk. For nearly two minutes that seemed like an hour, we sat across from one another, the Czar smoking calmly.

Finally he sighed and smiled at me almost apologetically. “You have made quite an impression on my son,” he said.

It was an unexpected tangent that nearly caught me off guard. What about the offer? But he had changed the topic, and he was the Czar. There was nothing to do but respond. “He is an extraordinary young man. I like him very much.”

He nodded. “It is hard to know where to draw the line between protecting him and teaching him. Hard for me and my wife, I mean.”

“I think all parents face that dilemma,” I said.

“Yes,” he agreed in an abstracted way, “yes, but in his case, with his illness, it is, pardon me, doubly so.”

No response seemed appropriate, so I sat and waited while the Czar fumbled with a paperweight and other bric-a-brac on his desk.

“The point is, I suppose, that we should read the signs. For a long while, he was just a boy. And now, so suddenly, he isn’t … or isn’t quite the same.” He laughed in his self-deprecating way. “He let me know rather strongly this morning that he was ready to … to begin his active training.

“It’s strange,” he continued, musing. “He is so different than I am. When I was his age, I only thought of playing. I thought my father would live forever and somehow, eventually, I would get the training I needed to become Czar. My father seemed to think the same thing—he never appointed me to any government posts or gave me any responsibility, and that all seemed perfectly natural.

“But then he died, and I was Czar.” Lost in his thoughts, he stopped speaking for a moment, then pushed himself back from his desk. “Let’s have some tea,” he said. “Do you mind?”

We walked to the ubiquitous samovar in the corner of the room and he filled two translucent porcelain cups with strong, nearly black tea; then he motioned to a couple of comfortable chairs on either side of a small table, and we retired to them.

“The desk,” he said, “is the enemy of communication.”

I took that heartily, as a sign that his decision hadn’t yet been made. It gave a boost to my patience.

“My wife isn’t for it,” he said, rather enigmatically.

“What is that, your Majesty?”

“Alyosha. She doesn’t think he’s old enough. Though of course, she didn’t talk with him this morning. He seemed quite mature and determined to me. Said I was confusing my duties as Czar with my personal feelings.” He smiled again, but there was flint in it. “Why do I suppose you have some influence there, Monsieur Giraud? Is that what you think? I would not like to think you are criticizing my handling of my office to my son.”

I took a sip of the tea to stall for time. This was unexpected, though upon reflection I now realize that it might have been foreseen.

“Alexis is astute enough to ask his own questions, your Majesty. He asked them of me, and I told him to bring it up with you. As far as I recall, I ventured no opinion on the topic.”

Those mild eyes stared at me from an expressionless face. Perhaps stalling for time himself, he sipped his tea. “I believe you. It’s natural that the boy should grow up. I’m proud that he’s showing such concern. But my wife, the Empress, doesn’t like it.” He gestured helplessly. “She is … oversensitive, I believe, regarding criticism. When I told her about Alexis’ questions …” He hesitated. “Well, at first she was all right, just surprised as I had been. Then, after lunch—we had Rasputin to lunch; he presided over the service for Boris—after lunch, she was suspicious of you. She cannot abide disloyalty.”

“Forgive me, sir, but with all due respect I am not your subject.”

“But as Alyosha’s tutor …?”

“I would never abuse the trust you placed in me, your Majesty. Or your wife’s.” I leaned back in the chair, in a relaxed pose, my teacup perched on my knee. “If you’ll allow me to say so, I think Alyosha has been waiting for an opportunity to speak his mind. He has been trying out some ideas on me—ideas that I think you’d approve of, even be proud of.

“It may be that his physical breakouts of the past, eluding Derevenko and riding runaway horses, for example, were merely manifestations of the same impetus. He’s his own person, maybe a little headstrong, but I think this avenue of expression is a safer one, all in all, than a physical one.”

Nicholas lit a cigarette and considered what I’d said. Finally, exhaling with what appeared to be a sigh of relief, he gave me a really wonderful smile. “I will pass your thoughts along to the Empress. I am convinced and delighted by your answer.”

The Czar stood up and walked to the window, drumming his fingers on the sill. According to Paleologue, John Tucker Wilson, my briefings, and every etiquette book I had read regarding audiences with Nicholas, there was unanimity on one thing—when Nicholas went to the window and began drumming, it signaled the end of the interview.

But I could not leave. I hadn’t come to discuss either my loyalty or his son.

I put my cup on the table with a small clatter. No doubt Nicholas expected next to hear the door closing as I made my way out. Instead, I went to the center of the room, went to one knee and remained so, and spoke: “If your Majesty will excuse me?”

It startled him—he spun around and faced me, a scowl darkening his countenance.

“I know I have taken too much of your time, and I must beg your Majesty’s forgiveness for my presumption, but we’ve spoken frankly up until now, and my duty compels me to request another few minutes.”

To my surprise and relief, his frown gave way to a bemused smile. “You’re an original, Giraud. I grant you that.” He stepped away from the window, his hands fluttering like birds before him. “Come, come, please rise. Don’t be ridiculous.”

I stood. We are almost exactly the same height, and our eyes met and held. He was no fool—there was no question as to why I had stayed or what we would have to discuss. And there was no more denial of the hurts we would have to expose to come to an understanding.

For a terrible moment, I saw in his eyes all the anguish of his position, the responsibility and the fatigue. But that reality was as a palimpsest behind which those eyes limned the enormity of his personal loss.

I cast diplomacy aside. “Sometimes it must seem almost too much to bear,” I said quietly.

The man’s shoulders sagged. “Most of the time,” he began, even more softly, “I am able to put aside these, uh, personal matters.” He turned his back to me. “I understand what my son was saying. He was right. But I feel I am at the mercy of events that I can no longer even pretend to control.” Again he faced me. “My judgment is affected, Giraud. I can’t seem to do anything about it. Aside from my wife, Boris was my closest friend, and many of the things we discussed I couldn’t even say to the Empress—man things, jokes, you understand?”

I nodded.

“It didn’t take the pressure off—nothing can do that, I suppose—but it was a relief, a tie to normal life.” He paused, sighing again. “Perhaps my last. Come, let’s sit down.”

We went back to the chairs, and I waited while he went through the ritual of lighting another cigarette. Finally, resting his elbows on his knees, he hung his head and continued. “I just don’t feel I can take this anymore. I wasn’t born for this, like my father, or even like my son. I am a ruler by circumstance only. If they next attack my family, I …” He paused. “I couldn’t stand it, Giraud. I can’t put them to that risk.”

So we have lost, I thought.

I felt for the man, but my job was to influence the king. Fleetingly, I wished Paleologue, or Foch, or Grand Duke Nicholas, or even Lupa were here with their strengths, their personalities, their powers of persuasion. But they weren’t. It was up to me, and I had no answers, only a redundant empathy and, hopefully still, a soldier’s heart.

I could argue the niceties of treaties and alliances, of commitments, promises and common goals, but it would all be wasted. There was no logic left—only feeling.

“I have a family, too,” I said. “A wife and a daughter. My wife has already lost her first husband and two sons on the battlefield.”

The monarch raised his eyes to mine. “I’m sorry.”

I shrugged. “C’est la guerre. I would only ask you, as a man, to wait, if you can, just a little longer. Perhaps the murderers can be caught. If you don’t, sir, you are not only surrendering Russia to the Kaiser, you are dooming France”—I paused—“and my own family.”

He gazed at me, levelly and soberly, for several seconds. Then he stood and for the second time went to the window. After a minute, he began drumming his fingers on the sill, and this time, since there was nothing left to say, I bowed to his back, and tiptoed from the room.
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John Tucker Wilson handed me a note as I exited the Czar’s room. It was from Lupa, who had just finished his own interview with Alexandra.

I didn’t know what Nicholas would do, whether or not he would sue for peace and so end the War on the Eastern Front within hours. I felt I had failed—and if I had, even Lupa’s investigation would be more or less meaningless. In any event, he ought to be aware of the situation. Time was indeed short.

As I hurried toward my meeting with Lupa, I heard the unmistakable sounds of another riot outside. Perhaps word had gotten out that Nicholas and Alexandra were in the Palace. Maybe it was just another outburst over no bread or the cold or another defeat had been announced.

Whatever its cause, the riot could not help but add to the Czar’s worries. He would hear it and see it from his window. Would it stiffen his back, I wondered, or break him down further?

In either case, I had to get to Lupa. If there was any hope left at all, I believed it lay with my friend’s solution to these killings, if he had one. It is all very nice to have suspects, I mused, but at some point the list must begin to narrow. How close, I wondered, was Lupa to that point?

I burst into his office to see him sitting behind his desk, surrounded by flowers, reading and drinking beer! He looked up as soon as the door had opened, and had put the book down by the time I got to his desk.

“Jules,” he said, “satisfactory.”

“No, it is not,” I exploded, venting my pique. “It is not satisfactory at all. You sitting here reading and drinking as though you’re on holiday, while the War is coming to an end. I’ve just seen Nicholas and he’s going to capitulate unless you come up with a suspect in these killings. He may have already done it. What are we going to do?”

The young man glared at me briefly, then grunted in annoyance. “Sit down, Jules, calm yourself. Have a beer.”

“I don’t want a beer. We have to …”

He held up a hand. “Please.”

I sat down, waiting.

He finished his glass, pushed it to the side of the desk—it was the first one there—then took out a clean glass and poured from the pitcher. After the foam had settled properly, he took another sip, smacked his lips, and addressed me. “While I understand your frustration with this, I have done quite a bit today and I resent your implication that I have somehow been remiss. Alexandra and I have just had a very successful meeting, in which she has given me power of subpoena, and now I am awaiting the arrival of our friend General Sukhomlinov.”

“But Auguste, time is running out.”

His nostrils flared as he slammed his palm flat against the desk. “Don’t you think I know that? What am I supposed to do? Pull a murderer out of a hat?”

“It might help,” I said evenly “We have to do something.” I went on to tell him about my meeting with Kapov and his comment about “killing a hundred Minskys,” and then the audience with Nicholas.

He listened quietly, eyes closed, nodding from time to time. When I finished, he drank more beer and then talked. “Alexandra led me to believe it wasn’t so bad, that she thought he could hold out for another few weeks—that is, unless there’s another murder.”

I shook my head. “I don’t know. He seemed close to the end to me.”

The big man sighed. “Well, if that’s the case, Jules, there isn’t much we can do. We can only hope that you had some influence on him. And remember, you saw him immediately after Kapov, and Nicholas might still have been reacting to some of his cousin’s arguments when you came in.”

I had to admit a kernel of truth in that statement.

“In any event,” Lupa continued, “we should, I agree, move with haste. Maybe even create a suspect out of whole cloth. It’s an idea. But right now,” he went on, “I’ve asked you to be here in more or less an official capacity. Sukhomlinov will be arriving shortly, and I’d like you to take notes behind that tapestry.” He pointed to a painted screen that hung over the back half of the room. “I don’t want him to know we’re working together, but I need an official witness to the proceedings.”

At my questioning glance, he explained. “I think the General is capable of casting his own nets in these waters. He is going to want me out of the way—I am, in his view, personally harassing him, and my success here would threaten his separate peace. Ergo, I predict he will launch a campaign of his own to discredit me—perhaps even kill me.”

“Do you think he killed Minsky?”

Lupa shrugged and finished the second beer. “I expect to have a better idea within an hour.”
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Lupa: I have sent for you, General, to ask you some questions relating to the death of Boris Minsky.

Sukhomlinov: Are you accusing me of that murder?

L: No. Not at this time, though it is my understanding that you were not unhappy to see him dead.

S: That is not a crime.

L: So you admit that that’s true?

S: And I repeat that it’s no crime. The man played at being a soldier, and he filled the Czar’s ear with nonsense.

L: And for that he deserved to die?

(No response.)

L: You were at Tsarkoye Selo the night he was killed, were you not?

S: This is absurd, Lupa. I was at the Czar’s dinner as everyone knows, with my wife.

L: And afterwards?

S: Afterwards we went to our quarters there.

L: Both of you? Together?

S: Yes, of course.

L: That’s odd. I spoke to your wife yesterday, and she said you quarreled, after which you went out alone. What did you quarrel about?

S: I don’t remember if we quarreled at all.

L: Wasn’t it about Minsky?

S: What about him?

L: (long pause) We’ll leave that, General. But you did take a walk?

S: I don’t remember. What if I did?

L: If you did, I would ask if you saw Minsky, but since you don’t remember …

S: You seem to be implying two different things: that I wanted Boris out of the way for political reasons, and because some issue of honor might also have been involved.

L: That’s correct. Two very good and different motives.

S: It’s ridiculous. If it were an affair of honor, I would have challenged him to a duel. Politically, there are more important men than Minsky. Who was he? A fly in the Czar’s ear. There was no reason to kill him on that score.

L: There is a theory, General, that these murders—and this is the fourth, remember—serve a political end. Have you heard about that?

S: You mean to weaken the Czar’s will? It’s the silliest idea I’ve ever heard.

L: Still, these murders began just after your trial for espionage three months ago …

S: Where I was acquitted.

L: Yes, you were. Your timing, from the point of view of my investigation, was unfortunate. And the trial didn’t seem to have any adverse effect on your friends, your views, did it?

S: Which views are you referring to?

L: The ones which led to your arrest in the first place—you never seem to have a dinner or social engagement without a suspect agent of the Kaiser in attendance.

S: Many of those men were my friends before the war.

L: And you see no reason to treat them differently now?

S: No. They are not spies. They are writers and businessmen.

L: I can only wonder what legitimate business they might now have in Russia. (Pause.) All right. Now, as to your arsenal …

S: Don’t you think that was covered well enough at the trial?

L: Nevertheless, I find it provocative. According to this report, you admit to having over one thousand grenades, four hundred rifles, and at least fifteen thousand rounds of ammunition. As you were Minister of War, I can imagine how you got them, but what use can they be for you now?

S: I came by them legally, and they are for my protection.

L: Legality is an interesting concept, and perhaps even technically accurate. One is led to wonder, though, why the army has such incredible shortages, while your own larder is so well-stocked. (Pause.) Confound it, sir! Don’t you realize that you are the only source of grenades in this city? And the first murders were done by grenade? Have you no answer to that?

S: No. None. It is the least of my concerns.

L: If I find any other connection, I can and will have you arrested.

S: (Laughs.) Then I would be well advised to get you out of the way, wouldn’t I? Good day, sir. This meeting is over.
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“Could he do it?” I asked when he’d left. “What did he mean, ‘get you out of the way’?”

Lupa, with a look of disgust, fiddled with some papers on his desk. “That was an interesting choice of words,” he said. “He is used to having his enemies arrested. That would get me out of the way. Or, if he is our killer, that approach would also work.”

“I loathe the man.”

His fingers drummed. “Yes, I share that feeling. But what did you think of the interview?”

“I think it got us nowhere.”

“Not exactly. It got us somewhere. We can probably eliminate the General. It is almost too obvious. He had two motives, means were no problem, and there was all the opportunity in the world. The man may be venal, but his stupidity would have to be colossal to act so unconcerned with so many facts pointing in his direction, and he is not stupid. He wears his villainy on his sleeve, but I’m not sure I believe he’s a murderer.”

“And where does that leave us?”

Lupa leaned back in his chair, closing his eyes. For a moment, he was so still I had the impression that he’d dozed off. His only movement was the regular pursing of his lips. So he was thinking.

“Tell me about Elena Ripley,” he said at last.

It was an unexpected sally and it must have shown in my reaction. “Come, Jules,” Lupa said in response, “she is the last person to have been seen with Minsky. The propinquity alone is potentially damning.”

“You’re grasping at straws,” I said defensively. “Elena knows nothing about all this.”

“You’ve talked to her about it, then?”

“Obliquely.”

He leaned forward, concern now written clearly across his features. “And I take it,” he said quietly, “that she knows of our alliance?”

“I may have mentioned something about it.”

Again he leaned back. Again the eyes closed and the mouth moved. Finally he grunted and settled himself back at the desk. Almost to himself, he said, “Well, it is done. Some good may even come of it.”

I thought of his new power of subpoena. “Are you going to be speaking with her?”

He shook his head. “There’s no need so long as you are not befuddled.”

I assured him I was not, and promised that I would not keep from him anything she told me that might be pertinent to our investigations.

“Anything at all, Jules, please. Pertinent or no. Something could be hidden in the most seemingly casual remark. All right?”

Feeling he was being peevish, and thoroughly disenchanted with the topic, I agreed, though I wasn’t sure at the time, nor am I now, whether I intend to keep my promise or not.

My spirits low, I wandered the corridors of the Palace. It was late evening and might as well have been the dead of night.

After leaving Lupa, I went over to the children’s chambers, intending to pass some time with Alyosha, only to find that the royal children were dining with their parents. I thought I would pay a call on Elena, but she, too, had gone out.

Since I’d heard no news of a treaty with Germany, I still entertained hopes that all was not lost, but Lupa’s puerile insistence on suspecting Elena and his lack of success with Sukhomlinov, which he had called a triumph of sorts, had sapped my confidence in him and his abilities.

At the end of our meeting, he’d suggested I go see Borstoi again and finally get to the bottom of the “damage” he’d supposedly wrought, but I explained that without proof of my commitment to his cause, my credibility with him would be next to nil. With his characteristic bravado, he assured me that I could plan on seeing the young firebrand tomorrow, and I’d have the proof I needed. He’d see to that. Without the heart or even the curiosity to question him further, I walked from his office.

I don’t know what I was thinking or where I was going. Suddenly I could no longer stand the confines of the Palace. Hunger gnawed at me but somehow the thought of food made me nauseous.

Out on the street, the low clouds were visible in the dark sky. The wind had died down, but the cold’s grip on the city was still firm. Barricades testified to the earlier riot—which I’d all but forgotten—and their jagged and crossed angles gave a spectral cast to the night’s shadows.

My steps, unbidden, took me where they would. The capital was deserted, bundled up, quiet. Occasionally a yellow streetlamp crossed swords with the gloom—always it was a losing battle.

And then, almost inaudibly, I heard the strains of music. It was somehow familiar, though unrestrained and wild, as though melody and meter had given way to noise and frenzy. Looking up, I realized I had wandered to Gorokhavaya Street. The music was coming from the far end of the block, from the window of a brightly lighted room three flights up. As I came closer, I noticed that automobiles lined the curbs. The music grew louder, more discordant—gypsy guitars and tambourines and voices out of key.

I was still halfway down the street when my heart stopped. A hooded figure stepped gracefully from one of the cars and made for the entrance to the apartment. When she half-turned and looked in my direction, I couldn’t help but call out.

“Elena!”

But it could not have been her. The face was in shadow, and she showed no hint of recognition of the name, vanishing immediately into the blackness of the stairway.

I came abreast of the building. From my angle, I could only see shadows cast upon the ceiling of Rasputin’s flat. As I watched the satyrlike figures dancing in strange contortions, my head swam with all sorts of grotesque visions.

Suddenly the music stopped, the window was thrown open. Rasputin, naked at least to the waist, thrust his black-bearded face into the teeth of the cold. Laughing hysterically, obscenely, he shouted out over the rooftops, and though the words had no meaning to me, in them and the accompanying laughter I heard the thin-edged sound of unmistakable madness, accompanied with what I can only describe as a howl not of insanity but, unaccountably, of triumph.
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Lupa was at the door to my chambers before dawn, our differences of the day before forgotten. Still in my robe, I admitted him, and he helped himself to my breakfast of tea, cakes and eggs while I made my toilet.

When I returned and poured myself some tea, he commented that I looked tired, and I explained that I hadn’t been able to sleep very well. My walk, with its unsettling vision of Rasputin, had depressed me, and I had continued wandering around the deserted and despairing city until well after midnight. Finally retiring, I had lain awake trying to devise a stratagem that would convince Borstoi of my sincerity.

Lupa tut-tutted me, a smile playing at his lips. “I told you not to worry about that, that I would take care of it.” To say Auguste Lupa looks smug is more or less an exercise in redundancy, but clearly he was quite proud of himself.

Reaching into his coat pocket, he extracted a rectangular black leather box, about the size of his hand, with a monogrammed “F” tooled into its cover.

“What is that?” I asked.

“Your proof.”

He passed it to me and I opened it to one of the great shocks of my life. Nestled in peacock blue velvet was one of the fabulous Fabergé eggs!

“My God!”

“Yes,” he agreed. “It is quite a piece of work.”

I could do nothing but stare at it. It was at once precious, fragile, and breathtaking, its value inestimable.

I had come across references to these eggs in my briefing notes. The tradition had started in 1884 when Czar Alexander III presented his wife, Marie, Nicholas’ mother, with one of them for Easter, the greatest Russian holiday. Nicholas, when he became Czar, had continued the tradition, every Easter presenting one specially designed egg to the Czarina and another to the Queen Mother.

There are only fifty-six Fabergé eggs in the world! Though I hadn’t seen any others, descriptions of them beggared the imagination. Each of them opened to what Fagergé called a “surprise”—gem-encrusted vistas or scenes from Russian folklore and history.

One of the most celebrated eggs was the Great Trans-Siberian Railway Easter Egg, which Nicholas had commissioned for the birth of the then-new century. Its “surprise” was a working model of the Trans-Siberian Railroad, constructed of enamel, diamonds, rubies, pearls, and gold.

The egg I now held in my hand, though much smaller, was no less impressive. The blue-white porcelain seemed more fragile than any real egg. Etched into the top were two Imperial eagles in gold and gold leaf. Twin large, perfect diamonds braced each side at the widest point.

“Squeeze the diamonds,” Lupa said.

I did so, and the egg opened to reveal its “surprise.” I had wondered at the name of the piece, “L’Aube,” which was inscribed in the finest filigreed gold on the inside of the box. When I opened it, however, I saw that the surprise captured the dawn sky to perfection.

Inside the egg, set into its lower concavity, was a scale-model of a typical Russian pastoral scene. Little diamond dewdrops flecked a field of emeralds in the foreground. A ruby sun rose on the upper half of the egg, whose background was a lighter shade of the same peacock blue as the velvet lining the box, brushed with what had to be gold and ruby dust. On the right, the sun cast its golden rays over the shimmering onion-shaped dome of an Orthodox church. The dome was the centerpiece—a flawless yellow topaz the size of a quail egg. On the left, a sapphire river coursed through a meadow in full flower. All this, and the thing was only the width of my hand!

I finally tore my eyes away and looked at Lupa in disbelief. “How did you get this?”

He leaned back sipping his tea. “I asked for it and the Czarina gave it to me.”

“Oh, of course,” I said. “In that case, why didn’t you just ask for two?”

“Jules, don’t be angry again.”

“I’m not angry. I’m amazed and a little nervous. Mere possession of this thing without permission—”

“Would undoubtedly be a capital offense. But there is nothing to worry about. We have permission.”

“And you want me to give this to Borstoi? Alexandra gave her permission for that?”

He paused. His fingers began to drum methodically on my writing table. “Not exactly. I presume she would want it back.”

“And so what, exactly, am I supposed to do with it?”

“That, I’m afraid, Jules,” he said, sighing, “is up to your own discretion. I left my proposed use of it rather vague.”

“But to be valuable to us, as proof for Borstoi, I have to use this some way?”

“You’ll probably have to give it to him. We may have to steal it back.”

I rested the closed box containing the egg on the table. “This is getting dangerous,” I said evenly.

He shrugged. “It was dangerous to begin with. And now, as you pointed out yesterday, time is running out. We have to make something happen.”

“And you think Borstoi—”

“Is a good place to start. We know he has tried to kill Nicholas, and he admits succeeding at some other damage already. I need to know what that was.”

I agreed. Dangerous or not, if this was the route to progress, it had to be taken.

“By the way, Jules. I had an interesting ally when I met with Alexandra after you left me yesterday.”

“Oh?” I said, again taking the box into my hands and looking at it. The thing would probably buy my entire estate in France. “Who was that?”

“Rasputin.”

I almost dropped the egg. “That’s impossible!” I said. “I saw him at his apartment last night.”

“You visited him?”

“No. I saw him. There was some sort of party and I passed under his window.”

Lupa shook his head. “Well, I assure you, he was with Alexandra and me in her room not twenty minutes after you left me.”

I thought about it, and there had been time. He could have left the Palace after meeting with Lupa and the Czarina and easily made it back to his flat, especially if he drove, before I arrived there. But it somehow disconcerted me. The monk seemed to be everywhere lately.

“What did you think of him this time?”

The look of distaste that twisted Lupa’s mouth spoke volumes. “I don’t understand his hold on Alexandra.”

“Alexis,” I said. “She thinks he can keep her son alive. He’s evidently done it more than once.”

“If you believe that,” he began, then checked himself. “What I don’t understand,” he did say, “is that Rasputin convinced Alexandra to give me the egg. I don’t think she would have parted with it otherwise. He stared at her in that fixed way, and put her almost in a trance. Then he said, ‘What are mere possessions compared to your husband’s peace of mind? If this egg can provide that, it is worth the sacrifice.’

“And that settled it. After the shortest reflection, she walked directly to the case, unlocked it, and handed me the egg.”

“I know. He had the same kind of effect on her at Minsky’s last party.”

Lupa was silent a moment, then shook his head. “Women,” he began, and I sensed he was about to launch into his familiar tirade, so I spoke up.

“What are your plans for today?”

“I have three interviews scheduled. By the way, if you see Miss Ripley, you can tell her she is no longer a suspect.”

Here, at last, was some welcome news, though I had never seriously entertained the thought. “She wasn’t aware that she had been,” I said, “but I’m glad you’ve reached that decision. May I ask what happened?”

“Anastasia. I ran into her yesterday and she told me that Miss Ripley had stayed at her house the night of the party at Vyroubova’s. She was escorted by a group of Minsky’s brothers-in-arms, and they continued with him to his house.”

“Did Anastasia know any of the men?”

“She hardly noticed. It was late, and dark. A group of young officers, she said.”

“Kapov?”

He nodded. “The man who would kill a hundred Minskys? Yes, Jules, the thought had occurred to me.”

Derevenko, surly as ever, and bolder without Alyosha by his side, tolerated my presence only by an obvious act of will. Though he volunteered nothing, eventually I got him to tell me that my tutoring that morning had been canceled—the dinner with the Royal Family had kept the prince up late, and he would be sleeping in today.

Almost as an afterthought, he handed me an envelope embossed with the royal coat of arms. It was closed with the seal of the Czarevitch and I opened it as soon as I was out in the hallway alone.

Dear Monsieur Giraud:

Please forgive my absence today. My mother believes I need some extra rest. I think she is angry that I spoke so freely to Papa, and wants to punish me for a day. I will see you tomorrow.

A.

It was upsetting. If Alexandra was angry with Alyosha and thought I was somehow infecting him, as Nicholas had intimated yesterday, I would be well-advised to keep my “lessons,” as my predecessor Gaillard had done, to the milder humanities. I liked Alyosha, very much, but I could not have my position at court ruined by a misunderstanding with the Czarina.

Looking in at the alcove where I had been meeting Elena, anxious to tell her the news of her “acquittal” by Lupa, I was disappointed to find it empty. But then, I realized, it was several hours earlier than we usually met. She was undoubtedly tutoring the girls.

I thought of the woman I had seen outside Rasputin’s last night. Similar experiences, I suppose, are commonplace—I mean situations where one wants to believe something so badly that the facts surrounding it come to be meaningless. Last night, I was so tired and lonely that I was seeing Elena in every shadow. I wanted to see her; therefore I did see her. But, in fact, it hadn’t been her.

I was beginning to realize how Lupa’s decision regarding her had lightened my spirits. Sukhomlinov and Elena were now out of it. Who did that leave? Borstoi and Kapov, and perhaps Pohl, and we would be drawing the net ever tighter today. It was a relief. We were finally moving ahead. Progress was being made. We might, in fact, succeed before it was too late.

My appetite returned with a vengeance. I hadn’t eaten a proper meal in two days, so I stopped in at one of the booths in the children’s wing of the Palace. I was loath to walk the streets carrying Fabergé’s egg in my pocket any longer than was absolutely necessary. The meal also afforded me time to come up with some plan as to how to best use the egg.

Fortified by strong tea and several sausages stuffed into fresh rolls of black bread, I was ready to begin. I still didn’t have a specific idea, but my confidence had returned. I was certain I could read the moment and act accordingly.

I made one last stop at the alcove to see if Elena had finished with the Grand Duchesses, but it was still empty. Then, making sure I was well bundled against pickpockets and the cold, I left the Palace.

Borstoi’s shop was closed.

I knocked, then banged on the front door for several minutes to make sure he wasn’t hiding in the back. My frustration increasing, I stood in the street as though waiting for the door to magically open. A brittle sun began to break through the high white cloud cover from time to time. Its light was feeble; it gave no warmth. And when it ducked again behind the clouds, as it did regularly, it only served by contrast to make the day seem colder.

But there wasn’t much else I could do, so I wrapped my coat around me and made myself as comfortable as I could on a stoop in a covered doorway across the street. It was possible Borstoi would come late to his shop, and that possibility, I reasoned, was worth a few hours of my time.

Fortunately, it didn’t turn out that way. The chill hadn’t yet worked its way into my bones when a young boy walked up to the door of Borstoi’s shop and, without any hesitation, opened it with a key He leaned over, picked up some papers that were lying on the floor, and reclosed and locked the door. Putting the papers into the pocket of his coat, he began returning the way he’d come.

He’d only gone about three blocks when he disappeared into a building that, before the War, had probably been quite respectable. Now it had gone to seed, as had so much of this part of the city. My first impressions of St. Petersburg as the Venice of the North had been tempered by my wanderings through it. Certainly, the grand boulevards—the Nevsky and the Morskaya Prospekts, for example—were still luxurious and impressive, but the rest of the city had fallen as though from grace, and now seemed all the more sad for its past glory.

The boy came out of the house and walked back past me on his way somewhere else. I waited a few more minutes, then mounted the seven steps and pushed at the unlocked door. The inside of the house was dusty and stuffy, as though its windows had been closed for too long, but well-appointed and clean. The vestibule was wide and its hardwood floors echoed.

“Who’s that?” a voice called from a back room.

“Jules Giraud,” I answered. “Is that you, Karel?”

“Back here.”

There was a short, carpeted hallway with a staircase running off to the left. Just beyond the hall, I came to what must have been the dining room with its huge table and chandelier. Three other doorways opened into it—evidently eating had been a focal point in the lives of those who had lived here.

“In here, Giraud.”

Borstoi looked a mess. He was propped up in a makeshift bed in what was normally a smoking room. His right arm was in a sling and his head was wrapped halfway round with gauze, through which blood had seeped. One eye was half-closed and beginning to show purple, and several cuts marked his weak chin.

“Karel! What happened?”

In spite of his wounds, he smiled broadly. “It was marvelous, Giraud, bloody marvelous.”

“What was that?”

“The riot! You didn’t hear about the riot?”

“I had a busy day. What happened?” I had to remind myself that I was on his side. I sat down, feigning interest.

“Just outside the Palace. It started early—as soon as word got out that Nicholas had come to the city.” He grimaced in pain, made himself more comfortable, and continued. “The man’s incapable of doing the right thing.”

“Nicholas?”

He nodded. “It was a petition, that’s all. Five hundred workers asking—asking, Giraud, not demanding—that the bread shops open earlier and stay open later. But of course our Czar couldn’t be bothered with his people.

“And what was beautiful, what was incredible, was that when the guard was ordered, as they always are, to fire on the crowd, the soldiers refused.” He laughed, spittle coming to the corners of his mouth. Even though it obviously caused him pain, he laughed. “And then the fun really began!”

“The soldiers mutinied?” I asked.

“About two hundred of them. Poor bastards were executed last night.” That fact stemmed his ebullience for a second, but then he went on. “But you’ll see, the soldiers will join us in the revolution. We’re all the same class. They won’t fire on their own people.”

“That is wonderful news!” I said.

I remembered my meeting with Nicholas yesterday, even while all this was going on, suffering for himself and for his people. I was almost tempted to confront Borstoi with the complexity of the situation, but it was plain that nothing could sway him from his vision of “Bloody Nick.”

“And I have more that I hope you think is wonderful,” I continued, taking the box from my pocket and placing it on the sofa beside him.

“What is this?”

I forced myself to smile into his eyes. “I hope you’ll accept it as proof that I am with you in our struggle. You said you needed something.” I motioned toward the box. “That is something.”

He picked it up and carefully opened it. His eyes widened. “Is this real? Is it what I think it is?”

“Press the diamonds,” I commanded.

When he did, the “surprise” had the same effect on him that it had had on me. He sat mesmerized, just staring, trying to take in every detail. “Where did you get this?”

I shrugged nonchalantly. “I’m afraid I stole it. They’re rather careless in the royal apartments. Almost nothing’s locked up.”

He sat holding it for another few minutes, looking at it from all sides, opening and closing the lid. Finally, he closed it, then the box, and laid it carefully on an end table. He leaned his head back, closed his eyes, and smiled. “It’s a fortune, Giraud. It can buy everything we need. Guns, ammunition, printing supplies, bombs. Its the beginning, the real beginning.” He opened his eyes, tearing himself away from the dreams, and reached out his good hand. “You must forgive me, comrade, for doubting you. These times …”

“I understand completely,” I said. “They call for caution. I would have done the same thing.”

As though reassuring himself that it really existed, he again picked up the box and lovingly beheld its contents. “It’s unbelievable! A Febergé egg, here in my house.” He tore his eyes away. “Giraud, tovarishch would you be so good as to go to the kitchen and get some glasses? This calls for a celebration.”

When I returned, he had produced two bottles of unopened prewar vodka. Taking the glasses, he half-filled them, toasted the revolution, and drained his.

Coughing, he smiled. “The pain is gone, comrade. I feel only joy.”

He refilled his glass, this time toasting the memory of his father. Again we clinked glasses, and again he drained his. “You must really forgive me,” he repeated. “You didn’t seem one of us, somehow. Can you understand? Here, drink more.”

In the next hour, he returned to the egg several times as though to reassure himself that it was real. He would be talking, or finishing another drink, then reach over, open the box, and stare at it, energized anew. He had finished two-thirds of the bottle, and was, literally, feeling no pain. By this time, we were great old friends. I had been pouring most of my drinks into a cuspidor that rested beside his sofa, and was still quite sober. It was time to go to work.

“Karel, comrade,” I said in a controlled slur, “where can we trade this egg in for rubles? It will not be easy, I’m afraid.”

Again he reached for it, opened it, took in its beauty. “Never thought …” he began; then bringing his eyes into focus on me, he smiled. “Oh, not to worry, comrade. We have friends, besides you, in high places.”

I didn’t want to push. “Excellent. Here, let me look at it.”

As he handed it to me, he reached for the bottle, dispensing with the glass altogether. It was as though he needed the jolt from the alcohol to keep his good fortune in perspective. He tipped the bottle up.

“Giraud,” he whispered hoarsely. “You know Kapov?”

My hands, holding the egg, began to tremble, my heart to pound. To cover up, I stood myself to a shot of vodka.

I nodded, hardly daring to believe I’d heard what I thought I’d heard and that the circle was at last beginning to close.

“I know an Ivan Kapov, but he’s the Czar’s cousin.”

Borstoi grinned crookedly, showing a mouth of gapped and blackened teeth. “Isn’t it rich? That’s Kapov.”

“He is a comrade?”

That really brought on a fit. “Kapov? Comrade Kapov?” He howled at the thought, grimacing as the laughter shook his bruise-racked body. “Oh, that’s good.” There were tears in his eyes. “I haven’t laughed so well in years. No, Giraud, Kapov is not a comrade. After the revolution, he will be among the first to go to the wall.”

He picked up the bottle and drained it, then lay back for a moment to recover his breath. I grabbed the second bottle, opened it, and put it in his hand. The plan I hadn’t been able to formulate that morning was now fully developed.

“I don’t understand, then, comrade. If …”

“Look,” he said, forcing his eyes open. “We want the same thing. Different reasons.” I had to struggle to make out the increasingly slurred words. “Using each other now. We both want the War over. Now. After that?” He shrugged. “After that we fight.”

“And we can trust Kapov?” I asked.

He opened his eyes full and summoned up all of his lucidity. “Blood pact,” he said. Then he laughed. “We started the murders so we’d have it on each other.”

“You’ve been …?”

He waved a finger from side to side in front of his face. “Tsk, tsk … only the first, Dieter Bresloe, a pig. The Czar’s bodyguard. I was bait.” He shook his head to try and clear it. “Kapov captures me, locks me in Bresloe’s room. Goes to his friend Dieter, says he’s caught an anarchist. Bresloe comes back, we overpower him, knock him out, close door, leaving grenade behind.” He smiled madly at the memory. “Boom!” He laughed, drinking again.

“How did you get the grenade?”

Borstoi shrugged. “Kapov talked some fool general into showing off his arsenal, and he just pocketed a few and walked away with them.”

“Sukhomlinov,” I whispered.

Borstoi, now lying back limp as an old rag, made a face. “I don’t know. Don’t care.”

I didn’t want to seem so curious that I called attention to it, but I had to know more. “But why did you kill Bresloe?”

He snorted. “Kapov’s idea. Stupid. Weaken Nicholas by killing his friends.”

“It seems to be working,” I said.

He wagged his head. “Too slow, not certain. Kill Nicholas.” He laughed weakly. “Kill Bloody Nick himself and the War will end. You’ll see.”

“But the other murders?”

“Not me. Too risky, too slow.”

“Just Kapov?”

He shrugged, belched, swallowed. “Don’t know. Probably. Doesn’t matter.” He looked over at the egg, raised the bottle again to his mouth. “Doesn’t matter now,” he said, the tone of triumph ringing even through his drunkenness.

I was silent a moment, trying to comprehend what I had just heard. The royalist Kapov and the Communist Borstoi were the strangest of allies at first blush, but on a little reflection I realized that they were no more unlikely than monarchist Russia and republican France. The common goals outweighed the other differences.

Borstoi’s snore roused me. He lay back, his mouth gaping open, the bottle cradled in the crook of one arm. As I watched, he shifted, snorted again, settling into the cushions, then moaned quietly. His deep breathing became regular, his eyes opened partway, showing only a jaundiced shade of yellow.

After a quarter of an hour, during which I scarcely breathed, I whispered his name. When there was no response, I spoke it aloud. Then I nudged him. Finally, I made a fist and pounded him on his broken arm. At that, he moaned but remained sleeping. If he’d awakened, I would have told him I was trying to rouse him, but he didn’t move.

The second bottle was already half empty, so he’d downed perhaps a litre of vodka himself. They gave less than that to people who were to have limbs amputated.

I picked up the egg, took one last loving look at it, closed the box, and put it carefully into my coat pocket. The sun, outside, cast a topaz glow over the room as it broke through the clouds just before setting. After a last look at my slumbering “comrade,” I walked outside to the street, hands in my pockets, whistling.
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Now it is ten o’clock. The bells have just stopped. I’ve been writing for over six hours, trying to get it down.

I’ve sent my man to Lupa’s every hour to no avail. Now that the murders are solved, Borstoi and Kapov should be arrested, the egg returned, and Nicholas reassured. The iron is hot and I must strike.

But Lupa has disappeared and I am beginning to feel that I must report to someone. Borstoi could awake at any moment and find the egg gone. Knowing he has been betrayed, he will either run or warn Kapov. If the latter, I am in grave danger. If the former, I could not forgive myself. And the stakes are too great to take any risks.

Now, at least, the truth is committed here to paper. I really can wait no longer. If Lupa isn’t in, I will go to Alexandra and tell her myself.

I have made what could be a costly mistake.

After pacing outside Lupa’s door for a while, waiting for him to return and trying to decide on my best course of action, I finally chose to see the Empress myself. After all, she was Lupa’s employer—he might even be with her—and she was most concerned to find the Palace killers.

I had a small argument with a lady-in-waiting over the propriety of seeing Alexandra without an appointment at such a late hour, but I said it was an emergency, and demanded that she announce me. If the Czarina wouldn’t see me, I would abide by her decision, but I was sure she would.

I was right. After a short wait, I was admitted back into the Royal chambers, decorated in the homely fashion of the Palace at Tsarkoye Selo. Alexandra was sitting in a mauve easy chair, wrapped in a purple sleeping gown. Her quite spectacular reddish hair hung down over her shoulders, and she sat with one leg curled under her. She was extremely attractive, with her natural regal bearing softened by the informality of her attire.

It could also have been the contrast. Across from her, in a white formless sheet embroidered heavily with what looked to be rhinestones and brightly colored yarns, sat Anna Vyroubova, pudgy hands clasped in her lap, a cane leaning against her chair, her rather large feet planted solidly on the floor.

As soon as I entered the room and bowed, I detected the chill. At first I thought it might have been the interruption, but then I remembered the misgivings about my tutoring that she had mentioned to Nicholas only yesterday.

And I remembered that Alyosha hadn’t been allowed to see me today.

Without thinking too much, wanting to please her and set her mind at ease about her husband and my own loyalty and good faith, I went to one knee.

“Your Majesty,” I began, “I beg you forgive me the lateness of the hour, but what I have to say cannot wait any longer.”

She looked down on me, not motioning for me to rise. There was in her glare that fixity I had noticed before when she’d been with Rasputin, and it briefly crossed my mind that she might be under some posthypnotic trance, especially concerning me.

“Yes?” she said coldly. “Go on.”

So far was she from the gracious and warm person who had met me and asked if I would tutor her son that I felt I must have misread her on that occasion. I even looked at the Vyroubova woman for support, which of course was not forthcoming. The peasant woman and the queen were, at that moment, cut from the same cloth.

Thinking to throw oil on the waters, I changed tack slightly. “But first,” I said, forcing a smile, “I’m sure your Majesty will be relieved to have this back.”

I took the box from my pocket and presented it to her. For a fraction of a moment, her eyes lit up again, especially as she opened the box and looked at the egg itself. But faster than it had come, the expression was gone, replaced by a sterner displeasure than previously.

“How did you come by this?” Alexandra asked. “I gave this to Lupa.”

“Our plan …” I began.

“Our?” Her voice was deep as thunder. “I gave this egg to Auguste Lupa under his personal assurance that he would be responsible for it. And now you return it to me.”

“Yes, but …”

“What other conspiracies are afoot here that no one sees fit to tell me about?”

“There was, is, no conspiracy, Madam, but …”

Her eyes now flashed, the color high in her cheeks. “I am not ‘madam,’ Monsieur. I am the Czarina of Russia, and you will address me properly.”

“Yes, your Majesty.”

She turned to Vyroubova. “See how they treat me? Oh, our Friend was right, I’m afraid. It’s everywhere.” Again she turned on me. “You think I’m the German whore, don’t you? Some impediment to be gotten around? Well, I am not. I am my husband’s guardian. No one else watches out for him. It is all traitors and knaves.”

“Your Majesty, please.”

“Enough from you!”

Vyroubova struggled to her feet and limped across to Alexandra, where she sat at her feet as the queen patted her hair as though she were a dog.

After a tense little while, she faced me again. “I will determine what’s to be done with you and Lupa. Now leave us.”

“Your Majesty …” At least I had to try and tell her I had found the murderers. Maybe that would calm her, but she stopped me with another glare. There was no choice. I bowed meekly and backed from her presence.

My hands shake.

On the way back here to my rooms, I stopped by Lupa’s and he was still not in. Where can he have gone?

I had assumed he’d told the Empress of our plans, or at least outlined them. Surely she knew my role here was as much with Lupa as with Nicholas or Paleologue. Could it be Lupa hadn’t told her? And if he hadn’t, why hadn’t he informed me of it? Might he have simply forgotten?

What could account for Alexandra’s mistrust of me, for such an abrupt and uncalled for change of heart? It really does seem that she is under some sort of spell. Certainly she is not rational. But, as she pointed out, she is the Czarina of Russia. Irrationality in her, in a twinkling, becomes the law.

My hands will not stop shaking.

I’ve had two small glasses of vodka from the room’s bottle. It scarcely helps. Now, in my robe, I sit waiting for a knock on the door—from Lupa, or from the Palace Guard.

It comes.

It is Elena, her face streaked with tears. She waits in my sitting room. I go to join her.
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For all of Alexis’ promises, the excitement of his parent’s arrival in St. Petersburg evidently overshadowed his involvement in petty domestic issues such as the fight between his sister and Elena. When she knocked at my door on the night I’d been to see Alexandra, Elena told me that Tatiana had refused to see her for the third day running. During the day, she had waited for me to appear with the news that all had been somehow reconciled, but I never showed up.

As the day wore on, she became more and more frantic about the tenuousness of her position. She even thought I had abandoned her. In desperation, she finally decided, on my earlier advice, to swallow her prejudice and appeal to Rasputin because of his great influence on Tatiana.

She huddled deep in one of the chairs in my sitting room, flushed with the cold, with running through the streets back to the Palace from Rasputin’s apartment.

(I, in my robe, had admitted her. I am not a young man. It serves no purpose to pretend I wasn’t aware of the implications of the situation.)

I brought her a cup of tea from the samovar, and she sipped at it gratefully. She did not sob, and yet tears glistened in her lovely eyes. Occasionally they would brim over.

“It was horrible, Jules. I didn’t know people could act like that.”

“You don’t have to talk about it,” I said gently.

“No. I think I should. It might help.” She cradled the cup in both hands, blowing on it softly. The room was dimly lit by two flickering gaslamps, one on a table beside the sofa on which I sat, another on the wall behind Elena. In spite of her desire to talk, the silence came to envelop us. Our eyes locked across the room.

Finally I had to speak. “What exactly happened?”

She sighed, then shivered as though with cold. Her voice was low and controlled, as if she feared that if she let a trickle of emotion into it, a torrent would follow. “After I didn’t see you, I don’t know what happened to me. Suddenly there seemed to be no hope. And I remembered what you’d said about the monk. He did know the girls. Maybe he could intercede for me.

“Still I put it off. You know how I feel about him, Jules. He is so …” She let that remark hang.

“Don’t dwell on it,” I said. “Go on.”

“Anyway, finally I didn’t know what else I could do. I had even gone to bed, saying that things would look better in the morning. But I couldn’t sleep. I kept seeing myself turned out of the Palace, with no place to go and no friends.”

“You will always have a friend in me.”

She smiled, sniffed, sipped at the tea. “Thank you. But I even came by here earlier and you weren’t in.”

“I was visiting the Empress.”

She nodded, still absorbed in her demon visions. “Then it seemed there was only one hope left, and that was Rasputin. One of the pages drove me to his flat, and I could see there was some strange party going on. But I had come this far, and I brushed aside my misgivings and fears and knocked at his door.”

She shuddered, her voice now no more than a whisper. “Jules, half the court was there. People I have seen as courtiers, dukes, ladies-in-waiting—except there they all seemed crazy. The music was wild, people had their clothes off, someone grabbed me and touched me,” she paused, embarrassed, “where he shouldn’t have.” She stopped. “And above everything, I kept hearing Rasputin’s laughter. He wasn’t laughing at anything, Jules. He seemed out of his mind, insane.”

I recalled the other party the night before. “And what did you do?”

She looked down. “I ran. I was afraid. I’m still afraid. I came here. I didn’t know what else to do, who else to turn to.” She looked at me imploringly. “Oh, Jules, would you please hold me for a moment?”

We both stood, and I held out my arms and encircled her slender, womanly body. I could not help but be aware of her curves as she pressed herself to me, hiding her face against my chest. I’ve no doubt she could feel the stirrings of my own passion, for suddenly she pulled half away and looked up at me, her eyes wide and shining.

“I’m sorry, Jules. I’ll go immediately I didn’t mean this to happen.”

A better man might have taken her cue and let it end there. I do not delude myself. She offered me every opportunity to have nothing come of our embrace, and so I have no one but myself to blame for what happened afterward.

Her flushed, tear-streaked face gazed questioningly up at me, her tremulous expression one of fearful wonder. From her breath came the scent of almonds. Her skin, smooth and fine as porcelain, gave off a sublime glow in the sepia light.

Cast under the spell of her nearness and beauty, I could not let her go, but leaned down—seeing myself as though from a great height—and brought my lips to hers, gathering her back into my arms.

I don’t know how long it lasted. A second or an hour. But (I realize now, looking back on all that’s happened since) it was my own Rubicon. When the kiss ended I was a different man than when it had begun. Any identification I might have felt with the nobler, pre-War values was forfeit. It may be the War has corrupted me, but whatever caused it, I was, I am, now a “modern man,” and any thought that I was somehow cut from a finer cloth than, say, Borstoi, can be seen as the baldest conceit.

Elena, breathless, ended the kiss, ran her fingers lightly over my cheek. “Forgive me, Jules,” she whispered, “forgive me.”

“There is nothing to …” I began, but she stopped me, pressing a finger softly against my lips.

She nodded, as though affirming something to herself. “There is, Jules.” She sighed, hesitated, looked deeply into my eyes. “I love you.” Tears gathered, then fell over onto her cheeks. “I’m sorry, but I love you.”

My head swam. My knees grew weak. Unable to respond any other way, I kissed her again, pressing away the feeble pangs of my conscience in the warm softness of her mouth.

Finally, she pulled away Taking my hand, she led me back to the sofa. “Sit down a minute, Jules. I’ll be right back.”

She disappeared into my bedroom. A few moments later she returned, barefoot, wrapped in one of my robes. She carried two glasses and set them on the table next tome. “If you want me to leave, I will go now,” she said.

“Elena, I need to think.”

“I know it’s …”

It was my time to hold up a restraining palm. “No, please. I don’t want you to go.” She stood in front of me, waiting for some word, but again I was tongue-tied. Finally, she made a decision, leaning over the table, handing me one of the glasses which contained a large drink of vodka. She raised the other glass, which held a small tot, to her lips. Then she touched her palm to my face and said softly, “You look exhausted. I will sit here across from you and we’ll talk.”

I looked at her gratefully. “I am married. I love my wife. But if I touch you again …”

She hushed me. “Don’t say anything. It’s all right.”

Curling one leg under herself, her hair down, she sat in the same posture as Alexandra had earlier that night. But unlike the Empress, Elena’s whole being glowed with warmth and acceptance.

“Has it been a hard day for you, too?”

And suddenly all the suppressed emotions of the past hours welled up within me. In rapid succession, I remembered my frustration with Lupa, my elation over Fabergé’s egg, my worry over not finding Borstoi at his shop, then the thrill of hunting him down and so completely gulling him, my incredible faux pas with Alexandra, and finally the anguish and joy of Elena’s declaration. For the first time in years, I felt myself on the verge of crying.

Elena, without a word, came and sat beside me. It was not passionate, barely even physical, but she took my tensed shoulders in her hands, turned me toward her, and cradled my head in the fragrant hollow of her neck.

“It’s all right,” she said. “Why don’t you just talk it all out?”

I closed my eyes, and the tension gradually began to ease as she massaged my temples with her fingertips. I started talking, occasionally sipping at my drink. From Foch to Alexis, from Sukhomlinov to Kapov, Paleologue and Lupa, I poured out my soul, sparing nothing.

When I finished, she leaned down and kissed me softly on the lips. “So it is over,” she whispered.

“We still must apprehend Kapov,” I said.

“But you’re sure it’s him?”

I rested my head back against her. “As sure as I can be without other proof. Certainly sure enough to have him arrested and interrogated.”

“And what about this other man, the anarchist Borstoi? Wasn’t he part of it, too? What will you do with him?”

Fatigue was overwhelming me. Still, I wanted to stay awake, to remain aware of Elena’s presence, so I forced myself to speak. “I’m convinced it was Kapov. I’ll turn my information on Borstoi to the regular police, and they’ll deal with him. But the Palace murders—the ones Lupa and I have been investigating—may be laid at Kapov’s feet. I’m all but certain of it.”

She hugged me to her, then stood and pulled me to my feet. “Come, Jules.” She held to my hand tightly.

Like a sleepwalker, I followed her into the bedroom. She came to the side of the bed, her robe hanging open slightly. Turning, she put her arms around me. She was shaking. We lay down on the bed.

And as I lay in her arms, it all became plain. Things would work out somehow. When Alexandra found out the murders had been solved, that Kapov had committed them, she would forgive Lupa and I our deception with Fabergé’s egg, Nicholas would become assured that his personal world was secure, and would regain the strength to continue the war. My mission would end in triumph and glory, the initial step in the Allies’ last and ultimately successful campaign for victory.

Though I don’t recall being asleep, I must have already been dreaming.
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Twice while it was still dark, I was awakened by Elena’s movements beside me, and both times she hushed me back to sleep, saying it was the middle of the night.

When I finally awoke to a cup of steaming cafe au lait served by Elena, she had already dressed and rehung my robe on a peg against the wall. She sat easily on the side of my bed, chattering animatedly about the upcoming day—my talk with her last night had convinced her that everything would work out with Tatiana, and she was anxious to go and see her royal charge.

In spite of my fitful awakenings, I felt wonderfully rested from the best sleep I had enjoyed since arriving in St. Petersburg. Staring at her, I felt euphoric, confident, strong. Try as I might, I could not remember anything of the night before after falling into her arms.

I tried to control my expression. Had we not, then, consummated our affair? I could not insult her by asking. Certainly, as she brought in the breakfast the servant had delivered, her face aglow—teasing, familiar, solicitous—she acted very much the satisfied new lover.

The vodka bottle, still on my desk, was nearly empty. Had I drunk so much of it? I remembered having a drink or two when I’d come back from visiting the Empress, and then Elena had brought in a glass that had been nearly full. I strained to recall. Was I still, at least technically, faithful to Tania? Suddenly it seemed terribly important to know.

“Is something wrong, Jules?”

I shook my head, having to smile as I gazed at her lovely, concerned face. “Rien, chérie. Vraiment.”

“I didn’t keep you awake?”

I shook my head. “I’ve rarely slept better.”

“Except for the dream, you mean.”

I looked at her quizzically.

“I’m afraid I was up most of the night,” she said. “I thought my tossing next to you might have …” Her tremulous look showed a mixture of embarrassment, fear of my reaction, and, I thought, a strong desire not to displease me. “But sometime after two—I remember the bells had just rung the hour—you sat up, not knowing where you were, who I was.” She paused. “I thought you wanted me to leave. You don’t remember?”

“I remember waking up,” I said, “but not wanting you to go. You didn’t go, did you?”

She pouted fetchingly, then smiled. “When I went to put my clothes back on, you wouldn’t let me.” She blushed slightly. “And I am here still.” Serious now, looking into my eyes, she leaned over and kissed me. “It’s all right, isn’t it? Will we see each other again?”

“Of course.” At her questioning glance, I repeated it. “Really, of course.”

She walked out of the room. I reclined in the bed for another minute, pensively sipping at my coffee. Then, like a vision, she appeared once more in the doorway, her face now serious, clouded with some strong emotion. “Please don’t worry, Jules. Everything will be all right. And I still love you.”

Then she was gone.

Lupa had a huge breakfast spread out before him on a table in his room. He listened patiently, chewing and drinking without stop, while I first admonished him for being absent the day before, then told him of my meeting with Borstoi, of the man’s confession and implication of Kapov, and finally of the problem with Alexandra. When I’d finished, his only comment was to ask me if I’d eaten yet.

“Yes. I had a light breakfast with Elena Ripley.” There was no need to go into any further explanation.

His brows lifted. “Indeed. And how is Miss Ripley?”

I was perhaps feeling defensive about her. In any event, I had no patience for his misogynist leanings.

“Why do you show so much interest in Elena? It’s established that she has nothing to do with our investigation. It seems more important to me that we have a confession from Borstoi and a clear culpability from Kapov. Don’t you think we ought to begin trying to apprehend them?”

He munched thoughtfully on a bit of roll. “Hmmm. You are right, I suppose. It’s only that I interviewed Kapov yesterday and he seemed to have alibis for two of the murders. I was going to check into them today.” He finished a cup of cocoa. “But no, you are correct. There’s no time to lose. And Alexandra must be calmed.”

He stood up and pressed an imaginary wrinkle from the broad expanse of his waistcoat. “By the way, Jules—one last question and then I’ll drop it—during your breakfast with Miss Ripley, you must have been tempted to crow a little about flushing out Borstoi and Kapov?”

“Did I mention them to Elena?” I began heatedly. “Yes, but last night.” At his glance, I dissembled quickly. “I saw her briefly upon returning from Borstoi’s, and I told her then. She was overjoyed.”

Lupa leaned his knuckles against the tabletop, closed his eyes and puckered his lips several times. He remained that way for so long that, had he not been standing, I might have thought he’d dozed off. But then, when I was just about to speak his name, he came back to himself and smiled at me. “Let’s get a guardsman,” he said, “and put Borstoi and Kapov in chains.”

He had just come around the table and had draped a heavy arm over my shoulder, beginning to say something, when the door to the room flew open. It was a captain of the Imperial Guard, out of breath and excited.

“Inspector Lupa, you must come quick. Someone else has died.”

Lupa and I exchanged glances.

“The Czar’s cousin this time,” our messenger gasped. “Ivan Kapov. He’s hanged himself.”

Nothing could be more obvious, I thought, as we ran through the hallways of the Palace. Borstoi had somehow gotten to Kapov, told him of my duplicity and that, because of his admissions to me, the game was over. Kapov, in despair, and knowing that there was no escape—only humiliation and execution—had killed himself.

His rooms were up another flight of steps, at the far end of the Palace from where Lupa and I stayed. As a royal cousin, he of course had his own suite, but it was really merely a small garret just under the roof of the Palace, to be used mostly for sleeping or, perhaps, for romantic liaisons.

Our messenger escorted us through a small group of other guardsmen who were keeping out a growing number of the curious. As we entered the room, I was surprised to see that Kapov wasn’t there. But the guard didn’t hesitate. He led the way to a window that looked out over the inner courtyard. When he threw back the shutter, a blast of cold air stung our faces, but nothing could take our eyes from the ghastly spectacle outside.

The body of Ivan Kapov swung gently back and forth from one of the beams that extended out from the roof. The wind gusted and half-turned him so we could see the swollen tongue protruding from the purple mouth, the eyes white and bulging from a contorted face.

“Cut him down!” Lupa commanded.

The guard called for help from the knot of men at the door. Two more guardsmen came in and began wrestling the stiffened body inside. Engrossed as I was in this operation, I didn’t notice anyone else enter the room until I heard his voice, shrill and authoritative.

“Why are you disturbing the body?”

It was old, wrinkled Inspector Dubniev, the man who had been at Minsky’s bedside in Tsarkoye Selo. “Why are you cutting him down,” he asked.

The guards were cowed into silence, but Lupa responded, “Good morning, Inspector, I gave the order.”

The old man glared at my friend, furious that his authority had again been usurped. “It is my place to give those orders!”

Lupa reached into his breast pocket and extracted a folded square of paper, embossed with the royal shield. “This is my commission from the Czarina,” he said quietly. “As you see, it’s been expanded since we last met.”

The inspector looked over the credentials and handed them back to my friend without a word. He turned to the guards. “Proceed,” he said. Then he bowed once formally to Lupa, turned on his heel, and walking with a stiff, wounded dignity, he left the room. If I’d earlier thought that Lupa had made an enemy of Dubniev, now there was no doubt of it.

But Lupa’s attention was on the body being brought back in through the window; As though reading my thoughts, however, he spoke. “It can’t be helped,” he said. “All will be forgiven if we succeed.”

“But we have succeeded …” I began, only to be quieted by Lupa’s upraised palm. Instead, he ordered one of the men guarding the door to close it.

The guards put the body on the bed, but Lupa wasn’t yet ready to examine it. Rather, he went back to the window, hoisted himself up onto the sill and, balancing himself precariously twenty meters above the courtyard, he leaned out and studied the rope which was still attached to the beam.

As I looked on, he extended his arm, leaning out to touch the end of the beam. Though he seemed completely oblivious to the drop should the perch give under his weight, the guards and I stood holding our breath against his slightest slip.

When he came back down inside the room, he stared at the floor under the window and slowly studied the walls on either side of the window, the shutters, the hinges, everything. Finally he turned and straightened up.

As he had done earlier that morning, he closed his eyes and pursed his lips, rubbing his hands together to warm them. Going to the bed, he leaned over the body and smelled its mouth. Turning its head roughly, which he had to do because of its stiffness, he examined the knot where the rope had bruised the neck.

Kapov had been wearing a purple sleeping gown, cinched at the waist. Lupa lifted it to view the body, presumably searching for bruises. Muttering something to himself, he turned next to the hands, to which he gave special attention. Finally, he straightened up.

I had found the entire display absurd. What did he expect to find? Kapov had hanged himself, and that was all there was to it. Lupa’s insistence on studying the body struck me as pretentious foolishness to prolong an already protracted investigation.

“Auguste,” I said. “Surely what has happened is obvious.” And I explained my theory—indeed, the only plausible theory—about Borstoi’s betrayal and Kapov’s suicide.

He listened patiently. When I had finished, he spoke to the lead guardsman and directed that Kapov’s body be taken to autopsy.

“But …”

“No, Jules. No buts. I want to know his condition when he went out that window. Come,” he said, putting his arm around me, “this room is oppressive. There’s nothing more to be done.”

Out in the hallway, he continued, whispering. “I don’t want to say much in anyone else’s presence.”

“I understand that,” I said, “but surely we should go to the Empress and report.”

He shook his head. “There is still one untied string. Max Pohl sent a message to me this morning.” At my look of surprise, he explained. “I would have told you about it if the guard hadn’t rushed in just when he did. Really, my friend, I’m not hiding things from you. In any event, Pohl’s note said that he has discovered a crucial fact about the poison used to kill Minsky. Something about being able to trace its source.”

“Well, that source probably will lead to Kapov.”

He nodded. “Undoubtedly, but I want to hear what he has to say before I take our case to Alexandra.”

Though that made sense, I was worried about delaying our report, and I said as much. But Lupa overrode me. “Jules, it’s my case. I must conclude it my way.”

Reluctantly, I acquiesced, but I did have one other concern. “How do you think Kapov’s death will affect Nicholas?” I asked.

Lupa stopped and faced me. “Now there is a point,” he said. “Were the two especially close?”

“I saw no sign of it. They were cousins, but otherwise I got the impression their relationship was rather formal.”

Lupa chuckled without humor. “All the kings of Europe are cousins.”

“So Kapov is the first court death that won’t affect the Czar personally. That, at least, is good.”

Lupa shrugged. “It is either good, or it is the beginning of a new phase.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

He hesitated, then laughed as though ridiculing himself “Nothing, Jules, nothing. Sometimes my imagination runs away with me.”

With all the events of the morning behind me, I was somewhat startled to realize that it was still early enough to try and call on Alyosha.

After leaving Lupa, who said he was off to interview Pohl, I crossed the courtyard to the children’s wing. Halfway across, I tried to determine which of the gables Kapov had swung from, though it was impossible to tell.

My mind was still a jumble of conflicting thoughts and emotions—fear of Alexandra’s wrath, relief that the murders had been solved, concern over my original mission with Nicholas, curiosity about Pohl’s message, even apprehension at seeing Alyosha again. And, of course, overlying everything, the elation, guilt, passion and remorse of whatever was happening between Elena and myself and—though she wasn’t here—with Tania and our child.

And so it was with a sense of wonder that I came upon the Heir Apparent and the Grand Duchesses playing a kind of tag together in one of the outer halls in their part of the Palace. Here was no intrigue, no court foppery, no jealousy or hatred, but five happy young people caught in a frieze of simple joy. Even the dour Derevenko, seated nearby and looking on, wore a tolerant smile. And as I came upon the group, Elena appeared from where she had gone to retrieve a ball.

Seeing me, she waved and called out, “Jules!” and my heart leapt to my throat. As moving as Elena’s, though, was Alyosha’s reaction. He stopped teasing one of his sisters, turned and ran across the length of the hall toward me. Stopping a meter away, he smiled broadly and bowed in our private joke; then he came up and threw his arms around me.

“Monsieur Giraud,” he said, “I’m so glad to have you back. I’ve missed you.”

“I’ve missed you, too, your Highness.”

His eyes gleamed. “I have to talk to you about my father,” he whispered excitedly. “We had the most marvelous talk.”

“We will,” I answered.

But before I could say more, Elena had come up, touching my arm protectively. “Alyosha, should we do our surprise?”

The prince nodded and ran back to be with his sisters. I took in Elena’s smiling face. “It looks as though Tati and you are reconciled.”

“It’s wonderful! This morning it had all been forgotten, as if nothing had happened.” She leaned closer to my ear and whispered conspiratorially, “I have a feeling that Alexis talked to her. And I know whom to thank for that.” She took my hand to lead me across the hall. “But you? How are you?”

Not wishing to go into it, I said I was fine, and asked her what the surprise was. She grinned happily. “Just a little skit we’ve worked up—isn’t that right, children?”

One of the girls—the prettiest—stepped forward and held out her hand to be kissed. “I am Tatiana Romanovna,” she said, with great seriousness, but then a twinkle showed in her eyes, followed by a fetching smile that reminded me of Alexandra’s when I’d first met her. I bowed and kissed her hand.

“Since you’ve swept away both my brother and our governess,” Tatiana said, “they’ve persuaded us to perform for you.”

Alyosha spoke up. “And so that I can keep up with my studies, the play is in French.”

Thoroughly charmed by the gesture, I said the appropriate words and retired to a chair by the wall while Elena prepared them for the “curtain.” The skit was a rendering of the scene of Hugo’s Les Misérables, where Jean Valjean steals the loaf of bread. Alyosha played the young Valjean, and his portrayal was powerful and subtly ironic. I wondered how the children had come to choose that moment, that topic, and whether it had been Elena’s influence, or the growing political awareness of Alexis. Whoever had done it, in that setting it was a stirring piece. Even the girls were believable in their parts, although the youngest of them, Anastasia, was a bit of a ham.

Elena, myself, and even Derevenko were generous in our applause when the skit ended. Each of the Grand Duchesses then came by to shake my hand, and I congratulated them. I was especially proud of Alyosha, and ventured a buss on each cheek for him.

“Quite brilliant,” I told him. “You could easily make a career of this. Don’t you agree, Elena?”

“Beyond any doubt.”

He shrugged off the compliment. “I felt the part strongly, Monsieur Giraud. There must be a thousand Jean Valjeans in my Russia right now—good men, driven to desperation. I can’t afford to let myself forget that.”

What a wonderful ruler he’ll make!

But it was time for lunch, and Elena clasped her hands and instructed the children to go with Derevenko to eat. Before they left, Alexis came up to me and whispered, “Tomorrow,” and I nodded in accord.

When Elena and I were alone, we sat on our chairs by the wall holding hands. “That really was quite excellent!” I said. “And a wonderful theme for royalty to consider.”

“Yes.” Suddenly she seemed tired, abstracted. Looking at her carefully, I saw that there were dark circles under her eyes.

“Are you all right?”

A weary smile. “I’m afraid I didn’t sleep last night.” She squeezed my hand. “I was too excited. Perhaps I should go now and try to get some rest.”

“I’ll walk you to your room,” I volunteered.

As we crossed the courtyard, a new snowstorm had begun. I told her about Kapov’s suicide and mentioned that Lupa would be reporting to the Czarina after his interview with Pohl.

“But I thought it was all tied up? Didn’t you say that Kapov was the murderer? Surely killing himself right at this time is tantamount to a confession?”

I explained Lupa’s ridiculous insistence on getting all the facts before making his report. Obvious though the whole thing was, Pohl’s information might shed light on some new aspect of the crimes, and if it did, Lupa wanted to know about it.

“I suppose that makes sense,” she said wearily.

“Sometimes Lupa’s brilliance hurts him, I believe,” I said, and told her about ordering the autopsy for Kapov, though the cause of his death couldn’t have been more plain.

But I could see all this talk was tiring her more. She lapsed into silence, and her hand in mine went slack. “But come, let’s get you to your bed.”

We’d arrived at her rooms, and when she opened the door, she looked into my eyes. “Please be careful,” she said. “All this worries me so much.”

I kissed her lightly. She looked at me questioningly, and in response I turned her around and patted her derriere as I might have done to a child. “To bed, alone.”

Looking back over her shoulder, she nodded in acquiescence, and closed the door between us.
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I had to get out of the Palace. Quite apart from my natural feeling of confinement within its walls, I was loath to run into any of Alexandra’s entourage until Lupa had reported to her.

It was, in fact, lunchtime, and I was hungry, so I made my way, for the third time in a hour, across the courtyard, through the other side of the Palace, and out into the street.

The snow was falling hard, and I marveled yet again at the severity of this early Russian winter. It was no wonder it had proven stronger than any number of invading armies. If only it could prevail once more against the Prussians!

I dined at a small but rather elegant restaurant called, simply, Ernest, and treated myself to a full bottle of Bordeaux to go with a dish of chicken, paprika and sour cream. As I lingered over a brandy and cigar, my thoughts turned, finally, to my wife.

And strangely, suddenly, I felt a great outpouring of love for her. I foresaw the successful end of Lupa’s investigation and of my mission. With a full stomach and good brandy to hand, I did not feel the emotional strain of the past few days, and I began to view the world in a clearer light.

It was not unnatural that I should be attracted to such a lovely creature as Elena, but my first and true allegiance was to Tania. Perhaps I had been unfaithful—I truly did not remember—but I would not let that temptation befuddle me again.

Elena—young, vital, impressionable and passionate—would soon recover from her infatuation with me. For what else could it be? I was to her, as she was to me, a sympathetic ear, a warm and comforting body during a most difficult time. I still felt nothing but affection for her, and I hoped I hadn’t compromised her honor. Upon more reflection, I was sure I hadn’t. How would I not have remembered?

In any case, tonight would mark a return to the platonic nature of our (the word applied) love. It would be better. We didn’t belong together. I belonged with my wife and child. And the realization of that gave me more contentment than any I’d known since I’d left Tania’s side.

I looked at my watch. Lunch had taken me nearly two hours! Suddenly I was anxious to get back to Lupa, to see this thing ended. I looked forward to my interview with Nicholas, smiling to myself as I imagined convincing him that the time was now ripe for a new commitment to France. It was a heady vision.

I paid my bill, got into my greatcoat, and pushed open the restaurant’s door into the blizzard. But even the weather couldn’t chill my ardor. As I kicked my way through the curb-deep snow, I kept my head up, like a horse running to water. My deepest thirst—that my mission succeed—was about to be slaked!

I hastened to Lupa’s office. The Palace had a strangely muted midafternoon lethargy hanging over it. The storm must have driven many people to their rooms.

At first glance, Lupa too had been affected by it. He sat—without beer!—his hands clasped before him on his desk. Neither were there any flowers. That situation should have filled me with foreboding, but it did not. Though I couldn’t see his face from the door when I entered, I somehow knew that his eyes were closed and his lips pursing in and out in that distinctive way of his when his mind was deeply engaged.

I approached quietly, and when I’d come to my chair, I whispered his name: “Auguste.”

Immediately he looked up, and in his eyes I could see that Pohl’s information must have shaken him. There was no sign of arrogance or bluster, only a grim determination and sadness, almost one of personal loss.

“What happened?” I asked.

He sighed from the bottom of his soul. “Max outdid himself with lunch for the Czar,” he began. Then he sighed again. “No. I won’t be flip.” He stopped.

“What is it?” I repeated.

“After he’d served lunch to the Czar, Max went back to the kitchen and put a bullet into his head. He’s dead.”

“Mem dieu! It can’t be!”

Lupa glared at me. “I assure you, it is.”

“But why? Was he …?”

“It would appear so. If he and Kapov had been in it together …” He stopped. “Borstoi might not have told you everything either. Perhaps someone else knew about Pohl. I don’t know. What else makes sense?”

In my shock, I immediately thought of Sukhomlinov, the last of our suspects. Pohl had been in love with his wife. He had supplied the grenades to Kapov. Strongly pro-German, he’d only escaped conviction as a traitor months ago. And he was still bitter at the Czar for removing him from his post as War Minister.

“There is another possibility,” I began, “and it does make sense.”

“What is that?”

“That someone killed Pohl, hoping to make it look enough like suicide that it would be assumed he was somehow involved in the plot and, like Kapov, did not want to face a trial and certain execution.”

Lupa’s eyes shone with a new high anger. “That is plausible,” he said. “And who would that be?”

I began to tick off my points against Sukhomlinov. “On reflection,” I concluded, “he had more motive than anyone. He must have been the prime mover.”

Lupa heard me out, then stared for a moment into the space behind me. Shaking his head, he spoke softly. “It is my fault. I involved him.”

“Do you mean Pohl?”

He nodded glumly.

“Don’t be absurd, Auguste. It was Pohl who chose to get in touch with you.”

The big man stared dolefully at me for a long second, then hung his head. “It wasn’t worth it.”

“But it does leave only one person,” I said.

“Yes, it does.”

We sat, unmoving, for another few moments. As though remembering something of no importance, he mumbled something about the preliminary findings of Kapov’s autopsy, but then let that topic drop, as he did his head. We would come back to it. For the moment, I would leave him to his grief, but soon we would have to take action. Even now, Sukhomlinov might be plotting against us.

And as though in answer to my thoughts, there was a knock on the door, followed immediately by the entrance of several Imperial Guards led by old, shrill Inspector Dubniev, and by the ex-Minister of War, the Palace Killer, Vladimir Sukhomlinov.

“Auguste Lupa, Jules Giraud.” The inspector’s voice cut shrill as a whistle through the room as he formally pronounced his charge. “I’m placing you under arrest for conspiracy, subversion, and espionage.”

Lupa nodded calmly, as if he’d been expecting it.

Then we were clapped in chains and led away.


[image: ]18[image: ]

[KREMLIN FILE NO. JG 0665–4712–4790; PSS ACCESS, CLASSIFIED]

How long have I been in this tiny cell overlooking the frozen Neva with the Winter Palace across the way, beckoning and taunting me? Since the arrest, the beatings, the trial—perhaps six weeks. A lifetime. An eternity of cold and hunger.

When I first arrived in St. Petersburg, I remember being amused by the impregnability of Petropavlovskaya Krepost—the government prison. No longer is there anything remotely funny about it. Each day begins with the same terrible litany carrying up to my windows from the inner yard.

“Prigotov’tes’, gotovy? Ogon!” And then the volley. It is a horrible way to be awakened. I don’t know why it is taking them so long to get around to me and Lupa.

It hardly matters now. One day soon they will come for us. It is almost comforting to realize it.

[KREMLIN FILE NO. JG 0665–4800; PSS ACCESS, CLASSIFIED]

Dear Tania,

I am assured that this letter will be posted to you.* I know you are a strong and brave woman, and I pray our child will take after you, rather than her weak and ineffectual father.

My mission here is a shambles, although Nicholas struggles on blindly, without any commitment to France, but as yet still unwilling to give up. As a military man, he is brave but strategically incompetent—in short, he is the perfect Russian! After the murders stopped … but you don’t know about them, and there’s no point in going into it.

My darling, I love you. I love our child, our life and our country. Please remember that.

I don’t know an easy way to say this—I will not be coming home. There has been intrigue here and I’ve been in the thick of it. Our old friend Auguste Lupa was here when I arrived, and many things have happened. A few were disastrous. I want you to know that everything I did was in the line of duty and for the glory of France. I was not a coward, and have brought no disgrace on our name. When called upon, I had no choice but to be a good soldier. Now, it seems, a soldier’s death awaits me.

Perhaps we always knew, somewhere in the back of our minds, that the firing squad is the ordained end for aging or careless spies. I am afraid I have been both.

Kiss Michelle one last time for me. I love you.

Your husband,
Jules              

[KREMLIN FILE NO. JG 0665–4712–4790, CONT.; PSS ACCESS, CLASSIFIED]

(I don’t know the date. The guard will not tell me. He laughs at the question.)

I don’t really understand this impetus to write, as if anything I put down might matter now. Still, it seems important to capture it, to make some sense of it, or reorder the reality and find forgiveness for myself so that I might die in peace. Was it all my bungling, my weakness, my misguided refusal to give Lupa all the facts? I can’t be sure. Perhaps other, greater forces were at work that I understand only imperfectly, or perhaps, as I tried to tell Foch when all this began, I was simply the wrong man for the job.

[KREMLIN FILE NO. JG 0665–5111–5350; PSS ACCESS—CLASSIFIED; EXCERPTED TRANSCRIPT OF TRIAL OF GIRAUD, JULES (CROSS REF.—LUPA, AUGUSTE, NO. 0671 FF.). PRESIDING MAGISTRATE GRAND DUKE SERGEI ZOSTOV. PROSECUTOR ANAXAGORAS BERIA. FORTRESS SS. PETER & PAUL, NOVEMBER 8-9, 1916, O. S.]

(Witness Boris Sukhomlinov)

Beria: And Giraud’s purpose here in St. Petersburg?

Sukhomlinov: As I said, he was to proffer an offer to his Majesty, Czar Nicholas II, regarding a renewed commitment to France.

Beria: And he mentioned nothing to you about investigating any murders?

S: Nothing.

Beria: When did you first become aware of that connection?

S: On the morning of his arrest. I had been speaking to Inspector Dubniev, and he mentioned the meddling Lupa and his French companion at Kapov’s apartment. When I realized he was referring to Giraud, several suspicions formed in my mind.

Beria: And what where they, General?

S: Primarily that two foreign nationals from different countries working together constituted a security threat. Espionage seemed indicated.

Beria: Anything else?

S: Yes. Giraud, in one of my discussions with him, seemed especially interested in my access to weapons.

Giraud: [from the dock That’s a lie!

Beria: [to G. D. Zostov] Your Excellency. Another outburst from the prisoner and I will request that he be gagged.

Zostov: Monsieur Giraud, you will keep quiet. Continue, please.

Beria: And what use would Giraud have for weapons? Did he give you an explanation?

S: No. It was all couched as a matter of interest. I only mention it because I found it provocative.

Beria: So do I, General. So do I.

(Witness Karel Borstoi)

Beria: Your Excellency, this witness is in chains because he has been convicted of murder, attempted regicide, subversion, and conspiracy. His father was executed according to the Holy Czar’s wishes for similar crimes. His own execution has been postponed until he could testify in this trial. Borstoi, can you hear me?

Borstoi: (Unintelligible.)

Beria: Borstoi? Guard, give this man some water and revive him. (A pause while this is done.) Now, are you better?

Borstoi: (Nods.)

Beria: Speak up, animal! Answer my questions! Are you able to respond?

Borstoi: Yes.

Beria: Do you recognize the accused, Jules Giraud, in this courtroom, and if you do, please point him out.

Borstoi: Yes. There, in the dock.

Beria: Louder, please.

Borstoi: Yes, in the dock.

Beria: How do you know him?

Borstoi: Communist. Comrade.

Zostov: Quiet in this room! I won’t tolerate these displays. Continue, prosecutor.

Beria: You met him as a Communist?

Borstoi: Can’t talk. Teeth.

Beria: All right. I’m familiar with your proposed testimony. I will ask and you will answer. Isn’t it true that you met Giraud for the first time with Auguste Lupa in the Czar’s kitchen, after you’d had a fight with Max Pohl, the Czar’s chef?

Borstoi: Yes.

Beria: And then Giraud sought you out in your printing shop?

Borstoi: Yes.

Beria: And why did he seek you out then? Isn’t it true that it was because he knew you had just attempted to assassinate the Czar?

Borstoi: I don’t know.

Beria: You don’t know? Try to remember. Didn’t he tell you as much?

Borstoi: If you say it.

Beria: I do say it, but it’s for you to swear to it.

Borstoi: Then yes.

Beria: Yes, what?

Borstoi: Yes, I swear to it.

Beria: And wasn’t the purpose of his initial meeting with you in your shop to enlist your aid in further subversive, revolutionary acts?

Borstoi: That’s what he said.

Beria: That is all for this vermin. Take him out and rid the earth of him.

(Witness The Grand Duchess Anastasia)

Beria: Your Excellency, you know the accused?

Anastasia: Why, yes. He was at one of my parties. I thought he was quite a charming …

Beria: And how did he come to be invited to your party?

A: Oh, there’s no mystery there. His friend Auguste Lupa asked me to invite him.

Beria: And why was that?

A: I would assume to tell him about his real role here in St. Petersburg. Beria: His real role?

A: Yes. To work with Lupa on the murders. Didn’t you all know that? I thought it was common knowledge.

Beria: He wasn’t sent by the French government?

A: Oh, he might have been, but it was all arranged through Lupa. You see, I asked my husband …

Beria: Please only answer the questions I ask. Is that clear?

A: My good man, there’s no need to be rude.

Beria: I apologize, but we are trying to make a specific point here—whether Giraud was in fact an diplomat of the French government, or whether he was an agent for Lupa.

A: Well, if you mean why was he here, then of course it was because Lupa had sent for him. But …

Beria: So he was working as a spy?

A: I think that’s a very harsh …

Beria: But wasn’t he, in fact, working in conspiracy with August Lupa, under false pretenses, as a spy?

A: Well, I …

Beria: Yes or no, madam?

A: Yes, but …

Beria: That’s all. Thank you.

(Witness Elena Ripley)

Beria: Miss Ripley, what is your occupation?

Ripley: I am a drama tutor to the Grand Duchesses Olga, Maria, Tatiana, and Anastasia, and governess to Tatiana.

Beria: And when did you first meet the accused?

Ripley: I met him in the Winter Palace when he first came to tutor the czarevitch Alexis.

Beria: Isn’t it in fact true that you met him at the home of Anna Vyroubova?

Ripley: No, that’s not true.

Beria: Are you sure, Miss Ripley? It is my understanding that you were both present at a party given there on the night Commissar Minsky was killed?

Ripley: We may have both been there. We did not meet.

Beria: But he was there?

Ripley: I saw him, yes.

Beria: And who did he spend the most time with?

Ripley: I don’t know. As I said, I didn’t know him at the time, and I didn’t follow his movements.

Beria: Isn’t it true he spent almost the entire evening with Minsky?

Ripley: I said I don’t know. Is Minsky, too, suspected of conspiracy and subversion?

Beria: Miss Ripley. I ask the questions, and I don’t like your tone. Monsieur Giraud is one of the most dangerous …

Ripley: Nonsense! He is the kindest of men, and …

Beria: Miss Ripley! I am warning you! (Pause.) Now. All right, we’ll leave that night. When did you and Monsieur Giraud become better acquainted?

Ripley: After he’d started tutoring Alyosha—Alexis Nicolaevitch.

Beria: And how did he come by that job?

Ripley: I don’t know. I think the Czarina appointed him to it.

Beria: Didn’t that strike you as strange?

Ripley: I didn’t think about it. He is a native French speaker, as was his predecessor Pierre Gaillard. It seemed reasonable that Alexandra Fodorovna would choose him.

Beria: But was it reasonable that he would accept? (Pause.) Miss Ripley, was that reasonable? (Pause.) Miss Ripley, the Crown commands you to answer!

Ripley: He had a reason.

Beria: Louder, please. We can’t hear you. You said he had a reason. Don’t nod, answer me!

Ripley: Yes.

Beria: And what was it? Did he tell you? Damn it, I …

Zostov: There will be no profanity in my courtroom, prosecutor.

Beria: I apologize, your Excellency. But this witness is recalcitrant, and I lost my patience.

Zostov: Well, find it again and proceed.

Beria: Miss Ripley, again I ask you. Did Monsieur Giraud tell you why he accepted the post of tutor to the Heir Apparent.

Ripley: Yes.

Beria: And why was that?

Ripley: He said it would help him manipulate the Czar. But he didn’t mean …

Beria: He said he was going to use the Heir Apparent to try and manipulate the Czar?

Ripley: Yes, but I’m sure …

Beria: Thank you.

Ripley: But it’s not …

Beria: Thank you, Miss Ripley. Please confine yourself to answering questions that I ask. Now, what is your relationship with the accused?

Ripley: We are friends. But that last point …

Beria: Close friends? Miss Ripley, please!

Ripley: (Pause) Yes, I would say we are close friends.

Beria: And is your friendship such that you exchange confidences with one another?

Ripley: Yes.

Beria: And did Monsieur Giraud mention his, uh, relationship with Auguste Lupa?

Ripley: Yes, of course.

Beria: And how did he characterize it?

Ripley: What do you mean?

Beria: I mean, what purpose did it serve? Was it mere friendship? Did it have political overtones? Was there a conspiratorial or secret element to it?

Ripley: Jules told me that he and Lupa were working to solve the Palace murders. That he was Lupa’s undercover assistant.

Beria: Undercover? In other words, secret.

Ripley: I suppose so, yes.

Beria: Secret from whom? Everyone?

Ripley: Yes. You see, Lupa thought …

Beria: Even the Czarina? The person to whom Lupa reported?

Ripley: I think so, but that was because …

Beria: Please! Just answer my questions.

Ripley: But you see, you’re twisting things up. There was no reason to tell Alexandra about Jules’ involvement …

Beria: Miss Ripley, I warn you. I’ll have you gagged and make you write your answers if I hear any more of this. Do I make myself clear? Do you understand?

Ripley: Yes.

Beria: Now, in the course of his discussions with you, did the accused ever mention a Karel Borstoi?

Ripley: Yes.

Beria: In what context?

Ripley: Well, the first time was about his attempt to poison the Czar.

Beria: Do you mean to tell this court that Giraud knew about an attempt on the Czar’s life and did not report it to the authorities?

Ripley: Well, Lupa was an authority, and Lupa already knew. They both knew about it.

Beria: So both Lupa and Giraud knew of the assassination attempt, and even knew the identity of the assailant, and did nothing to apprehend him? In fact, did they not conspire to meet with him again over the course of the next days?

Ripley: You’re making it sound so bad.

Beria: Miss Ripley, we are talking about high treason, subversion, harboring a fugitive, and accessory to regicide, to say nothing of the accused’s evasions and manipulations. If it sounds, as you put it, bad, it’s because it is bad.

Ripley: But Jules was using Borstoi to catch the murderers.

Beria: I’m glad you brought that up. It brings us to another point. Did Giraud tell you that he and Lupa had solved the murders?

Ripley: Yes. He said Borstoi and Ivan Kapov had done them.

Beria: And when did he tell you this?

Ripley: The day before his arrest.

Beria: One full day before his arrest? Did Lupa have this information?

Ripley: Jules said he did.

Beria: And yet neither of these men, whose defense for their conspiracy has been that they were working on some secret mission for the Czarina—though she didn’t know about Giraud’s involvement—both of these men knew the guilty parties for a full day before their arrest, and did nothing to convey that information to the Empress?

Ripley: Well, that’s technically true, but …

Beria: And didn’t Giraud actually have an audience with the Czarina after he knew the identity of the killer?

Ripley: Yes, when he returned the egg, but he …

Beria: And, Miss Ripley, did he mention that small detail—that the murderer had been identified—to the Empress?

Ripley: No, but …

Beria: Thank you, that’s all.

Ripley: No, you’re making it seem …

Beria: That’s all, I said!

Zostov: Step down, Miss Ripley. You’re excused.

(Witness Anna Vyroubova)

Beria: Miss Vyroubova, you are here to depose for Czarina Alexandra Fodorovna, are you not?

V: Yes.

Beria: And you have a prepared statement?

V: Yes.

Beria: Would you please read it?

V: (Reading) I met Monsieur Giraud in my chambers with my husband, Czar Nicholas II. On the earlier advice of my religious advisor, I had been expecting someone to come and help tutor my Alexis in French. Accordingly, I asked Monsieur Giraud if he would fill that role.

All seemed to go well, but I became suspicious of him when my young Alexis began spouting political ideas to his father. Someone must have put these ideas into his head, and a friend suggested to me that it must have been Monsieur Giraud—he was the only new influence in my son’s life.

At about this time, Alyosha also began declining to attend the regular meetings with our starets, Father Gregory Rasputin. This was, and remains, a matter of grave concern to me. Rasputin has always been a favorite of Alyosha’s. But now my son has told me that he finds the monk’s simple spirituality repugnant to him. He seems drawn to republican, even communist ideals, and my Friend and I attribute this to Monsieur Giraud’s influence.

I next interviewed the staff, and from one servant, a loyal man named Derevenko who is entrusted with guarding Alexis from physical mishap, I learned that Monsieur Giraud had forced my son to grovel before him. This is intolerable!

Finally, under the most stringent of restrictions, I permitted one of my greatest treasures, a gift of my dear husband, the Fabergé egg entitled Dawn, to be lent to Monsieur Giraud’s coconspirator, Auguste Lupa. After Monsieur Giraud delivered the egg to me that evening, I consulted with my spiritual adviser and became convinced that the two men were acting in concert to subvert my husband’s will, which is the highest form of treason.

The following day, a beloved cousin and our valued chef were both killed. When Inspector Dubniev and General Sukhomlinov informed me of these tragedies, and stated their belief that Lupa and Giraud were involved in them, I resolved to act, and ordered their arrests.

Trusting in God and all the saints to protect us, I depose and swear that the foregoing is true. Dated this eighth day of November in the year of our Lord 1916.

Beria: Is that the entire statement, Miss Vyroubova?

V: Yes, it is.

Beria: Do you, as your own witness, have anything to add?

V: (Pause.) No.

Beria: Thank you. The Court humbly conveys its thanks and compliments to our most gracious Czarina. You may step down.

(Witness Auguste Lupa)

Beria: State your full name.

Lupa: Auguste Lupa.

Beria: Let the record show that the first words from the mouth of this witness were lies. Do you recognize this document, sir?

Lupa: I do. It is my passport.

Beria: And under what name was this passport issued?

Lupa: Can you not read it yourself?

Beria: Indeed I can. It is made out to John Hamish Adler Holmes. Is that your name?

Lupa: The name I use is irrelevant, as is your entire line of questioning. For this proceeding, my name is Auguste Lupa. Your Excellency, may I address the Court?

Beria: You may not! This is …

Zostov: Prosecutor, I believe the witness asked me the question.

Beria: Yes, but, your Excellency, it is not allowed.

Zostov: I will determine what is allowed in my courtroom. Monsieur Lupa, why should I consider this request?

Lupa: Because, your Excellency, I hold a commission from the Czarina, a specific commission, and I am ready to fulfill its conditions at this time.

Zostov: And what prevented you before?

Lupa: My arrest.

Zostov: Were you not questioned after your arrest?

Lupa: Most assuredly. But the guards and interrogators here in the prison are not interested in the truth. They are only interested in answers. So I answered them.

Zostov: I, too, am interested in answers.

Lupa: I would hope, Excellency, that you are also interested in the truth. I am not trying to save my own life or that of my innocent companion, Monsieur Giraud, but to honor my commitment to Czarina Alexandra. I am still an officer of her court, and I still hold her commission. All of my actions, indeed all of Monsieur Giraud’s, are explainable and reasonable only if viewed in the light of the facts I possess. If there is not to be a travesty of justice here in your court, I must be allowed to make my case.

Beria: Your Excellency, this is absurd. This man is on trial himself for the most heinous of crimes. He has perjured himself to this court, our interrogators, and to the Czarina herself. Any testimony he gives must be regarded as purely self-serving.

Zostov: Nevertheless, prosecutor, what he says might be heard. I am interested to see justice done, not just to have questions answered. I assure you that whatever he says will remain very suspect. Proceed, Monsieur Lupa.

Lupa: Thank you, Excellency. First, an explanation of my commission. Alexandra Fodorovna asked me to come to Russia from my home in Montenegro to try and get to the bottom of a series of murders that she felt was weakening the Czar’s will to continue prosecuting the war. Contrary to popular belief, she is not at all pro-German. More than anything else, she desires the War to end, but only if it ends with a victorious Russia.

When she initially requested me, there had been three slayings. At the time of my arrest, there were six. Since my position at the court would be official, I determined that I would need another investigator working behind the scenes in a different capacity. As I’m sure your Excellency realizes, an official status is helpful for administrative purposes, but can be a downright hindrance to getting at facts.

I chose Monsieur Giraud for this role. I trusted him and we had worked together before. For various reasons, not the least of which being that I thought it likely he would refuse me if I made my request boldly, I designed a cover mission for him, which was nonetheless legitimate. When he first came here, he was aware only of that mission—to present a French offer of arms and money to the Czar in return for his renewed commitment to France for the winter months.

No doubt it was the Czar’s return to Tsarkoye Selo which prompted the killing of Boris Minsky, the first murder after my arrival. It had the required effect, plunging Nicholas into a funk so deep that Giraud could not make his offer with any hope of its being accepted.

At this time, I solicited Giraud’s help, and he agreed to it. I did not tell the Empress of Giraud’s part in my plan because, frankly, I suspected that she would confide it to Anna Vyroubova, who abhors keeping secrets as nature does a vacuum. Excuse me, Monsieur Beria, but this is common knowledge.

In any case, events began to move swiftly. It is true that Giraud and I were both aware of Borstoi’s attempt to poison the Czar’s sugar. But—and this is crucial—my commission called for me to find the Palace killer, not potential assassins of Nicholas. Perhaps I erred, but I reasoned that if Borstoi could lead me to my quarry, that would be the greater good. Since he would be denied future admission to the Palace, I assumed that he could no longer be a danger to the Czar. That assumption, by the way, proved correct.

Giraud and I began our investigation into Minsky’s death, and the field became rife with suspects. Initially, I suspected Elena Ripley because she had been the last person seen with Minsky, and because poison is a classic woman’s murder weapon. Her motive? Jealousy. She was in love with Minsky and he had overturned her in favor of Katrina Sukhomlinov, with whom he was having an affair.

Suk: (from the gallery) That’s a lie, Lupa. That’s a black lie!

Zostov: Hear, hear! General, I must caution you.

Suk: Your Excellency, this is slander of the rankest sort.

Zostov: If it proves false, General, I will add slander to the charges against him. In the meanwhile, I will not tolerate interruptions in my courtroom. You, and all of you, are here at my pleasure, and you will be well advised to remember that. Proceed, Monsieur Lupa.

Lupa: Thank you. As I was saying, it was tempting to consider Miss Ripley as Minsky’s killer, but the weight of evidence favored our hypothesis that the murders were politically motivated, and Miss Ripley had not even been in St. Petersburg when the first killing had taken place, so I was forced for the time being to exclude her from consideration.

However, the motive of jealousy immediately reappeared, again centering, if the General will excuse me, around Madame Sukhomlinov. It seems that Max Pohl, the Czar’s chef, also harbored an infatuation for that woman. He might have killed Minsky to eliminate his rival. Certainly he had the poison at hand.

But in my heart I could not suspect the chef. I knew him well. He was a patriot. He knew how the other murders had affected the Czar, and I didn’t believe he would place his own passions over his love of Russia. I hasten to add that while I held this view privately, I nevertheless did not cross him off my list of suspects.

But heading the list was General Sukhomlinov himself.

Suk: Your Excellency! I must insist …

Zostov: General, this is my last warning. Guard, stand by the General and if he speaks out of turn again, remove him from the courtroom. Monsieur Lupa, I also tell you that if this tale leads nowhere, you may expect no mercy from this court.

Lupa: I would expect none, Excellency.

Zostov: That is good. Our justice, though severe, is merciful. Our anger can be very painful. Do you understand?

Lupa: Completely.

Zostov: Proceed.

Lupa: Sukhomlinov had both political and personal motivation to kill Minsky. The Commissar had just returned from Spala with Czar Nicholas, and was about to reignite his affair with the General’s wife. Sukhomlinov hated Nicholas not only for removing him from his post as Minister of War, but for allowing him to be prosecuted for espionage. His business interests, mostly German, were being subverted by the prolonged War. There were a dozen reasons why he should act.

But Monsieur Giraud had not been idle. And his pursuit of Borstoi—including his brilliant subterfuge involving the Fabergé egg—abruptly changed the focus of my investigation.

My colleague has been much maligned during this trial for his deception of the Czarina. In his defense, I must make two points. First, he had no reason to believe the Empress was not fully informed of his possession of the egg—indeed, that he returned it directly to her proves that. Second, by spuriously presenting the egg to Borstoi, Giraud convinced him that they were brother communists. This resulted in Borstoi’s boastful confession to the first Palace murder, and set the stage for the solution to the rest.

Beria: The solution to the rest?

Lupa: Exactly.

Beria: You realize, of course, that Inspector Dubniev has closed the file on those murders.

Lupa: That doesn’t surprise me. I assume he concluded that Kapov and Pohl worked together and, when they were about to be found out, entered into a suicide pact.

Beria: There is ample evidence to believe that that is exactly what transpired. And indeed, there have been no further killings—a good indication that the murderers themselves are dead.

Lupa: It might also mean that the killer took advantage of an ideal opportunity to stop. Since the crimes are believed solved, there is no further investigation. Even a dimwit would see that, and we are not dealing here with an idiot. Far from it.

Zostov: Go on.

Lupa: When Monsieur Giraud brought me the information that Borstoi had confessed to committing the first murder with Kapov, it was tempting to consider the obvious—that Kapov had continued the killings, and may have even done so with Borstoi.

But Borstoi’s rationale for stopping after one murder—that someone else saw the effect it produced on the Czar, and continued with their own campaign of terror—made a perverted kind of sense to me. Why should Borstoi and Kapov continue putting themselves at risk when someone else was apparently willing to do their work for them?

I must now make a confession, and in so doing I offer an apology to Monsieur Giraud. We are charged with being coconspirators. And it’s true that to a certain extent we worked together. But to a greater extent, I worked alone, and I used Monsieur Giraud for my own purposes. Jules, please forgive me for this.

Zostov: Monsieur Lupa, you will address yourself to this court. We are growing impatient with this story and are unmoved by your apology to the accused. Get to the point.

Lupa: The point, Excellency, is this. Early in my investigation, I had eliminated one of the suspects from consideration. Elena Ripley had been in the Crimea with the Royal Family when the first murder had been committed. She was, therefore, demonstrably innocent. Subsequently, Monsieur Giraud and she formed an attachment. He began confiding in her.

And on a hunch, I began feeding disinformation, through him, to her.

Beria: Disinformation? You mean lies. You lied to your own partner?

Lupa: I won’t argue semantics with you. I presented information to Monsieur Giraud as though it were factual when I knew it not to be.

Beria: But what prompted this “hunch” in the first place? If you knew Miss Ripley was innocent …?

Lupa: I knew, or at least believed, she had not committed the first murder. But I couldn’t get away from the knowledge that she was the last person to be seen with Minsky, that poison is a classic woman’s weapon, that she seemed to be a fixture at gatherings where a simple governess had no place. But as I say, at the time, it was only the merest conjecture. I had no motive for her, only means and opportunity.

To keep Monsieur Giraud from suspecting anything, although I don’t believe he would have been suspicious in any case, I told him that Miss Ripley had left Minsky with a group of fellow officers on the night he was killed. Now doubly assured of her innocence, Monsieur Giraud had no reason not to trust her completely.

Even so, it remained a minor theme while I carried on my regular investigations which, with the exception of Borstoi, were proving exceptionally barren. It wasn’t until Borstoi’s confession to the first murder—and only the first murder—that Miss Ripley came back under suspicion. It was possible, I reasoned, that there was more than one killer. Then, at Kapov’s death—his rather too convenient and timely death—my suspicions grew to convictions.

Beria: But Kapov’s death was a suicide.

Lupa: No. That was a murder!

Zostov: Silence! I must again warn the gallery. These outbursts are not acceptable. Proceed, Monsieur Beria.

Beria: You realize that Inspector Dubniev has proclaimed Kapov’s death a suicide.

Lupa: And he was about to do the same with Minsky. In both cases he was wrong.

Beria: And I presume you can prove that?

Lupa: The facts allow no other conclusion. I ordered an autopsy of Kapov’s body as soon as I examined him, and got the results just before my arrest. He had died of hanging …

Beria: Brilliant! Hanging, you say?

Zostov: Curb your sarcasm, Prosecutor. This is hardly new ground, Monsieur Lupa.

Lupa: New ground will be broken, Excellency. The autopsy showed that Kapov was both drugged and drunk when he died.

Beria: Many suicides find courage for their final act that way.

Lupa: True. But Kapov could not have walked or even moved on his own with the quantity of poisons in his body. It is flatly impossible that he could have fashioned a proper noose, or balanced himself sufficiently on his window ledge to loop the rope over the gable. It’s in the autopsy report. Read it, if Inspector Dubniev hasn’t destroyed it.

Beria: But that alleged destruction would also serve you well, wouldn’t it?

Lupa: Not really. I don’t need the autopsy. The captain of the guards who discovered Kapov’s body can testify to some other critical points. Kapov’s fingernails were broken off—two of them to the quick. The others were bloody and filled with splinters, splinters of the same rough wood that bordered the window. There were matching scratch marks on the shutters.

Beria: That’s all? That is your evidence?

Lupa: That’s not all, but it should be enough. Taken together, it is damning. Someone drugged Kapov, looped a rope over the outside gable—by the way, I checked and it was near enough that anyone could have done it—then dragged him to the window. When the noose was over his head, Kapov regained enough consciousness to realize what was happening, and put up a valiant struggle, grabbing at the shutters, the border to the window, anything to save himself from that last terrible fall.

Please, let me continue. I know that thus far this has all been conjecture, a pet theory. You need proof, and I needed proof. I got it.

I made up another lie, one that I shall regret for as long as I live. Though it identified the murderer beyond any doubt, it resulted in the death of one of the finest men I have ever known, Max Pohl.

After reaching the conclusion that Kapov had not killed himself, I told Monsieur Giraud that Pohl had news concerning Minsky’s murder, something to do with locating the source of the poison that had been used to kill Minsky.

As I surmised he would, Giraud passed this information along to Miss Ripley. It must have been a terrible shock for her. She had just killed Kapov, thinking to end all suspicion surrounding the murders, and now here was a new threat.

She wasted no time. With her position as governess to the Grand Duchesses, she had the run of the Royal Quarters. And being a beautiful woman, she undoubtedly had no trouble seducing Max, who was a very passionate man, into a vulnerable position. When she’d done that, she shot him, leaving the gun in his hand to give it the appearance of a suicide.

But the string of coincidence had by now grown too thin—it could no longer support the weight of Miss Ripley’s deceptions.

She was the only one with reason to fear Pohl, with a motive to kill him. No one else knew of his supposed information. I was about to arrest her when I myself was taken into custody.

Beria: This is ingenious, monsieur, but it is still not compelling. It is all “might have been,” “should have done.” There is no evidence.

Lupa: Question her and depend on it. Elena Ripley is guilty.

Ripley: (from the gallery) No!

Zostov: Madam, I would …

Ripley: Please, your Excellency. It’s impossible!

Lupa: It’s not impossible. It’s established.

Ripley: No! You’re saying I killed Kapov. But I was with someone that whole night who can prove I didn’t do it, who can testify to my innocence.

Lupa: He would have to be an unimpeachable witness, Madam. He could not, in fact, exist.

Zostov: Miss Ripley! Return to your seat. Get away from the dock!

Ripley: Oh Jules, I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I tried not to tell.

Beria: Are you saying …?

Ripley: I was with your own colleague, Monsieur Lupa. Jules Giraud. I didn’t kill Kapov. I was with Jules.

Zostov: Silence! Silence! Miss Ripley, control yourself. Guard, get her away from the accused. Monsieur Giraud, is this true? Giraud, I am addressing you. Answer me. Is this true?

Giraud: (from the dock) Oui, c’est ça. (Whispers.) I am sorry, Auguste, but you must be wrong.

Zostov: What did you say? Speak up, man.

Giraud: She was with me. She could not have killed Kapov.

Beria: Your Excellency. This farce must be concluded. Not only can Monsieur Lupa not prove his accusations. The only thing he has proven is that he has a vivid imagination and he is an adroit liar. His own coconspirator refutes his testimony. This court has been more than lenient with him, with them both. They even lie to one another. For my part, I dismiss this witness. I’ve heard enough of him. Step down, sir.

Lupa: I would just like to ask Monsieur Giraud …

Beria: I said step down! Your Excellency …

Zostov: I concur. Guards, take this man to his cell!


* It wasn’t. It was still in the file.—Editor.
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This morning the ink was frozen.

I was awakened, as always, while it was still dark, and fed my bowl of gruel. While I ate it, I capped the bottle holding the ink and sat on it. By the time I finished eating, sitting on my cot wrapped in the threadbare blanket, the ink had begun to thaw.

It was still too dark to write. There was, in fact, nothing else to do but listen to this morning’s execution volleys—nine of them—each preceded by the clear ringing voice of the captain of the firing squad. “Prigotov’tes’. Gotovy? Ogon!” And then the shots.

Though it is more bitterly cold than it has been, for the first time in a fortnight, the weather has been clear for two days running. The sky—now as I write—is an almost purple hue. Sound carries wonderfully. I look out toward the Winter Palace and sometimes fancy I can hear voices. Occasionally a floe will crack on the Neva. Sometimes, when it’s very still, one can make out the crunch of footsteps through the crust of the snow.

I find myself entertaining the most morbid thoughts. I know that within a short time, my own body will be riddled with bullets, and I try to imagine where those bullets are right now—in what box, in which room, stuck into which soldier’s cartridge belt.

Sometimes I feel grateful that I am in Russia, with its late mornings. Since the executions are carried out at dawn, I vicariously relish the few extra hours I will be given than if my punishment were to be carried out in my native France.

These are ridiculous thoughts, but they weigh heavily.

Yesterday, possibly because it had stopped snowing, they took us to the yard and I saw Lupa. He’s lost a remarkable amount of weight in such a short time, but his frame is still strong and robust. We spoke a few minutes before the guards separated us.

Much to his surprise, Rasputin has come to the prison more than once to visit him, although Lupa didn’t characterize the visits as social. Evidently, until yesterday’s visit, the monk was content to come and stare at him through the bars, his eyes shining with a manic glare, his expression that of a madman.

Lupa told me that he would stand motionless for as long as an hour, mumbling one word over and over, like a mantra. The word was “rache.”

“The German word for revenge?”

Lupa nodded. “Exactly.”

“What could he mean by that?”

Lupa shrugged. “I don’t know. The word played a small part in one of my father’s cases, but I don’t see what connection that could have with Rasputin.”

I didn’t either, and Rasputin’s irrationality was a common enough feature of his personality that I didn’t think the question bore much thought.

In any event, when the monk had come by Lupa’s cell yesterday, the visit had been different. He told Lupa that Czar Nicholas was going to Spala again. Though it was only to be a short visit to military headquarters, it removed the last obstacle to our execution.

“How is that?” I said, my stomach turning over at the news.

“Evidently Alexis, the czarevitch, has prevented our execution to this date by interceding daily with his father. He developed a real attachment to you, it seems, and has been doing all he can to keep us alive.”

“But why, then, doesn’t the Czar simply free us?”

Lupa stamped on the cold ground to keep warm. His hands folded under his arms, his ruddy cheeks puffed out, he saw the guards approaching us and spoke with a grim urgency. “Rasputin says the Czarina will not allow that. She wants the execution carried out. Evidently the monk does, too. And with Nicholas gone, he gloats that there will be nothing to prevent it. And she seems willing to risk the wrath of both her husband and child over it.”

“But why?”

“Obviously, she thinks—she’s been convinced—that we’re guilty and a danger to the Czar’s reign.”

The guard came and separated us. As he was leading Lupa away, I couldn’t resist calling after him, “And when is the Czar going off to Spala?”

“Today,” he said.

That was yesterday.

It is to be tomorrow.

An orthodox priest called at my cell an hour ago. Bearded, thin as a stick, smelling of horse and incense, he was no comfort. We spoke for a moment or two, and he offered to hear my confession. I refused, and not simply because he might have been a government spy hoping for a last-minute admission of my guilt. I have nothing to confess now—perhaps this writing has served that purpose. I am at peace, with myself and with the war-weary world.

After the trial, it took some time for me to reach any kind of peace with Lupa. He had involved me in this affair, and his deceptions to me had hurt me deeply and, more to the point, had helped lead us both to this pass from which there appears to be no hope for escape.

But the cause for which we have fought is greater than my personal concerns. I never for a moment doubted his sincerity, and if his methods were not those I would have adopted, still they had served him well enough in the past that his confidence in them seemed justified. There was always a guiding strategy behind his duplicity, and I have come to believe that the stakes justified the risks he took—even the risk of my own life.

Echoing Kapov, who said that if it would shorten the war by a day he would kill a hundred Minskys, I feel that if our attempt to save the Eastern Front gives France just one more day in which to emerge from this fray victorious, it will have been worth it a hundred times, a thousand times.

And what of Elena?

Of course it’s clear that Lupa, hard pressed to come to some solution—any solution—was wrong about her. I am at a loss to explain his insistence that she was a cold-blooded killer, especially when he could supply no compelling motive for her to act. I can only hope that the shadow of suspicion he thrust her under will not harm her with the court. She has had a hard enough time without having to live down false accusations.

If there were only a way to prosecute Sukhomlinov, but that is a futile wish. His alliance with Dubniev would be enough to guarantee his safety even if he weren’t such a sycophant to Rasputin and Alexandra. I am surprised that Lupa never came to accuse, or really even suspect, him—a sprightly offense against our accuser might have turned the tables at our trials.

And now, in spite of all, the Czar continues to fight. His mild manner must hide an iron will, or perhaps his talks with Alyosha have stiffened his spine. If that is the case, and my own influence had the slightest effect upon it, I must then count my mission a success of sorts.

My hands are shaking. These small justifications are cold comfort as I watch the brittle strip of silver sunlight cross my cell for the last time. Tomorrow at this hour …

They’ve brought in someone to take my cell, an old, skinny, hawk-faced peasant, shuffling and muttering in Russian. The guard informs the man that I am French, and he goes into some sort of fit, snarling at me, retreating to the farthest corner of the cell. It is all great sport to the guard.

“Anyone but a frog,” the boy—for the guard is a young bully—said. “That’s what he requested. Hates you Frenchies.”

He laughed again, kicking at the man on the floor of the cell. “Don’t worry, Giraud. He’s just another old radical going to the wall. Though tonight you’ll have to cast lots for the bed.”

He kicked at the old man again and said to him in Russian, “Tomorrow you get the bed. Isn’t that right, Giraud? Tomorrow your bed is the cold, cold ground.”

His laughter rang through the wing. “‘Course, he won’t be here long either.”

Now I scribble to keep from going mad. My cellmate sits cross-legged, scratching at the floor, alternately cursing at me with exceptional venom, then tiring and singing snatches of gypsy folksongs.

I’ve had my last meal—a half potato soaking in dirty vegetable broth. The moon is coming up. It is very cold. I am afraid. I don’t want to die.

My mind is going. I imagine I hear the old man say my name in perfect French. And again …
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I thought the risk was too great, even for Sherlock Holmes.

After all, no one had ever before successfully escaped from the Fortress Ss. Peter and Paul. Holmes and I had discussed the alternatives from Sussex Downs to the Astoria here in St. Petersburg, and finally, Holmes saw no other solution. As dangerous as it might be, he had no choice.

His brother, Mycroft, as head of Britain’s secret service, had been following the exploits of Holmes’ son, who is using the name Auguste Lupa,* and upon his arrest for subversion had alerted my friend. We wasted no time, although the voyage here by ship seemed interminable. Holmes paced the deck in all weathers, terrified that he was already too late, that his son had gone to his execution.

“I must think, Watson,” he said to my remonstrances. “I must have plans within plans. There will, at best, be only a little time, and I must not waste a second.”

By the time we were in Russian waters, he’d decided upon his disguise as the Norwegian violinist Sigerson that he’d used after his disappearance following his duel to the death with Professor Moriarty at Reichenbach Falls. Sigerson, he reasoned, could play a convincing radical, and could probably get himself arrested. I thought there were extremely long odds against his success, and told him so.

“You’re probably right, my friend, but what other choice have we?”

And against that argument, I was mute.

After first determining that we were not too late, that Auguste was still alive, we made calls on people who Holmes thought might be able to bring some influence to bear. None of them were heartening, and Holmes began laying the groundwork for his own arrest.

Each day, disguised as Sigerson, he would leave our hotel for some underground meeting or another. On the fourth day, Holmes rushed into my room, his eyes flashing. I could hardly recognize this dirty, ragtag musician as my friend. With matted hair peeking out from a misshapen cap, a charcoal stubble, and ill-fitting, filthy worker’s clothes, Sherlock Holmes could be no one’s idea of a cultivated Englishman.

Ignoring my startled exclamation, he asked me if I could be ready to join him downstairs within minutes. Since I’d been reading and watching the snow fall for the better part of the afternoon, I assured him that that would be no problem.

Within a quarter of an hour, two perfectly proper British businessmen were sitting in the lobby of the Astoria in the early, though already dark, evening. Holmes, in his three-piece gray herringbone, his conservative cravat, cane, and bowler, looked particularly distinguished as he sipped his whisky and soda. It was an effective transformation.

On the street, hansoms and sleighs came and went, depositing hotel guests and visitors at the wide swinging doors. Suddenly Holmes raised the newspaper he’d been holding up to his face.

“Ah, Watson,” he said, “I’d thought as much.”

“What’s that, Holmes?” I saw nothing beyond the usual predinner crowd.

“There! Just coming through the doors now. The delivery man and the porter.”

There was nothing provocative about two such people in a hotel lobby, and I mentioned that fact to Holmes. “And you might put the paper down, Holmes,” I added with some asperity. “I prefer to see the face of the person I’m speaking to.”

Chuckling good-naturedly, Holmes complied. “You’re right, my friend. The disguise either works or it doesn’t.”

The delivery man, holding a package of some kind, looked lost indeed. Walking halfway across the lobby, he stopped almost directly in front of us and perused the room. Finally, he went over to the porter as though asking for directions, and the two of them split up and left the lobby by different exits.

“That was instructive,” Holmes said. “They have found my trail—or rather, Sigerson’s trail. I hope I didn’t make it too easy on them.” He sipped casually at his whisky. “Well, my friend, I rather fancy I shall be arrested tomorrow.”

“Holmes!” I said, but he raised his hand.

“Please, Watson, it’s all arranged. Are you ready for your part?”

I assured him I was, and tried one last time to argue that there might be a better way, but he stopped me again. “Time is very short,” he said in a tone that, were it not Holmes speaking, I would describe as desperate. “There is no time to enlist middlemen anymore. There is a rumor that the Czar may be going off to Spala soon. That leaves Alexandra to handle domestic affairs, and it is said she will somehow contrive to have the sentences carried out.”

“How can you know that?” I demanded.

Holmes lectured me patiently. “The people Sigerson is allied with have spies everywhere, and it appears that Auguste and his friend Giraud are of interest to them as well as to the Government—they betrayed the cause.” He sighed and finished his drink. “No, Watson, I must act, and now.”

Accepting his judgment, I must have lapsed into a brown study. Holmes picked up the newspaper again. I think he had only been reading it a moment, though, when he again folded it and placed it on his lap.

“You’re right, Watson,” he said quietly. “There is a feeling here. I’d be wise not to ignore it.”

“Yes, there’s that sense of …” Then, realizing I hadn’t said anything, I stopped. Even after years of friendship with Sherlock Holmes, I was always disconcerted by his ability to read my thoughts.

But it was natural to him. Perhaps he was even unaware that he did it. He continued seriously. “To take it a step further,” he said, “there seems to be—or at least I feel, as you do—a spirit of Moriarty in the land.”

“Exactly what I was thinking!” I exclaimed. “Really, Holmes, this is too much! How could you …?”

“Tut, tut, Watson, what could be simpler? I observe you looking at the guests entering from the freezing street. You fold your arms across your chest and shiver in sympathy. Then your eyes light upon the painting of Napoleon’s retreat hanging on the wall across the room. You’re thinking of another bitter winter, another war. Finally, you come to our situation here, you scan the lobby and unconsciously your hand goes to the revolver under your coat.

“But how does Moriarty fit in?” I asked. Though he had described the exact process by which I’d arrived at my vague feeling of unease, even I didn’t understand why Holmes’ old nemesis had entered my mind. After all, Professor Moriarty had died at Reichenbach Falls twenty-five years before.

“What could be simpler, Watson?” Holmes said. “Moriarty was the Napoleon of crime. The painting of the little corporal triggered that memory.” But before I could marvel anew at his logic, he continued. “I feel the chill myself. There is something, as though clinging to the walls—a sense of evil here. It almost has the Professor’s signature upon it.”

“But that’s impossible. Moriarty’s dead.”

“I know.” Holmes stroked his chin and his black eyes hooded over. “Yet I feel him here. It is strange.”

“Had he ever gone to Russia?” I asked. “Perhaps his worldwide net extended even to here.”

Holmes tapped the newspaper. “I know he traveled extensively as a young man, while he still professed to be a simple mathematician. Yes,” he said, striking his knee again, “yes, I remember now! He did come here to study. He acknowledges Professor Rudianko of the University of Moscow in the preface to his treatise on the binomial theorem.” Then he added reflectively, “But I really believed that was before he’d begun his career, his criminal career.”

“Perhaps it was,” I said.

“And yet we both feel his presence somehow. It is odd.”

For a moment, Holmes stared out into nothingness, perhaps remembering some of his past encounters with the grand master of evil, the only man who had ever been a match for him, Professor James Moriarty. Then, shaking himself as though shrugging it off, he stood up. “Well, there’s nothing for it now, Watson, and we’ve got work to do. Shall we go in to dinner?”

I was not to interfere in any way with his arrest. My job, he said, was to appear, armed, at the bridge between the prison and the Winter Palace every evening for the next week after which, if he hadn’t appeared, I was to book passage back to England.

He told me that there was a reasonable chance of arrest, monkey trial, and summary execution, but if he could somehow avoid that fate and get into the prison, he reasoned that his best opportunity for escape would be just after dark.

He had discovered that the full contingent of guards was reduced by two-thirds at night. Further, since no one had before escaped from the prison, he expected an attitude of unwary complacency. I tried to point out that they might be complacent because no one had ever beaten them, but Holmes refused to entertain any negative thoughts. No, he said, this was an ideal opportunity. He was sure of it.

Shivering in the gusting wind, I stomped from foot to foot, hands thrust deep into my pockets, my revolver securely tucked into my belt. This was my third night at the Neva Bridge and it was dark as Moriarty’s soul in the still-early evening. Across from me, the mass of the Winter Palace loomed blankly at the river’s edge, the occasional yellowish light from a window serving only to make the surrounding darkness blacker.

The Neva itself provided a basso undertone as it forced its way beneath the pilings at the center of the bridge. At its banks, and well out into the stream, it was frozen over, but at its center, the black water rushed with a churning urgency.

The situation over the past two days of waiting had sapped my confidence, and though no one respected the talents of Sherlock Holmes more than myself, I continued to believe that this time he had pushed them beyond their limits. Still, with a heavy heart, I was obeying his orders. If he met with success, I expected some Klaxon rousing the gendarmerie at the prison at the news of the escape. Then perhaps a headlong rush into the narrower streets of the capital, my revolver keeping our followers at a distance.

The silence, therefore, lulled me. I leaned back against the bridge. Foot traffic was light, with only an occasional lone walker hurrying to his or her destination. After the intense clear cold of the last two days, the air had become heavier, with increased wind. Another blizzard was coming.

Looking to my right, I saw three men—one in the uniform of a prison guard—turn onto the bridge. As they came abreast of me, the guard raised his cap and whispered, “Come along, Watson. Step lively, now.”

“Holmes!”

“Say hello to Auguste, and I don’t believe you’ve met Jules Giraud.”

We moved quickly and in silence back into the cover of the city, keeping to the shadows. We returned by back streets to the Astoria. By then it was close to midnight, and if the night clerk noticed anything strange in the old prison guard with the ill-fitting uniform, the two bearded derelicts, and the portly Englishman in his bowler and overcoat, he showed no sign of it.

As soon as we had left the lobby and were in the relative safety and privacy of the hallway, I could wait no longer, and asked Holmes how he had managed it.

“It was quite absurdly simple,” he declared. “Almost disappointing, really.”

Giraud, obviously not used to my friend’s sense of humor, spoke up. “Actually, it stopped just short of being disappointing.”

It must be no small strain to know you will be facing a firing squad in a matter of hours, and the drawn faces of Auguste and Giraud bore eloquent witness to that agony—the specter of their aborted appointment with death.

Auguste is so thin that for the first time in my memory he resembles his father more than his uncle Mycroft. Holmes himself, having also been through an arrest, a trial, and imprisonment, appeared none the worse for wear.

Holmes and I have adjoining suites, and when we closed the door behind us, he suggested that Lupa and Giraud bathe and shave in each of the bathrooms. I had never seen him so solicitous. His son’s trauma had not been lost upon him.

When we were alone, he poured himself a whisky and went to the gasogene, then sat in one of the armchairs, pulled out and lit his pipe, and smiled at me.

“Well, Watson, the fortress is not impregnable, as you can see.” He took a pull at his whisky and crossed his long legs. “We were very fortunate. It could have gone another way quite easily. I think the reputation of the place played into our hands.”

“How is that?”

“Overconfidence. No one is looking out for an escape. There is only one guard on each wing at night.” He chuckled. “I fancy they’ll increase that after tonight.”

“But even so, Holmes,” I protested, “surely it couldn’t have been that simple?”

“Psychology, Watson. Dr. Freud’s tool, and a useful one from time to time. I bullied the guard into thinking he was bullying me, and finessed him into putting me where he thought I’d be most unhappy—with a Frenchman.

“Then, after the meal, if you could call it that, I revealed myself to Giraud. Since he was to be executed the next morning, it was plausible that he might try to kill himself, and I began screaming to the guard that he’d done just that. He lay still on his bed, and I convinced the guard he must have poisoned himself.

“A moment later, the guard entered the cell alone. After all, we were two old men—one of us dead—and he was a young, strong Cossack bully.”

Holmes chuckled again, remembering. “It was but a moment’s work. When he leaned down over Giraud, a simple baritsu technique rendered him unconscious. After that, I was dressed in his uniform and armed with his gun, and it was child’s play to overcome the one guard in Auguste’s wing.” He smiled again beneath his hooded eyes. “And here we are.”

Before I could comment, the door opened and a well-scrubbed Auguste entered the room.

“Well, Watson,” Holmes said caustically, “I think the diet did my son no harm. But perhaps we should see if we can order some food?”

The kitchen was closed, but we were able to have someone deliver an enormous pot of tea, several loaves of black bread, butter, some herring, a bowl of apples, and a round of hard cheese. The breakfast would have fed eight men under normal circumstances, but by the time Holmes had finished his own ablutions one hour later, nary a crumb was left.

I knew that Auguste, at least, was well on his way to recovery as he finished his third apple. Deadpan, he looked at me witheringly. “Thank you for the food, Doctor”—his eyes twinkled behind the frown—“but you might at least have ordered some beer.”

Through the window the aurora borealis played against the night sky as the four of us sipped at the last of the tea. The conversation had faltered, and I was beginning to think it was time to get some sleep, when Sherlock Holmes addressed his son.

“You really ought to get it settled, you know.”

“Of course.”

It was as though they had been having a long talk. “Unless you think we should leave it and try to get out of Russia.”

Auguste shook his head. “The job isn’t done.”

“Well, if that’s the case, I must tell you that we won’t get anywhere with both of you so at odds.” Holmes looked at the Frenchman. “We might as well have it out, Monsieur Giraud. What’s troubling you?”

Before he could answer, Auguste spoke. “Elena Ripley.”

In a few words, as his companion nodded in agreement, Auguste outlined the case as it had developed up to that point. “But,” he concluded, “Jules corroborated her alibi at the trial. It’s left me without an answer.”

“The answer is Sukhomlinov,” Giraud said firmly. Where before he had been coldly polite, which I had attributed to Gallic reserve, I saw now that Holmes had noticed the truth—there was enmity between these two men.

“No, Jules,” Lupa responded, “the answer is Elena Ripley. Pohl’s death proved that to me. Our general was with Dubniev planning my arrest when Pohl was killed.”

“Isn’t it possible he did shoot himself?”

“I like to think all things are possible, Jules, but in this case, I would say no. Miss Ripley eliminated him because you and I made her believe that he was a threat.”

“But Elena was with me when Kapov was killed.”

Auguste sighed. “I know, Jules. They are major stumbling blocks, and yet my theory is the only one that is plausible. We must get around them.”

Giraud’s patience was wearing thin. “Merde!”

Sherlock Holmes stepped into the breach. “Monsieur Giraud, when all other possibilities have been exhausted, whichever remains, no matter how remote, must be the solution.”

“I’ll agree to that, but Elena was with me.”

“The entire night?”

Clearly the subject embarrassed him, but to his credit he spoke up. “She was in my room when I went to bed, and she woke me in the morning.”

Auguste nearly dropped his teacup as he pounced. “Good Lord, Jules, she didn’t sleep with you? Why didn’t you tell me that earlier?”

The Frenchman replied dryly, “I wanted to save it for the right moment.” Then, more seriously, “No. I am certain she was with me the entire night. And besides, Auguste, if you remember, the whole thing only came out at the trial.”

Auguste was silent for a moment. “Yes, of course I remember, but clarify something for me. Were you asleep or not? If you were, how could you know she stayed with you? If not, then my theory is no good, but you seem unclear about it yourself.”

Giraud furrowed his patrician brow. “Twice I recall being awakened by her during the night. Or she said it was the middle of the night …” He paused, and Auguste let him wrestle with it. “But why would she have made a point of telling me the time on both occasions?”

“She did that?”

Giraud nodded. “And it was dark.”

“Jules, as you well know, it doesn’t get light here until nearly nine. Is it possible, just possible, mind you, that she returned to your room in the early morning, say seven or eight, contrived to awake you and somehow implant in your mind that it was still the middle of the night? Is that possible?”

The Frenchman’s discomfort was difficult to watch. And yet, even if Auguste’s hypothesis were true, I couldn’t blame Giraud for not thinking of it. It was nearly Byzantine in its complexity. If Elena Ripley had done as Auguste suggested, she was a formidable enemy indeed.

Finally Giraud conceded morosely that it could have happened. Auguste, though, was on the scent, and wasn’t about to let it get away. “I don’t mean to offend you by pressing this, Jules, but do you realize how essential that one fact is? Would you mind going over the events of that entire night?”

In the next twenty minutes, we learned quite a lot that was new, and most of it was potentially damning for Elena Ripley. Giraud told us that she had come to his apartment after a party at Rasputin’s that had been attended by “most of the court,” and Auguste drew the assumption that that could very well have included Ivan Kapov, which would have given the woman the opportunity to arrange to visit, perhaps seduce, and finally poison the young nobleman.

When Giraud told how Miss Ripley had appeared with drinks for them both at his chambers, Auguste seized that moment, pointing out that she could have done to Giraud what he surmised she did to Kapov. Where had the vodka originally come from? Giraud didn’t know. How did she know it was there? Didn’t Giraud admit that he passed out after the drinks, and wasn’t it possible he had been drugged? We all saw the doubt begin to grow in Giraud’s mind.

In all, it was a far cry from the night-long seduction Auguste had envisioned. And Giraud was apparently ready to admit the possibility that Miss Ripley might not be so innocent as she appeared.

“Remember, Jules,” Lupa said, “the woman is a trained actress. If you couple her skills with any insight at all into how you might be feeling—alone, disoriented, excited by the attentions of an attractive woman—you create a stage upon which she can excel.”

“But I don’t understand,” Giraud began, then stopped. “You still don’t have a motive.”

“Yes, but a half hour ago we thought Miss Ripley had been with you the entire night. Now it’s entirely plausible that she wasn’t. She could easily have left you, gone back to Rasputin’s, returned with Kapov to the Palace and killed him, and finally returned to your room to sleep on your sofa.”

Sherlock Holmes had been listening in silence, his briar burning steadily. Finally, he leaned forward, elbows on his knees, and addressed his son. “I don’t see that we have much choice except to assume your logic is sound. So we need a motive for the woman, Ripley. Are there any other untied knots?”

Giraud sat up as though he’d been stung. “Rasputin’s revenge,” he said.

“What is that?” Holmes asked, and Auguste explained the strange visits of the holy man to his prison cell.

“He actually used the word ‘rache‘?” Holmes asked. “That’s very singular.” But for the moment, he chose to file rather than pursue that fact. “Jules, how does Miss Ripley feel about Rasputin?”

Giraud, looking beaten and exhausted, raised his head. “She acts like she despises him, but I don’t know. I don’t know anything anymore.”

My friend stood up and crossed over to his son’s companion. Resting a hand on his shoulder, he spoke quietly. “Hold out for a little longer. This is better than waiting to be shot.”

Those words, so simple and so true, seemed to galvanize the man. His back visibly straightened, his gaze hardened. “Much better,” he agreed.

At that moment there was a knock on the door. As it was the middle of the night and no one was supposed to know of our presence, we were all suddenly very much on our guard. I pulled out my revolver, although I wasn’t sure what I was going to do with it if it was, for example, the police looking for fugitives.

As I started to go to the door, Sherlock Holmes handed me his pipe. The gesture spoke volumes. No one but myself was in the room.

I pushed the door open a crack. It was an agitated young man. As soon as he saw me, he muttered something in Russian, glanced again at the door number, bowed apologetically, and moved on down the hallway.

Back in the room, Auguste spoke. “If that was someone knocking at the wrong door, we are very fortunate. If anyone saw us come up here and informed the police …”

Holmes nodded. “Auguste is right. We’re in danger here.”

Giraud spoke up. “I know where we can go.”
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We might have been in danger at the Astoria, but the next hour was truly terrifying. Using the back entrance, we made our escape from the hotel and followed Giraud as he led us through the black streets back toward the river.

Coming out of the shadows, we stopped across a square from one of the sides of the Winter Palace. The streets we had traversed had been packed and sanded, but even so, there was no escaping the severity of such a winter as St. Petersburg was experiencing. Snow and ice covered the sidewalks and boulevards—some of the back streets were impassable.

Now we faced the massive bulk of the Winter Palace, guarded and seemingly as impregnable as the prison across the way. I couldn’t stop myself from asking, “Now that we’re here, how do we get inside?”

Giraud shrugged. “By the roof,” he said, and started across the square. There was nothing to do but follow him, though as we came closer, the task loomed more and more formidable—the forbidding walls seemed to rise as high as the sky itself as we entered the building’s shadow.

But Giraud was undaunted. He turned to Auguste and whispered, “The view from the prison wasn’t completely wasted.” So saying, and keeping to the edge of the square, he brought us up to where the river crossed behind the Palace. There, a mountain of ice led nearly to the gables of the roof.

“They piled the barricades here,” Giraud explained. “I watched from the prison as the snow drifted and accumulated. I think we ought to be able to climb it.”

It was not easy, especially the harrowing last push out over the lip of the roof. The wind had picked up and howled with a particular vengeance, throwing grains of old snow and ice into our faces as we clawed our way to safety, if it could be called such when any slip meant a fall to the courtyard below, and certain death.

The night seemed to go on forever. By my watch, it was closing on four o’clock, but the sky hadn’t changed since I’d originally left the Astoria just after dinner, my heart in my throat, to see if Holmes could pull off the escape from prison.

Now that we were on the roof, a new uncertainty confronted us. Away from the shelter of the building, the wind chilled us even through our greatcoats, and over the vast expanse that covered the Winter Palace, in the dim moonlight we saw only a meadow of snow, seemingly unbroken until at the roof’s edge it fell to nothingness.

We had to move—more, we had to get inside—or we would freeze, but there was no indication of where to go. Giraud, holding on to both Holmes and Auguste, ventured to rise and try to recognize something, and it was almost his last action as the crust of ice broke under him, dropping an avalanche into the courtyard and nearly taking him with it.

I give him credit for bravery. Barely hesitating, he pressed on, motioning that we follow him. Slowly, often crawling, our small party inched its way over and through the snow on the roof which in some places had drifted to over a meter in depth.

For what seemed an hour—though it must have been a quarter of that time—we pushed on. Then, suddenly, Giraud pointed to an impression in the snow ahead, and a moment later we all were standing in a cleared area, like a bunker, in the middle of the drifts.

“I knew it,” Giraud gasped, out of breath. “I knew Alexis would clear this spot on the first clear day.”

He went to the door and began knocking, pounding loudly. We were still at great risk, I felt, and I wasn’t alone. Next to me, Holmes had drawn the pistol he’d taken from the prison guard. It was well for Giraud to believe in the young prince, but even if he was an ally, anyone else might come to the door in response to Giraud’s racket. If that were the case, it would be wise to be prepared.

As the latch on the door sounded, Holmes and I squatted down under the line of the roof. Auguste stationed himself behind the door, to slam it back shut if the need arose. A crack of light appeared from within and I cocked my revolver.

A young boy’s face appeared in the light.

“Alyosha!”

The face broke into a smile. “Monsieur Giraud, comment allezvous?”

“Alive, and living. And you?”

It seemed a strange moment for games, but no one else said a word. The boy became aware of the rest of us, and his eyes widened. “The other escapees?”

Giraud nodded. “So you’ve heard already. May I present Doctor Watson, Auguste Lupa, and Sherlock Holmes. The Czarevitch Alexis Nicholaevitch Romanov.”

The boy pushed open the door. “Won’t you come in?” he said. “You must be freezing.”

We sat by the samovar drinking cups of hot tea, but it still took us nearly an hour to warm up once we’d come inside. Alexis ushered us into a small sitting suite decorated with pictures of naval ships and aeroplanes. The furniture was of a kind often seen in guesthouses in England—the chair Holmes immediately picked was, in fact, a duplicate of the old one he used to favor at Baker Street.

In other circumstances, it would have been amusing to see Holmes, pipe in mouth, lounging in front of a small coal fire in his familiar chair. As a younger boy, his son, about whom I’ve never written because Holmes had forbidden it, often would sit at his father’s knee, soaking up the techniques and method for which my friend is so justly famous, and in several instances outdoing the Master.

(Would that Sherlock Holmes would lift that stricture! Some of the cases in which Auguste assisted his father, such as the Adventure of the Tiger’s Paw, or the curious affair of the glass blower’s apprentice, were textbook studies of the art of deduction.*)

But here there was no discussion of the niceties of detective theory. Auguste, Giraud and Holmes were wrestling with a cunning murderer who had almost done them all in.

Reluctantly, Giraud had finally acknowledged some doubt as to the innocence of Elena Ripley though I sensed that it was only his respect for Auguste’s powers that had taken him that far. Before he would truly be convinced, he would need, as indeed we all would, a motive.

The Czarevitch had been a silent witness to the continuing discussion about Elena Ripley. Slight, with an extremely sensitive face, he sat upright on the couch across from me, listening intently. He wore a purple robe with the royal lions crest above the breast pocket, beneath which peeked the legs of a pair of flannel pajamas. There was a brace of some kind on his left foot, but it didn’t appear to hamper him. For one so young, he already projected a regal bearing.

Auguste had just finished outlining the facts to his father when Alexis interrupted. “Excuse me, I gather you are talking about my sister’s governess?”

Giraud, sitting next to the boy, turned to him. “Yes. Elena.”

“She was here, you know, earlier this evening.”

Holmes and Auguste shared a glance. “Miss Ripley was in these apartments tonight?”

Alexis nodded. “She brought me the news about your escape.”

“Is she all right?” Giraud asked.

But Auguste was more forceful. “How did she hear about our escape?”

The boy straightened up at the interrogation. He would not be rushed, though I could see it wasn’t a matter of protracting the theater. He wore the mantle of future Czar, and wasn’t about to be manipulated.

“Monsieur Giraud, she looked as though she’d been beaten up. There was a swelling in her jaw, an abrasion on her cheek, and one eye was beginning to blacken. She said she’d fallen while running here to warn us. She was very upset.”

Holmes put in, “Upset as though she was worried about our safety?”

He thought a moment. “No, I would not say that. Perhaps worried about her own. She said you, Monsieur Giraud, might try to come and kidnap me, that you were extremely dangerous and I should be on my guard.”

“Elena told you I was dangerous?”

Alexis nodded, and Giraud hung his head.

“Did she think you’d already seen us?” Auguste asked.

“I don’t think so, but it’s possible. Everyone knew I’d been trying to block your execution. I don’t believe you are traitors.”

“I assure you we are not,” Auguste said, “and we are very grateful. But how did she find out about the escape so soon? Was there a general alarm?”

The boy leaned forward. “Oh, there’s no mystery there. Rasputin had his contacts keeping him aware of your situations. When Rasputin was informed, she was with him.”

Giraud nearly leapt from the couch. “Rasputin?”

But Auguste interrupted. “Why was Rasputin informed? What’s his interest in all of this?”

The Czarevitch shook his head. “I don’t know.”

“But why was Elena with Rasputin? She hates Rasputin.” Giraud was in shock.

“Oh no, Monsieur Giraud. In fact, she has moved to his building.” The corners of his mouth turned down with displeasure. “The women seem to have a weakness for him. My own mother has …” But he let that hang.

“Elena Ripley is living with Rasputin?” Auguste asked. “There is no doubt?”

“I have said it.”

Sherlock Holmes took his pipe from his mouth. He’d been quietly taking in this entire exchange. “Your Highness,” he said, “why was Rasputin informed about our escape? Do you have any idea?”

“No, sir, I’m sorry.”

For a moment, all was silence. Then Giraud, almost in a whisper, asked, “Did Elena get her job as governess through Rasputin?”

Alexis Romanov nodded. “All of the tutors were recommended to my mother by him. Including you, if you remember. And Monsieur Giraud?”

“Yes?”

“Do you remember asking me to intercede with Tatiana on behalf of Miss Ripley?”

Giraud nodded.

“Well, I never got the chance to tell you before you were arrested, but I talked to Tati about it and she said you must have been mistaken. She doesn’t remember any fight with Miss Ripley.”

“They’ve never had a fight?”

“No. At least not according to Tati.”

“Jules …?” Auguste began.

“You’re right, Auguste. You’ve been right all along, and I’ve been a fool.”

But Holmes was like a dog on a scent and couldn’t be bothered with irrelevancies. “Never mind that,” he said. “Let’s review what we have. For some reason, Rasputin seems to be deeply involved in all of this. He obviously had a great stake in seeing your executions carried out, and one of his lackeys informed him immediately when we escaped. He flew into a rage, perhaps beating Miss Ripley because she was nearest to hand, then sent her to see if she could locate us.”

“That’s how I see it,” Auguste said.

“Further,” Holmes continued, “I think we can assume that Rasputin directed Miss Ripley in the murders.”

Again Auguste nodded in agreement.

“Isn’t that rather a substantial jump, Holmes?” I ventured.

“Our problem all along with Elena has been motive,” Auguste replied. “Now that it’s established that she is involved with Rasputin, it’s at the very least worth exploring the possibility that she’s acting under his direction.”

Giraud couldn’t see it, either. “But why would Rasputin want to weaken the Czar? And that was the effect of the murders. Surely he has everything he could want. Sukhomlinov and Paleologue both think he’s the most powerful man in Russia, and it all rests on his proximity to the crown. It makes no sense.”

“Unless,” Auguste said, “the Czar’s reaction to the killings was incidental.”

“What do you mean?”

Auguste stood up, pacing in the small room. “I mean, Jules, that early in our investigation we were forced to consider the possibility that the murders were not politically motivated at all, that there was a personal motive behind them. At the time, we thought it was jealousy.”

“Yes?”

Sherlock Holmes leaned forward, his eyes sparkling under their hooded lids. “Revenge.”

“Exactly,” Auguste said. “Assuming he’s not a madman—and I’m convinced he is not—why did he visit me in prison? Is there any other possible meaning to the word ‘rache’?”

“And why did he use that word?” Holmes asked.

“Yes,” Auguste agreed. “As you said, it’s very singular.”

“It is more than that,” Holmes retorted. “I can think of few single words in any language that are so closely linked to my own career.”

“Your career?” Giraud asked. “I don’t understand.”

I spoke up. “In the very first of Holmes’ adventures that I had published,* the word ‘rache,’ scrawled in blood on the wall at the site of a murder was one of the principal clues Holmes discovered. That word itself was on the frontispiece of the first edition of the published book.

“Gregson and Lestrade thought the victim had started to write the name Rachel, but Holmes reasoned correctly that …”

“Thank you, Watson,” Holmes said. “I think we see the connection. The point is that the word is closely affiliated with me.”

“And almost more importantly,” Auguste added, “only with you. Alone, it has little significance.”

“But that’s impossible!” Giraud exclaimed. “Rasputin doesn’t know you.”

Holmes lifted his brows, his eyes flashing black in their deep sockets. Something had excited him. But to Giraud, after that brief flash, he only smiled mildly. “Still, it is an interesting avenue for conjecture.”

He leaned over and struck a match against his heel, bringing the flame up to his pipe. “It is worth considering that though I don’t know Rasputin, he may know me.”

“There’s another thing,” Giraud said, finally warming to the idea. “Why has Rasputin been working so hard to see our sentences carried out? And why was he so enraged at our escape? You never met the man, did you, Auguste?”

“Only the night Alexandra let me borrow the egg.”

Giraud scratched his chin pensively. “And later that night, I swear he was at his apartment celebrating something.”

Auguste stopped pacing and sat down again, his lips pursing in thought. Giraud leaned back on the couch, looking to Alexis as though the boy might provide some answer.

Sherlock Holmes refired his pipe and sucked on it reflectively. “Let us assume,” he began, “that revenge may have been the motive for the killings.”

“But revenge for what?” Giraud asked.

Holmes waved away the objection. “Let’s ignore that for now. We must use the clues we’ve been given, even if they don’t mean anything yet. Rasputin used the word ‘rache‘. That has to mean something.” Holmes looked at his son. “When were you called here?”

“After the third murder.”

“And who …?”

“Yes,” Auguste said, “I see what you’re getting at. Alexandra requested that I come …”

“And the idea may have been Rasputin’s.” I finished the thought.

“Capital, Watson! Capital!” Holmes exclaimed.

“But wait.” Giraud, showing his fatigue, put up his hand. “All this is fine theorizing, but isn’t it rather far-fetched? What you’re saying is that, for some unknown reason, Rasputin began murdering the Czar’s friends so that there would be a situation where he could convince Alexandra to summon Auguste. And once he was here he would be lured into a trap.”

Holmes fixed Giraud with a cold stare. “The trap was very nearly sprung.”

And at that truth, we were all silent.

Never before in my long experience with Sherlock Holmes had I seen such a test of his primary deductive theorem: When all possibilities have been exhausted, then whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth. Here we were breathing in the rarefied ether of pure deduction, and father and son were in their element. It was as though Holmes read my thoughts. “Should this bear out, Watson, you might have to take me out of retirement another time. There is much that is instructive in this for the true student of deduction.”

“I think first we should make sure we get out of this alive,” Auguste responded. “And I think I know how to begin proving our theory”—he looked to the Czarevitch—“if you will continue to help us, your Highness.”

The boy looked at Giraud briefly, as though asking for permission. Then, his face aglow with anticipation, yet with the most solemn expression, he addressed Auguste. “I will do anything to help my country.”

Auguste nodded. “Thank you. You are a brave young man.” The son of Sherlock Holmes leaned back in his chair for a moment, closed his eyes, and pursed his lips in that distinctive way of his. “All right,” he said, “then here is my plan.”

After another hour, we retired to bed. Holmes and I stayed where we were off the boy’s bedroom, while Giraud and Auguste made do on makeshift bedding in the prince’s chamber. Holmes was gracious enough to insist that I take the settee, where I could stretch out somewhat, while he remained slouched in his chair, his pipe barely glowing, no doubt rethinking his son’s plans.

Outside, the wind shrieked from time to time. Snow from a new storm flung itself against the window. I knew that it was morning, but there was no trace of the sun, or of any light. In fact, the darkness was so complete that I felt I had never before been so surrounded by night. My eyes burning, my mind weary, I turned my back on my friend and to the room.

But for some reason sleep wouldn’t come. Wonder over the day’s events, and excitement and apprehension over those to come, conspired to keep me from the arms of Morpheus.

Suddenly I heard the slight creak of the door to Alexis’ room, followed immediately by Auguste’s whispered voice. “Father?”

There was a pause; then the door creaked again. Perhaps Holmes had fallen to sleep and hadn’t heard him. But then, finally he spoke. “Yes, I’m here.”

Auguste must have entered. “May I bother you?”

“It’s no bother. I’m awake, come in.” In spite of the blizzard, within the room, all at once it was quiet as death. I could hear Holmes suck on his pipe. “Is the plan …?”

But his son stopped him. “I haven’t come to discuss the plan.” Another pause, and I heard a chair being pulled over the floor. “I came to ask you why you’re here.”

Holmes let out a heavy breath. “You’re my son.”

“I’ve always been your son. What makes this different?”

“What do you mean, different?”

“You are here, with me. That hasn’t always been the case.”

“You needed me. They might have killed you.”

“I have needed you before.”

Feeling like an intruder, I wanted to announce that I wasn’t sleeping, that I was hearing it all, but I couldn’t make myself move. As their silence continued, I lay with my eyes open, staring at the back of the couch. A match flared as Holmes restoked his pipe, stalling for time. It was a moment fraught with personal danger for both of them—two towering titans of reason struggling within the snares of emotion. The coal fire settled with a hushing sound in the grate, and still no one spoke. One of them sighed. One of the chairs creaked.

Finally, Sherlock Holmes whispered in a strained voice, “When I saw you, when you were a boy, it was too hard. It reminded me too much of your mother. I became immobilized. I couldn’t afford that too often.”

“And so you abandoned me?”

“I didn’t abandon you. I saw you as often as I could bear it. We had a few summers.”

“Yes, we had that.” There was a flat harshness to Auguste’s voice. “We did have a few summers.” Then his voice softened. “Did you hate my mother so much? Was she that bad?”

I heard the hollow suck of the pipe. Then, at last, “No. No, I didn’t hate her so much. I’m afraid I loved her so much.”

I don’t know whether the idea had never occurred to Auguste, or whether he’d chosen to create his own rationale for his father’s distance. As his best friend, I had some inkling of the pain Holmes had endured through losing the only woman he’d ever loved. Of course, he never dwelt upon it, never even referred to it except obliquely, but it was his constant companion after ninety-four, and I knew for a fact it haunted him still.

Quite a long time passed. Neither of them said a word. I fancied I could almost hear the workings of Auguste’s brain trying to assimilate this new knowledge, to somehow fit it into his understanding of what had made both him and his father the persons they had become.

Finally, the chair moved and Auguste rose. “Thank you for telling me that,” he said. “I’m sorry to have bothered you.”

After the door closed and his footsteps had receded, Holmes’ match flared again. The wind battered the window. Eventually exhaustion overcame me and I slept.


* Throughout Watson’s manuscript, Holmes and Watson refer to Lupa as “John.” To avoid confusion, wherever it appears, “John” has been changed to “Auguste” or “Lupa.”—The Editor.

* Editor’s note: Watson’s manuscript—obviously not intended for publication—was included in the file among a group of papers and personal effects of Alexis Romanov. It is assumed that, in the crush of events that followed, Watson never had the chance to retrieve these notes from the apartment of the Czarevitch. When the boy was arrested and his rooms searched, the Bolsheviks who were creating File No. JG 0665 presumably included any relevant papers in it.

* A Study in Scarlet




[image: ]21[image: ]

[KREMLIN FILE NO. JG 0665–4853; PSS ACCESS, CLASSIFIED]

15/12/17       

Winter Palace

The Grand Duchess Anastasia

Tsarkoye Selo

Dear Aunt Annie:

I don’t know who else I can turn to. My mother seems more and more under the power of Rasputin and my father has gone off to Spala. You and Uncle Nicky have always told me that I could come to you if I needed help, and that time has come.

All that I request here must remain strictly between us. The gravest issues of state—in fact, the very future of the Russia we know and love—may be at stake, and I must count on your most complete discretion.

I know that Uncle Nicky has always been the most popular general in the army. Even my father holds him in awe, and though other less loyal subjects have misinterpreted their relationship, I know that the bond between them remains strong and that both you and he remain loyal to the Czar.

I am in a position where I have to act, and I need to call on the loyalty and love that both you and Uncle Nicky have for the crown. Forgive me if I sound melodramatic and overly vague, but there have been developments over which I’ve had no control that justify what I’m doing.

Briefly, my request is that you use your and your husband’s influence (but under no circumstances my name) to request several generals and citizens who remain here in St. Petersburg to gather tomorrow morning, the 16th, at 9:00 A.M at the French Embassy. If it is within your power, please also try to assemble some of the ranking elite of the Duma, and others whom you think, collectively, might be able to effectively testify before my mother on a most urgent matter of state.

I recognize that your actions, if viewed in the wrong light, might be construed as a conspiracy—even one that I have arranged—but I must ask you to trust me. I assure you that I am acting in good faith, that I will personally guarantee your safety and that of those you invite, and that someone else who you trust is another party to all of this.

Please, Aunty, I implore you. My father’s reign is at stake! You must act quickly and decisively!

You may send the messenger back to me with your response if you feel you must decline. Otherwise, if I don’t hear from you, I will assume you are in my camp.

Praying that God will smile upon your endeavors in this cause, I remain your loyal friend,

Alexis Nicholaevitch

[KREMLIN FILE NO. JG 0665–4059; PSS ACCESS, OPEN]

The Winter Palace

St. Petersburg      

16/12/17              

Elena Ripley
20, 63-64 Gorokhavaya Street
St. Petersburg

Dear Miss Ripley:

Just a short note to thank you for your warning last night. I remain unmolested and so far today there is no sign of the fugitives. I have taken the precaution, however, of keeping my room off limits to all staff, and I’ve even instructed Derevenko to stand guard at the entrance to my wing when I am within. Thus, I feel certain that I am safe from kidnapping, and I extend to you my gratitude for your loyalty and concern.

I wonder if I might ask you to call on me tomorrow morning before you report to my sisters for their tutoring. There is a matter of some urgency that I would like to discuss with you, and I’ve instructed Derevenko to admit you.

Please give my best to our Friend. I know we have had disagreements recently, but my mother has asked me to forgive and forget, and I have decided to obey her. When this immediate danger has passed and the fugitives are caught, I will once again join the family and our Friend for evening prayers.

Hoping to see you tomorrow, I am

Alexis Romanov

[KREMLIN FILE NO. JG 0665–4071; PSS ACCESS, OPEN]

    Dear Maurice:

Please accept the authenticity of Alexis Romanov’s letterhead as evidence that we are safe and working for the Allied cause. For obvious reasons, I will not sign this note.

Tomorrow morning I must ask you to be prepared for some very unorthodox events. Several generals, Grand Dukes, members of the Duma, and other citizens are being summoned by Grand Duchess Anastasia to your Embassy. Shortly after their arrival, we will join you with a kidnap victim.

You will be harboring three fugitives and will be an accessory to the kidnapping. If you wish to absent yourself, I would not blame you, but I think you should be in attendance. In the best of circumstances, there will be a role for you to play, although we cannot predict the exact course events will follow.

I must stress that the entire War could hinge upon our success tomorrow. The hopes of all of France ride on your shoulders.
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Maurice has requested a formal report, and I am only too glad to supply it. After the past days’ events, I am grateful for an afternoon in a warm room, a snifter of cognac by my side, a ream of foolscap and a quill with a sharp nib. Most of all, I am grateful to be alive.

Lupa and I stood behind the door in Alexis’ bedroom as Elena was shown into the suite in which we’d passed the previous night. When I saw her through the crack in the door, and in spite of all we’d surmised about her since our escape, I nearly couldn’t go through with it. Her face, even with the abrasions she’d suffered (at Rasputin’s hand?) was more beautiful than ever, her body fuller, somehow more womanly than I had recalled.

My heart went out to her. Could she be a murderer? It was unthinkable! I don’t know what strength—or weakness—kept me in my hiding place behind the door.

She greeted Alexis, and when he introduced her to Holmes, she backed up a step.

“Sherlock Holmes?” she repeated.

Holmes nodded. “You know me, Madam?”

“Of course I know of you. I’m British, after all.” She turned, smiling. “And you must be Dr. Watson.”

Watson stuttered out a hello. His reaction to Elena was similar to the one I’d had.

Alexis played his part wonderfully. Holmes was here, he explained, as an emissary of King George, with a mission very much like my own, related to the Eastern Front.

Holmes had arrived (Alexis said) only two days before, and had just missed seeing the Czar before he’d gone to Spala for a week. It made little sense to follow Nicholas there since he was only staying at headquarters for a few days before returning, so Holmes had chosen to pass his time reviewing the Lupa affair and the Palace murders.

Holmes smiled thinly. “After all, crime is a bit of a hobby of mine.”

As Elena had figured so prominently in the investigation, he had prevailed on Alexis to be introduced to her so that he could get her impressions.

She shook her head. “It’s so sad,” she said. “All those people killed. And now, since the escape, I’ve been scared to death myself.”

“Oh?” Holmes said. “I’d understood that you were on friendly terms with the Frenchman. Surely he’s no danger to you.”

“I don’t know, Mr. Holmes. I think that’s been somewhat overplayed. We spoke occasionally, that’s all.”

That wound cut deep. It was the first time I had caught her in a lie, and, if anything, Lupa had underestimated her skill as an actress.

Watson looked at his watch. “It’s time, Holmes,” he said.

Elena looked at them questioningly.

“Would you mind accompanying us?” he asked in his blandest tone. “We have an appointment with the French ambassador on this very topic. We can talk on the way over.”

Watson kept his hand in his greatcoat pocket, ready to persuade her with a gun if necessary, but Elena accepted Holmes’ explanation, and the three of them left Alexis’ chambers, talking casually of London’s wartime theater.

There was no danger in Holmes’ appearance on the streets of St. Petersburg since as the radical Sigerson he’d been an unwashed, stubble-cheeked musician. Lupa and I, however, would be recognizable to any number of people, and to be caught would mean death. I don’t think either of us forgot for a moment that only the day before we were to be shot at dawn. That knowledge lent a great deal of piquancy to our actions.

Alexis was puffed up with pride when he came back to his bedroom. “How did I do?” he asked.

“Satisfactory,” Lupa said.

At the boy’s slight frown, I added, “That’s the highest praise he can give. I thought you were wonderful.”

“Yes,” Lupa concurred, a trace of a smile showing, “very satisfactory. But now we have to go.”

On some pretense or another, Alexis had obtained uniforms of the Russian navy from Derevenko, and Lupa and I had them on over our suits. Lupa’s weight loss would make him hard to identify, but I felt safer with an eye patch and bandage on my jaw. Lupa limped, leaning heavily on a cane. Alexis saw that the hallway was clear, and then joined us as we walked through it to the gate.

After that, we were on our own. In the event, we sensed the stares of passing townspeople on the streets, but in the new snowstorm, no one stopped us, and we pulled it off.

At the embassy, I revealed myself to the guard and a moment later I was shaking Paleologue’s hand.

“Thank you for staying,” I said. “Are the rest …?”

He nodded, motioning for us to follow him quietly, maneuvering us into a back room. When the door closed behind us, he took the cigar from his mouth and sighed heavily. “I hope you are right,” he said.

We changed from our disguises while he brought us up to date. “They are all in the salon—Grand Duchess Anastasia, Kerensky from the Duma, Prince Lvov, Felix Yussoupov, Grand Duke Dmitry Pavlovitch, Dr. Lazovert, Colonel Sukhotin, half a dozen others, to say nothing of Holmes, Watson, and Mademoiselle Ripley who, need I mention, is enraged.”

“But she stayed?” I asked.

“Of course. She’s maintaining that she’s innocent.”

“And my father is …”

“He began by reviewing your trial testimony for the assembly. They are all rather skeptical,” he added. “What do all those people have in common?”

“Love of Mother Russia,” Lupa said. “It should be enough.”

“Let us hope so. If you’re wrong …”

He didn’t have to finish. We knew the consequences if we were wrong.

Holmes was conducting the actual interrogation, while Lupa, Paleologue and I sat on stiff chairs just behind the door to the salon, listening to it all. Lupa had spent the previous day coaching him while Dr. Watson had written some notes and I had been on hand to supply any missing information. I needn’t have bothered. As Lupa went over the events that had transpired since our arrival in St. Petersburg, I was amazed anew at the power of his mind.

The breadth and clarity of the briefing he gave his father made my reports to him seem, in retrospect, muddled, disjointed, inexact, even confusing. He seemed to have forgotten absolutely nothing of any importance that had to do, however remotely, with his case.

As I listened to him, the suspects and victims once again came alive in my mind—the General and Katrina Sukhomlinov, Boris Minsky, Kapov, Borstoi, Pohl. As he unwound the story, his argument that Rasputin was somehow behind it all became more and more compelling, until we were all convinced that Rasputin was the man who had, albeit indirectly, summoned Lupa to St. Petersburg.

But if Lupa’s powers were impressive, those of Sherlock Holmes were no less so. Paleologue, Lupa and I sat at our stations behind the door marveling at the great detective’s recitation of the facts.

At first, Elena held her own, her anger giving way to calm denials. After all, she thought there was no new evidence, and she’d brazened her way through it all before.

But the cracks did begin to show.

“I understand,” Holmes asked, “that your relationship with Monsieur Giraud began when you had a fight with the Grand Duchess Tatiana?”

“No,” Elena replied, “I’ve never had a fight with her Highness.”

“Never?” There was a pause, which Holmes pressed. “Wasn’t there something about Tatiana’s Cockney accent in a play by Shaw? Would I make up such a detail?”

“You’ve seen Jules,” she said accusingly. “You know where he is.” Evidently she addressed herself to the assembly. “This man is hiding condemned fugitives,” she said.

“Perhaps, Miss Ripley, but that’s not the point right now. The point is your alleged fight with Tatiana. If you never had it, as you say, and Monsieur Giraud never referred to it, how then do you assume I’ve spoken to Giraud because I know what the fight was about? It must have happened as I say.”

“No!”

Holmes let the silence build.

“We may have had a slight disagreement that Jules misinterpreted, that’s all.”

“Ah, well if that’s all,” Holmes said sarcastically, “we can leave it.”

The cracks widened.

“… and so your alibi for the night of Kapov’s death is that you were where?”

“With Monsieur Giraud.”

From behind the door, we heard the murmur of the guests. Though St. Petersburg society was nearly as decadent as that of Paris, lack of discretion could still be cause for scandal.

“With the same Monsieur Giraud whom you barely knew to speak to?”

“No, you don’t understand. He was …”

“At the trial, you said you were with him the entire night. Did you sleep with him?”

“No, of course not. He’s old.”

Stung though I was, I could still hear the irony dripping from Holmes’ voice.

“Whereas Kapov was young.”

“Ivan was …” and then she was quiet.

“Oh, you called him Ivan. And though Giraud was old, you stayed with him the whole night? Why were you there? What did you do there? Weren’t you in his room until he passed out, drugged by you, at which time you went to Kapov’s? Didn’t you use Giraud for an alibi, and that’s all.”

“No, you’re making all that up.”

“Perhaps. But you were at the same party Kapov had attended at Rasputin’s that night, were you not?”

“Yes, that’s true, but earlier.”

“Why had you gone there?”

“I needed help at the court. I was afraid …”

“You were afraid of what? Your falling out with Tatiana that you deny. You are falling back into the excuses you gave Giraud, Miss Ripley. You should keep your parts straight.”

“You’re trying to get me confused,” she said. The pitch of her voice had gone up.

“It’s not very confusing,” Holmes said. “You went to Rasputin to tell him that Giraud and Lupa had decided Kapov was the Palace killer.”

“No!”

“And Rasputin then determined that Kapov should die an apparent suicide.”

“No! It’s all lies.”

One of the assembly spoke up. “It’s not all lies. You were at Rasputin’s late that night.”

Holmes questioned the speaker. “And who are you, sir?”

In a cultured, rather fey voice, we heard the response. “I am Prince Felix Yussoupov.”

“And you attended the party?”

“I did. And so did Miss Ripley We spoke early on.”

“I’ve admitted I was there,” Elena said.

“But you denied that you came back later,” Yussoupov insisted, “and you did. Much later, when only a few of us remained.”

“Was Kapov still there?” Holmes asked.

“Yes, of course,” the Prince replied. “This woman left with him.”

There was a long pause, after which Holmes asked, “You’re absolutely sure it was this woman? Why didn’t you bring this up at the trial?”

“What trial? My good man, I don’t get involved in trials. I am still not even sure what this is all about—Anastasia asked me to come and I’m here. But I am certain this woman went home with Ivan. Look at her—she is beautiful! I wanted to escort her home myself.”

Next to me, Lupa nodded to Paleologue. “C’est presque l’heure,” he said. “It’s almost time.”

The Ambassador left us, going around to the front door to the salon.

“Thank you, your Highness. Of course there was no trial for Kapov’s murder—it was declared a suicide. I apologize.”

Holmes kept the pressure on. “And so, Miss Ripley, after Kapov was out of the way, when you heard about Pohl’s new information the next morning, did you have time to go to Rasputin or …?”

“Leave Gregory out of this,” she said determinedly.

“I don’t think I’ll be able to,” Holmes answered. “When did you fall under his power?”

“I’m not, as you put it, in his power. We love each other. I love him. I’ve always loved Gregory. I never pretended otherwise.”

Evidently she had forgotten her audience. The Grand Duchess Anastasia spoke up from where she sat. “But dear, you know that’s not true.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Holmes said. “What’s important is that when Giraud told you about Pohl …”

“Told me what? I never knew anything …”

But I, too, had my role to play, and Lupa nudged me onto the stage. “All right, Jules. Now.”

I walked through the door into the salon. “I did, Elena. I told you about Pohl.”

Her eyes widened in shock or fear. “Jules,” she whispered, not sure whether to inject her voice with relief or dread. Psychologically, Lupa had predicted correctly. The roles were becoming mixed in her mind, and panic had begun to set in.

But she wasn’t ready to give up yet. Her eyes darted from me to Holmes to the small crowd gathered in their chairs, while she evidently decided on her next line of defense, her next role. Then, like a witch out of Macbeth, she raised an arm at me and shrieked, “There’s your man! He’s the traitor! He’s been condemned to death, for God’s sake. Don’t believe him. He’s lying.”

Lupa had orchestrated it well. Just at that moment, before I could respond or anyone else move, the door to the salon flew open and a shocked Maurice Paleologue burst in.

“I’m sorry to interrupt …”

“Yes, what is it?” Holmes was abrupt.

The Ambassador struggled to regain his breath. “It’s Rasputin,” he gasped, paused, let the silence gather for another long second. “The starets has been killed. Shot by anarchists in the street.”

Chaos erupted among the guests. Everyone was immediately on their feet. “Killed?” “Rasputin dead?” “It can’t be true.” But Paleologue swore that it was.

If Rasputin were dead, it would affect the fortunes of everyone in the room. Of course, Rasputin was not dead. This was Lupa’s last daring gamble, but none of the assembly knew it.

I never took my eyes from Elena. At Paleologue’s announcement, her face went white, but as the questions flew in the room, her color returned, her panic increasing as though she were caged.

“No,” she said in a numb whisper, “no, no, no.” And then, as the fact sank in, her composure began to fall away—it was frightening, like wax melting in the heat. The beautiful face took on the look of a madwoman—deranged, lost, insane.

Suddenly, she bolted from her chair and Holmes shouted, “Watson, stop her!”

“No!” She screamed again and again as Watson’s arms closed around her. Her fists pounded at his face and shoulders as Paleologue, too, went to help try and restrain her—and even the two of them could barely hold her as she kicked and flailed, screaming, crying and swearing violently in Russian and English, “Let me go! Let me go to him, you bastards!”

And then Lupa made his entrance, coming halfway across the room to where she struggled. “Yes, let her go,” he said.

She turned and all the passion in her nature became fused into a blinding hatred for Lupa. “No!” she screamed, again, in fury. “No! You can’t still be alive!”

She turned back to Watson then as if to run from the sight of Lupa. The doctor stood blocking her way, and suddenly the life seemed to go out of her. Her shoulders slumped, she began to swoon. Watson stepped forward and she leaned into him, putting her arms around him for support.

It was done so perfectly no one could have foreseen or prevented it. At one moment, she had nearly collapsed, depending on Watson to hold her up, her arms around his waist, and at the next, she had wrenched the revolver from his belt, no doubt having felt it there during their struggle a minute before.

In a trice, she had turned, cocked the gun, and was drawing a bead on Lupa, not two meters away.

I was still across the room, behind Lupa, and had no chance to stop her, but Watson, his reflexes perhaps sharper than his wits, but no less welcome for that, leapt from behind, knocking Elena’s arm as the first shot broke one of the windows behind us.

The Ambassador, too, jumped forward and knocked the hysterical woman to the floor as she tried to squeeze off another round. Watson, on his knees, now scrambled for control of the weapon. All three grabbed for it, rolling together as Lupa, Holmes and myself stood helplessly awaiting the outcome.

There was another shot, muffled, and then all struggling stopped.

“My God! Watson!” Holmes exclaimed.

The doctor rolled onto his side. Paleologue sat up. Elena lay facedown, motionless, the gun under her.

Lupa went down to one knee, gently turning the woman over. A huge red stain was spreading under her left breast. Watson took off his coat and put it under her head as the rest of the people in the room gathered in a knot around her. Her eyes, those beautiful eyes, opened and, surprisingly, she smiled.

“Now I will be with him,” she said.

Lupa leaned over her. “You did kill them all, didn’t you?”

She nodded weakly, the small smile still playing at the corners of her mouth. “Of course. Just as you said.”

“And it had nothing to do with the War or with Nicholas.”

Her breathing came wet and heavy, but the confession seemed to please her in some way. “Gregory wanted you here so he could disgrace you”—she stopped, taking a painful breath—“so he could kill you.”

Lupa shook his head in disbelief, as though this were the stuff of all of his nightmares. “But why? Why did he want to kill me?”

Her voice had become all but inaudible. “Because the son of Sherlock Holmes had to die.”

“I don’t understand,” Lupa said, “I don’t see …”

She sighed wearily, looking now not at Lupa, but at his father, Sherlock Holmes, who hovered over them both. “To make you suffer as he has suffered.” She forced another breath. “As you made him suffer,” she said to Holmes.

“How did I make him suffer?” Holmes asked. “I never met the man.”

She shook her head, coughing, and for a moment I believed she had gone and we would never know. But then she opened her eyes again, slowly bringing them back into focus. “He never had a father,” she said. “You killed him at Reichenbach Falls.” She sighed one last time. “His father was Professor Moriarty.”

She closed her beautiful eyes. Dr. Watson felt her neck for a pulse, then took his jacket from beneath her head and unfolded it carefully over her face.

In the light of subsequent events, it is tempting to assign some measure of the blame (or credit) to Lupa, but on reflection, I don’t think that would be fair.

It must be remembered that the group that had gathered at the Embassy was not without great influence. Kerensky and Purishkevich were leaders in the Duma, Prince Lvov controlled the moderate faction of the aristocracy, Prince Yussoupov at twenty-nine was heir to the largest fortune in Russia. Anastasia was the wife of the second most important man in the armed services.

It was a close thing, but Elena’s confession swung the balance of sentiment in the room toward Lupa and myself. Rasputin might have been able to predict that his actions could eventually weaken Nicholas enough to bring down the government, but that had never been his main concern. He had wanted revenge for his father’s death—that had been his driving force ever since the first murder had given him the idea. And Elena had been his agent.

But to most of the people in the room, Rasputin’s motives were unimportant. What mattered was what he had done—abused his relationship with the Czarina. In doing so he had undermined not only the power of the Czar but his willingness to prosecute the war. Russian society, adrift without the leadership of its crown, was crumbling under the weight of icons, scandal and superstition.

Rasputin was hated or feared everywhere but in the mauve bedchamber. When it was revealed that he had also been behind the Palace murders, some men were moved to act. Did Lupa know they would? I don’t believe it. Did his charade announcing the monk’s assassination put the idea in someone else’s mind? Again, not purposely.

Lupa’s first action after revealing the deception about Rasputin’s death to the group at the embassy was to send Yussoupov to fetch Dubniev—both to surrender ourselves to him, and to arrest Rasputin. He did not know, could not have foreseen, that Yussoupov would not obey him. In fact, we spent the rest of the day at the embassy, after Elena’s body had been removed, awaiting the inspector’s arrival, not without a great deal of trepidation.

(Paleologue promised diplomatic immunity for us all if Dubniev proved intractable, but the situation still made me uncomfortable. We were, after all, not accused of the murders, but of espionage. In truth, I counted more on Alexis to influence his mother than on Paleologue’s assurances.)

Rasputin, it turned out, was never informed of Elena’s death. He spent the afternoon drinking with gypsies, then had an early dinner with Anna Vyroubova, who had heard of some plot afoot and warned him not to go out. But when he got to his apartment, Yussoupov was there with some good Madeira and an invitation to a wonderful party.

I do not believe, and never will believe, that murder can be a legitimate alternative to law. But I must say in defense of the conspirators that they probably perceived that they had no recourse to law, since the law here in Russia is the crown, and the crown in this case would never have prosecuted Rasputin. By all accounts, Alexandra was so under the sway of Rasputin that she might well have concluded that everyone that had gathered in the embassy—Kerensky, Lvov, Anastasia, even Paleologue and all the rest—was involved in our conspiracy. Given that background, it may be understandable, though not excusable, that Yussoupov and his friends did what they did.
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TO HER MAJESTY
ALEXANDRA FEDOROVNA
CZARINA

REPORT ON THE DEATH OF
GREGORY EFIMOVICH RASPUTIN
DECEMBER 16, 1916

The starets was met at his home sometime in the late evening of December 16 by Felix Yussoupov. The two left by Yussoupov’s car and drove to the Moika Palace. Present at the Palace were the alleged conspirators—Yussoupov, the representative Purishkevich, Grand Duke Dmitry, Sukhotin, and Dr. Lazovert.

When Yussoupov and Rasputin arrived, the other conspirators began playing “Yankee Doodle” on a phonograph to simulate a party in the upper rooms. Rasputin evidently had been lured to the Palace because Yussoupov had promised to introduce him to his wife, Princess Irina. (The princess was then and is now in the Crimea, for health reasons, and does not appear to have played any part in the conspiracy.)

Leaving Rasputin with poisoned cakes downstairs, Yussoupov announced that he was going to get his wife. Upon his return, he found Rasputin happily consuming the cakes, each of which, according to Dr. Lazovert, contained enough poison to kill several men instantly.

In shock over Rasputin’s apparent immunity to the poison, Yussoupov poured wine and watched Rasputin eat cakes for the better part of two hours, during which time he played gypsy songs on a guitar while waiting for the poison to take effect.

Finally, his wits shaken, he went upstairs and borrowed a Browning revolver from Grand Duke Dmitry. Returning to the cellar, he spoke for a few more minutes with Rasputin, then, urging him to pray for his soul, shot him in the back.

The others, hearing the shot, rushed downstairs, where Lazovert pronounced Rasputin dead. No sooner had he done so, however, than the monk rolled over, opened his eyes, and with a cry, foaming at the mouth, leapt upon his assailants.

He tore an epaulet from Yussoupov’s jacket and nearly strangled him. Escaping, the Prince ran upstairs, while Rasputin raged behind him.

Somehow Purishkevich had by now come into possession of the revolver. He pursued Rasputin out into the courtyard, where the monk had run trying to get away. Purishkevich fired at least four times, hitting Rasputin twice—in the shoulder and the head.

The conspirators now gathered around the fallen starets. Still very much alive, he looked up at Yussoupov and said, “Felix, I will tell everything to the Empress,” whereupon they fell upon him again with their boots, fists, and a rubber club of Yussoupov’s.

They then wrapped the still body in a curtain bound with rope and Lazovert and Purishkevich took the bundle to the Neva, where they pushed it through a hole in the ice, while the other three conspirators killed a dog and left it to bleed on the snow where Rasputin had fallen, in case anyone should question the blood on the snow.

Rasputin’s body was found yesterday. The autopsy revealed that, in spite of the poisoning (his body contained, as Lazovert said, enough cyanide to kill several men), the three bullet wounds, each potentially fatal, a concussion and several broken ribs, he had finally died by drowning.

After he was dropped into the freezing water, wrapped in his shroud and tied with rope, he managed to free one hand. Witnesses who knew the starets while he was alive and have viewed the body swear that the one raised hand is in the same attitude as that which he used to give benediction, and that therefore his last action before death, much as our Lord’s, was offering a blessing and forgiveness to his killers.

December 21, 1916
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Sherlock Holmes looked up from his first bite of woodcock. “Delicious, Auguste, absolutely delicious.”

Lupa nodded solemnly, allowing only the slightest turn of his lips as he accepted his father’s compliment. He could not so well control his eyes, however—they shone with pleasure.

“Where did you get woodcock here in St. Petersburg?” Dr. Watson asked.

“Monsieur Muret has his connections,” Lupa answered, nodding graciously at our host.

Muret took his cue. “Who would not have done so? It’s a great honor to have Auguste Lupa in one’s restaurant.” He paused. “And, of course, you other gentlemen.”

In the background, a trio of gypsy guitarists played softly. Lupa had spent the afternoon in the Villa Rhode’s kitchen preparing the excellent dinner we were enjoying. Holmes, Watson, Muret and I were sharing a couple of bottles of Cornas while Lupa chose to drink Muret’s good dark beer.

It was our first evening out since we’d been pardoned, and the celebration was most welcome. After several days of Embassy cooking, we were doubly appreciative of Lupa’s talent, and fell to the meal with a vengeance.

When we’d all but finished, Dr. Watson was the first to speak. “There’s still one thing I don’t quite understand.”

Holmes, his own humor completely restored by the successful conclusion of the case, mopped up the last of his sauce and ate it on a bit of Lupa’s fresh bread, leaned back into the booth’s upholstery and patted his stomach happily. “And all’s right with the world,” he said.

“Really, Holmes, there’s no need for sarcasm.”

Holmes wore a mild look of surprise, which seemed feigned to me. “My dear fellow,” he said, “I’m afraid that came out wrong. Please forgive me. What is it you don’t understand?”

Muret refilled the good doctor’s glass and he sipped, then continued in his blustery way. “All of Rasputin’s motives are clear to me—the revenge and so forth—but I don’t quite see how he convinced Miss Ripley to do his bidding. After all, she didn’t need him. She had her own career. What could persuade her to do his terrible work? What could he give her to make it worth the risk?”

Lupa didn’t give his father a chance to respond. “Love!” he blurted out, as though it were a curse word. “Love, the most powerful force in the world.”

“Just so,” Holmes agreed. “When the only goal is to please a lover, anything else, everything else, is secondary.”

“Even murder?”

“Anything,” Lupa said, “it doesn’t matter what”—he stopped to take a drink of his beer—“which is why the damned emotion ought to be avoided at all costs.”

I had to speak up. My infatuation with Elena may have nearly killed us, and her love for Rasputin was surely turned to the wrong ends, but I wasn’t willing to propose a loveless world as the solution. “To the contrary, Auguste. It may make us either fools or heroes, but surely it’s worth it. A life without it is an empty life indeed.”

I must have touched a nerve, for Lupa appeared about to say something, then bit it back. Sherlock Holmes, though, leapt into the breach. “Let’s not forget that love can also lead people to do the right thing.” He looked directly at his son and his hard eyes softened. “It is, after all, what brought Watson and me here to Russia. In more ways than one, Auguste, it’s why you’re alive.”

Lupa, obviously grappling with strong emotion, swallowed hard, then looked down, finally reaching for his beer. For me, the admission of love from father to son is the most natural thing in the world, but clearly that hadn’t been the case between Holmes and Lupa.

A fanfare of strummed guitars accompanying an outbreak of applause gave my friend a moment of respite. The lights were turned down, and from the stage I heard the haunting strains of Varya Panina as she began singing, almost whispering, a ballad to an insistent rhythm like that of a heart beating. As I had been the other time I had seen her, I was captivated by her artistry, her passion, even though I couldn’t understand the words.

While she sang, the restaurant was quietly rapt in its attention, and if ever I was grateful that the world was through with the vulgarity and the evil of Gregory Rasputin, it was at that moment. When the chanteuse finished, the room exploded again with applause. There were few dry eyes in the house, and none at our table.

As the applause continued, Muret got up and went to the stage. Seconds later, he escorted a smiling Varya Panina back to our booth. Upon being introduced to Lupa and me, she stopped. “But surely you two … that night the tyemniy—Rasputin—was here …”

“That’s right,” Lupa said.

She smiled and her face, with such unattractive features, became a thing of its own rare beauty. She reached out her hand, first to me, then to Lupa. “I know now who you are.” She paused. “Thank you.”

Lupa, most uncharacteristically, held to her hand. “Could I ask you a question, madam?”

“Surely, anything.”

“That last song—what was it about?”

She shrugged, then answered in her deep, rich voice. “The same as always—love. That is all my songs. Love. What else is there? That is life, eh?” Lupa nodded and let go of her hand, and she went back toward the stage.

He hung his head for a moment and I could see him pursing his lips in and out, out and in. Then, straightening up, he looked across the table at his father.

“I’m thinking of going to England from here. I was wondering if I might stay a while with you?” he asked. “If you’re too busy, I’d understand, but …”

“No, not at all. Capital idea!” Watson exclaimed, bursting in before Holmes could respond. “Holmes, don’t you agree?”

The great detective nodded. “Of course,” he said. “I’d like that.” He nodded again, and smiled. “I’d like that very much. Stay as long as you wish.”

Lupa leaned back in the booth and looked from his father to Dr. Watson and back to his father again. The corners of his mouth turned up a centimeter in what was for him his broadest grin. Behind us, the guitarists began the introduction to another song. He lifted his half-full beer glass and raising it to his lips, drained it in one gulp. Putting the glass down gently, he wiped his lips with his napkin and sighed deeply.

“Satisfactory,” he said. “Very satisfactory.”
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French Embassy

St. Petersburg   

14 janvier, 1917

Tania Chessal-Giraud

Le Vendange

Valence, France

My dear Tania:

I pray you have received my telegram, and more, that it arrived before the letter I wrote you from jail. I am well, and free, and on my way home. Paleologue (our ambassador here) assures me delivery of this missive by diplomatic pouch, and even so I am having a clerk copy it and leaving the copy here so you will believe I have written you during this long absence.

It has been a grueling experience, but now as I prepare to leave, I am heartened by the success of the job I came here to do. Or by both of them—Lupa’s and Foch’s.

In Lupa’s case, our young friend, with some help from me but mostly with the assistance of his father, the famous English detective Sherlock Holmes, solved the mystery of the Palace murders.

More importantly for me, the Czar has finally accepted the French offer—my offer!—of arms and money in exchange for a commitment to the Eastern Front at least through the summer. This is the best possible news for France and for the Allied War effort, and I am very proud of my part in it.

I want to tell you everything but most of it will have to wait until I get home. You will guess, at least, that Lupa and I were completely pardoned before I would be allowed to see the Czar again. He is such a gentle and good man. He felt terrible about our imprisonment, and apologized profusely, but he really viewed the entire affair as outside of his control. It is a strange dichotomy in a man with absolute power.

His son, Alexis, is the hope of Russia’s future, if it is to have one. I can say without any exaggeration that without him, none of our successes could have transpired. I even suspect he orchestrated our pardon, though he insists that his mother came to her decision on her own. Nevertheless, if all royalty through the ages could have combined his humor, grace, courage, intelligence, and force of will …

Well, I will never be a monarchist, but suffice it to say the world would have been spared many of its worst tragedies.

I’m afraid that it’s becoming less certain every day that the boy will ever wear the crown his mother has worked so hard to preserve for him. My joy in coming home and my pride in my mission are both tempered by conditions here. They are bad. They were bad when I arrived in October, and they have only worsened.

L’Affaire Rasputin has driven another nail into the coffin of the Romanov reign. No one seems able to credit the fact that Alexandra, so intimate with Rasputin, didn’t see him for what he was. It is generally believed that she knew about his atrocious behavior and tolerated it, although the truth may be that she really never saw it, or at least never believed he did the things of which he was accused. In either event, the result is that respect for the crown is practically nonexistent.

Revolution is on everyone’s lips and in everyone’s mind. As a republican, this should delight me, but somehow one senses anarchy ahead, and violence—not a new and better order, but a chaotic upheaval resulting in who knows what. It is a frightening time, and I am glad to be getting out.

Sherlock Holmes and his colleague Dr. Watson left for England on the Standart, the Czar’s personal flagship, two weeks ago, and Lupa accompanied them. They set off just in time. The port, choked with ice, closed for the Winter only four days ago.

After spending some time with his father in Sussex Downs in England, Lupa plans to go to New York City. As an American citizen, he says he will be supporting that country’s growing War effort in some capacity, and when this tragedy concludes (let us pray with an Allied victory), he intends to strike out on his own as a consulting detective. I wish him luck, but told him in no uncertain terms that my own involvement in his affairs is at an end.

There was a rumor that Nicholas was going to decorate us for services to the crown, but nothing has come of that, probably because of Alexandra—she is still hurt and bitter over Rasputin, and I think the mere sight of Lupa or myself reminds her of her own gullibility. In compensation, however, the Czar was more than generous to us, presenting Lupa with a small velvet bag filled with a dozen or so diamonds. He also gave me something that I plan to give to you, so for the moment I will keep it to myself.

I would have preferred to have taken the Standart when it left, but there were many details of the agreement to be worked out between the Czar, Paleologue and myself, and I wanted to see it through. Tomorrow, though, I will board the train and travel south to the Crimea, then across the Black Sea to Istanbul, to Athens, around the boot to Marseilles, and finally to your side. It is a longer trip, but safer, and after what I have been through here, that more than compensates. With luck, I will be home to see the first buds on the vines.

Outside the room I am using for an office here at the Embassy, the snow continues to fall, as it has so steadily during this brutal winter. I look across the deserted street and wonder at the events that took place nearly a quarter of a century ago at a little-known waterfall in a corner of Switzerland.

Rasputin is dead and Lupa lives. Why, then, as I look out on the frozen city, do I feel that Rasputin has had his revenge after all? The events he set in motion by his hatred still curl in eddies of unrest through the current of Russian life.

Last night I dreamed I was with Alexis in the Winter Palace. A blizzard was raging, but somehow we knew that outside a fire was devouring the capital. As the smoke reached us, we made our way, choking, to Alexis’ “secret place” on the roof. St. Petersburg lay in flames all around us, and over the din of panic and suffering coming up to us from below, we heard another noise, a half-human sound that turned my blood to ice.

“Monsieur Giraud,” Alexis asked me. “Why is Grishka laughing? Can we make it stop?”

As the roof caved in, I woke up, but in the howl of the wind outside I could still hear Rasputin’s triumphant cry. And I was left with Alexis’ question—can we make it stop?

Forgive me. I let myself grow maudlin as the storm increased. I’ve taken a break and shared a cognac with Maurice Paleologue, and my attitude is better. Why be pessimistic when there is so much to be thankful for? The Czar is still in power, the Eastern Front is alive, Rasputin is no more, and I must believe that Alexis someday will rule a powerful, stable, modern Russia with a fair and even hand.

Perhaps after the War, we can come back and visit as his guests. He is a wonderful boy whom you would love.

For now, I must get back to packing, and post this letter. I cannot say how much I miss you and love you, and how I long to walk with you again on the soil of our beloved France.

Your husband,

Jules              


EPILOGUE

Two months after Giraud left St. Petersburg, Nicholas abdicated the throne, and the Russian Revolution began. The Romanovs—Nicholas, Alexandra, Olga, Tatiana, Marie, Anastasia, and Alexis—were arrested. They remained confined at Tsarkoye Selo for a while, then were transferred to Siberia and other outposts while the rest of the civilized world ignored their plight and a series of Russian provisional governments struggled to bring order out of the chaos.

In October, 1917, the Bolsheviks came to power, forged a separate peace with Germany, and proclaimed the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics.

On July 16, 1918 (New Style), after fifteen months of captivity, Czar Nicholas Romanov and his entire family were executed by a Bolshevik death squad in the cellar of a country estate in Ekaterinburg, a small city on the Eastern slope of the Ural Mountains.

Even after the Czar’s government fell, Giraud’s mission continued to bear fruit. Heroic efforts by Russian troops on the Eastern Front, newly fortified with French ordnance but still ill-equipped, diverted enough German divisions to allow the Western Front to survive until fresh American troops arrived on the Continent and tipped the precarious balance of power finally to the Allies.
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JOHN LESCROART, the New York Times bestselling author of such novels as The Mercy Rule, The 13th Juror, Nothing But the Truth, and The Hearing, lives with his family in northern California.
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