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      ‘And only now, when his head was grey, had he really fallen in love as one ought to.’

      
      Anton Chekhov, The Lady with the Little Dog





      




      
      
      1

      
      St Petersburg, September 1913

      
      The carriage moved slowly along the cobbled streets towards the Mariinsky Theatre. Marie Kulbas drew back the curtain to gaze
         at the starlit sky and the moon, suspended above the baroque buildings like a perfect pearl.
      

      
      ‘Close the curtain, Marie,’ Pauline Kulbas instructed. ‘There is nothing so unbecoming as a young lady staring out the window
         with a dazed expression in her eyes.’
      

      
      ‘That’s unfair, Mama.’ Marie moved away from the window, but continued to peek out from the corner. ‘It’s my first visit to
         St Petersburg, after all.’
      

      
      ‘Mama is right.’ Nikolai leant forward and pulled the curtain closed. ‘You need to make the right impression if you want your
         first season to be a success,’ he teased.
      

      
      ‘Never mind, dear child.’ Monsieur Kulbas, looking uncomfortable in his evening suit, patted Marie lightly on the knee. ‘You’ll
         get the hang of society soon enough.’
      

      
      Every September Marie’s parents visited St Petersburg from Narva for the start of the season, and this year Marie, who had
         just graduated from school, was joining them for the first time. Ahead of her was a month of invitations to gala balls, festivals
         and masquerades. Marie had spent the past weeks attending fittings for gowns and commissioning feathered hats from the best dressmakers
         and milliners in the city. Tonight, dressed in a full-length amber-beaded gown and a bejewelled Roman headdress, Marie was
         making her debut. As a graduation present for his sister, Nikolai had secured a box at the Mariinsky Theatre to watch the
         Imperial Russian Ballet.
      

      
      Their coach came to a stop outside the entry and the coachman opened the door, offering his hand for Madame Kulbas. Stepping
         down after her mother, Marie looked in wonder at the pale green building with white trim before her eyes were drawn to the
         finely dressed crowd lingering in front of the Romanesque facade.
      

      
      ‘Look, Kolya, that’s the former prima ballerina Mathilde Kschessinska,’ Marie whispered to her brother. ‘I’ve heard so much
         about her.’
      

      
      ‘So have I.’ Nikolai leant closer. ‘It’s rumoured that your prima ballerina was the Emperor’s mistress before he was married.’

      
      ‘I don’t believe you!’ Marie said, scandalised.

      
      Nikolai shrugged. ‘Believe what you like, but he did buy her a mansion.’

      
      As they approached the red carpet leading to the vestibule, Nikolai offered his arm to his sister. ‘May I?’

      
      ‘Oh, Kolya, I never imagined it to be so wonderful,’ Marie said when they walked inside.

      
      Dazzling chandeliers, dripping with crystals, hung from the ornate ceiling and bouquets of large flowers stood in huge urns.
         Women with long feathers in their hair and high-waist fitted dresses walked arm in arm with men in evening jackets, their
         hair carefully pomaded.
      

      
      ‘Why, Masha, I do believe you are swooning,’ Nikolai said with a laugh.

      
      They followed their parents to the second level, where an usher led the family to their box at the right of the stage.

      
      Marie drew in her breath and squeezed her brother’s arm as she gazed around at the ornate walls and row upon row of dark velvet
         seats.
      

      
      
      ‘See over there?’ Nikolai pointed to the large gilded box at the back of the theatre, facing the stage. ‘That’s the imperial
         box.’
      

      
      ‘Why is it empty?’

      
      ‘Apparently the Empress doesn’t enjoy society. Last time she attended the theatre she walked out halfway through the performance.
         It caused quite a stir!’
      

      
      The lights dimmed and the conductor led the orchestra into the chords of the overture. Latecomers hurried to their seats and
         a hush fell across boxes and stalls. Marie’s heart beat faster as she turned to the stage.
      

      
      Ballerinas in white hooped skirts and jewelled bodices glided with effortless grace, their every leap and turn a cause of
         wonder and admiration to Marie. Mesmerised, she soon forgot her nervousness about making a good impression. Slightly leaning
         forward in her seat, she immersed herself in the full drama of the unfolding love affair.
      

      
      At the conclusion of the final act, when the spirits of Prince Siegfried and Odette ascend into the heavens above Swan Lake,
         Marie joined the crowds in applauding the dancers. Afterwards, waiting outside with her parents for their carriage, she felt
         slightly light-headed, as if stepping out of a dream. Before them, there was a long row of carriages and automobiles waiting
         to pick up the patrons.
      

      
      ‘What’s keeping that blasted driver?’ Monsieur Kulbas paced the footpath, stopping every once in a while to check along the
         queue for their carriage. ‘May the devil take him! We are going to be late.’
      

      
      ‘Herman, please.’ Madame Kulbas looked about her to see if anyone had noticed her husband’s blasphemy. ‘If you must curse,
         at least try to keep your voice down.’
      

      
      Pulling out his pocket watch, Monsieur Kulbas checked the time. ‘We should have been at my cousin’s home ten minutes ago.’

      
      ‘I’m sure he will not mind if we are a little late. He knows there is always a wait for carriages following the ballet,’ said
         Nikolai.
      

      
      A car tooted its horn, startling Madame Kulbas. ‘Those horrible, noisy things!’ She turned to Marie. ‘You know Nikolai has
         convinced your father to order one. Personally, I can’t see the attraction. I’ve already told your father I refuse to ride
         in them.’
      

      
      
      Marie smiled. ‘You’ll soon be used to them, Mama.’ She looked at the crowd milling at the front of the theatre. The whole
         evening was like a fairy tale and she did not want it to end. She started when Nikolai touched her on the elbow.
      

      
      ‘Marie, I want you to meet a friend of mine, Pyotr Arkadyich.’

      
      Turning, Marie saw a young man with wavy flaxen hair and round glasses.

      
      ‘Enchanté, Mademoiselle.’ Clicking his heels, he bent to kiss Marie’s gloved hand. Straightening, Pyotr opened his mouth to say something
         more when they were interrupted by the Kulbas’s carriage pulling in at the kerb.
      

      
      Nikolai turned to his friend. ‘Do you wish to ride with us to Mostovsky’s?’

      
      Pyotr’s eyes flicked to Marie’s, then back to Nikolai. ‘Thank you, but my mother’s carriage should be here any moment.’ Turning
         to Marie, he clicked his heels once again. ‘I shall look forward to meeting you again shortly, Mademoiselle.’
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      At the Mostovsky mansion, the hosts stood at the entrance greeting their guests.

      
      ‘How are you enjoying your first season, Masha?’ Madame Mostovsky enquired, giving Marie a warm smile.

      
      ‘I’m enjoying it enormously, Madame.’

      
      ‘We are very much looking forward to having you stay with us while you’re studying in St Petersburg, Darya especially.’

      
      ‘Madame is very kind.’ Marie curtsied.

      
      She followed her parents and brother up the wide curving staircase, past the full-length mirrors and bouquets of colourful
         flowers, to the ballroom. Inside the large rectangular room, chandeliers bathed the scene in dazzling brightness. Fires in
         the marble hearths kept the room at a pleasant temperature and an orchestra played softly in one corner. Fashionably dressed
         women sipped champagne while openly scrutinising one another’s appearance.
      

      
      As Marie made her way through the crowd to where her cousin Darya was standing, she saw Pyotr talking with a group of young men who called to her brother.
      

      
      ‘You seem to have caught Pyotr’s eye.’ Darya fanned herself lazily with a large ostrich-plume fan.

      
      Glancing over her shoulder, Marie saw that Pyotr was watching them. ‘Don’t be ridiculous, Dasha. It must be you he’s looking
         at.’ With green eyes and a tall slender figure, Darya was never short of admirers.
      

      
      Darya laughed. ‘I have known Pyotr for a long time, Masha, and he has never looked at me that way.’

      
      Marie turned again and saw Pyotr lean towards Nikolai and whisper something. She hurriedly turned to her cousin again as the
         pair left their group and headed in the girls’ direction.
      

      
      ‘Good evening, gentlemen,’ Darya said, fluttering her fan coquettishly.

      
      ‘My dearest cousin.’ Nikolai kissed Darya’s hand. ‘You look charming tonight.’

      
      Marie rolled her eyes at her brother’s honeyed tone then caught Pyotr staring at her, his lips curled in a bemused smile.
         Embarrassed, she dropped her eyes.
      

      
      They chatted idly, with Darya and Nikolai doing most of the talking. Around them, waiters in bow ties carried trays of food
         to long tables in the adjoining dining room.
      

      
      ‘I’m famished,’ Nikolai said, looking longingly at the passing trays. ‘Shall we get something to eat?’ He offered his arm
         to Darya, who took it demurely.
      

      
      Pyotr held out his arm to Marie. ‘Mademoiselle?’

      
      Copying her cousin’s manners, she took Pyotr’s arm and they followed Nikolai and Darya to the dining room. Around them, the
         other guests made their way to the tables, conversing in subdued tones.
      

      
      Long tables arranged with elaborate and exotic dishes lined the room. Vases of flowers decorated each end of the tables, while
         a pair of stuffed white swans took pride of place in the centre.
      

      
      
      ‘Did you enjoy the ballet?’ Pyotr asked as they moved along one of the tables.

      
      ‘Yes, very much. Thank you.’ Marie held her plate out to a waiter in white coat and gloves who served her a slice of lamb.
         ‘Tchaikovsky is a genius.’
      

      
      ‘Was this your first ballet?’

      
      Marie felt her cheeks grow hot. Surely he must know this was her first season. ‘Yes, it was,’ she replied with as much grace
         as she could muster.
      

      
      ‘And what did you think of our ballerinas?’

      
      ‘They are extremely talented. I especially enjoyed Karsavina’s performance. But of course, this being my first season, I have
         little to go by. How did you find the performance?’
      

      
      ‘I confess, I don’t know enough about ballet to comment. I tend to favour the written word over performance.’

      
      He paused as another waiter put food on their plates.

      
      ‘Nikolai tells me you intend to study law,’ Pyotr continued.

      
      So, they had been discussing her. ‘I start next May. My uncle has been kind enough to invite me to stay here while I’m in
         St Petersburg.’
      

      
      ‘Law is an unusual choice for a woman.’

      
      ‘Not according to the women’s emancipationists. They believe women should have the right to vote and run for office. Finland
         already has women in its parliament.’
      

      
      ‘Are you going on about women’s suffrage again?’ Nikolai interrupted as he and Darya joined them. ‘Hope she’s not boring you,
         Pyotr.’
      

      
      ‘We’re not going to spend the rest of the evening talking about politics, are we?’ Darya said with a pout.

      
      Nikolai stopped a waiter who was carrying a tray of champagne flutes. ‘No more talk of politics.’ Placing his plate on a nearby
         table, he passed them each a glass. ‘Let’s drink a toast.’
      

      
      ‘To what?’ Darya asked.

      
      ‘To a long and happy life.’

      
      The five-piece English orchestra struck up a waltz. A murmur ran through the crowd and, led by the host and hostess, couples started to move back to the ballroom.
      

      
      Marie saw Darya’s eyes seek out Nikolai’s.

      
      Obliging her, Nikolai bowed deeply. ‘Would you give me the honour of this dance?’

      
      Leaving their plates and glasses for the waiters to collect, they made their way to the edge of the circle. Taking a firm
         hold of Darya’s waist Nikolai guided her confidently into smooth gliding movements.
      

      
      ‘They make a handsome pair,’ Pyotr observed as he and Marie followed them out.

      
      ‘They do,’ Marie replied absently. She was growing increasingly eager to join the dancing, yet Pyotr seemed not to notice
         that all around them couples were taking to the floor.
      

      
      ‘Do you enjoy dancing?’ She regretted the words as soon as they left her lips. First she had lectured him about women’s suffrage,
         now he would think she was inviting him to dance. He must find her dreadfully forward.
      

      
      Turning to face her, Pyotr bowed stiffly. ‘If you’ll excuse me, please.’ And without waiting for her reply, he withdrew in
         the direction of the drawing room.
      

      
      Marie’s eyes stung with tears of shame. She hurried out of the ballroom, not looking to her left or right for fear she might
         meet with a familiar face.
      

      
      ‘Marie!’ It was Nikolai. ‘What’s wrong? I saw Pyotr leave and then you rushed away …’

      
      ‘I’ve never felt so humiliated,’ Marie said.

      
      Nikolai shook his head sympathetically. ‘Poor Masha.’ He offered her a handkerchief. ‘This is very uncharacteristic of him.
         I have known Pyotr for a long time and never have I seen him behave like this.’
      

      
      ‘He is proud and snobbish,’ Marie retorted. ‘I never want to see him again.’

      
      ‘Don’t be so quick to judge,’ Nikolai advised. ‘Stop these tears. How do you expect to make a success of your first ball with red-rimmed eyes?’
      

      
      ‘I think I’d rather go home.’

      
      ‘Nonsense! Now go dry your eyes and then I will have my first dance with my sister.’

      
      Marie agreed and a few minutes later, having reapplied powder and lipstick, she entered the ballroom. Escorted by her brother,
         she moved to the centre of the floor.
      

      
      Following her dance with Nikolai, other young men approached. Occasionally, as she was whirled about the room, she saw Pyotr
         standing to one side, staring fixedly at the dance floor with a pained expression. When her eye caught his she quickly looked
         away, determined to avoid all contact with him.
      

      
      It was not till many hours later, when the family was waiting for their carriage, that Marie was forced to face him again.

      
      ‘I trust you enjoyed your evening?’ he asked politely.

      
      ‘I did, thank you,’ Marie said tersely.

      
      ‘You seem fond of dancing,’ Pyotr persevered.

      
      Marie, who had been avoiding his gaze, turned to look at him. What a curious character he was. After humiliating her before
         the whole of St Petersburg society, he now had the gall to engage her in conversation.
      

      
      ‘It’s Marie’s first season,’ Madame Kulbas offered when it became apparent Marie was not going to respond.

      
      Pyotr opened his mouth then closed it, as if unsure of what to say. Clearing his throat, he asked, ‘May I call on you during
         your stay?’
      

      
      ‘I’m afraid we have a very busy schedule, which leaves little time for other activities,’ Marie said coldly.

      
      ‘Marie,’ her mother hissed in her ear, ‘what has come over you?’

      
      ‘Maybe at a later stage,’ Pyotr persisted, ‘when you have settled at your cousin’s place.’

      
      To Marie’s surprise, Pyotr’s expression seemed to hover somewhere between despair and regret. She felt her resolve waver.

      
      ‘She would be glad to receive you,’ Nikolai broke in as their carriage arrived.

      
      
      ‘Of course.’ Marie glared at her brother.

      
      ‘Why did you say that?’ she demanded as the carriage pulled away. ‘You saw how he treated me. Why did you make me promise
         to receive him?’
      

      
      Nikolai took her hand. ‘Masha, Pyotr did not mean to offend you. It is just that his shyness makes him awkward around women.
         Give him another chance.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t see why I should,’ Marie argued.

      
      Her brother smiled. ‘Do it for me.’
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      Marie moved into her uncle’s mansion the following May, accompanied by her maid, Anna Radzinsky. Her quarters, with views
         of the fashionable Nevsky Prospect, included two bedrooms, a living room and a lavatory. The living room, with a set of bay
         windows leading to a small balcony, had views of the Winter Palace and the golden dome of St Isaac’s Cathedral.
      

      
      ‘How do you like your rooms?’ Darya asked over dinner on Marie’s first evening in her new home.

      
      ‘They’re charming. I know I’ll be very happy here.’

      
      ‘I saw Pyotr today,’ Darya said, a coy smile lifting the corners of her mouth. ‘He asked after you.’

      
      ‘Really? I find that surprising.’ All these months later Marie still felt the sting of his rejection.

      
      ‘Pyotr is rather unusual,’ Darya continued, as if she hadn’t heard the scorn in Marie’s voice. ‘He’s not at all like the other
         young men in St Petersburg. I’ve never seen him dance once at any ball. He’s always in some quiet corner, with his nose in
         a book.’
      

      
      ‘Dasha’s right.’ Monsieur Mostovsky looked up from eating. ‘You and Pyotr –’ he pointed to Marie with his fork ‘– have a lot
         in common. I remember you as a little girl, always with a book in your hands.’ He let out a throaty laugh. ‘Whilst Darya and
         your brothers chased one another, you sat quietly in the library reading the books.’
      

      
      
      Marie was about to object to her uncle’s assessment when Darya interrupted.

      
      ‘That’s settled then.’ She clapped excitedly. ‘I shall call him after dinner to organise a visit.’

      
      Marie groaned inwardly.

      
      ‘A marvellous invention, the telephone.’ Monsieur Mostovsky beamed. ‘Herman should get one.’

      
      ‘Papa was quite taken by them on his last visit to St Petersburg.’ Marie was grateful for the change of subject. ‘Mama is
         less convinced, but I think Papa will manage to persuade her.’
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      Two days later, having forgotten Darya’s intention to invite Pyotr to call, Marie was reading in her rooms when the footman
         announced Pyotr Arkadyich had arrived.
      

      
      ‘Please show the gentleman to the drawing room,’ Marie instructed the footman, irritated that Darya was not home to receive
         him herself.
      

      
      Calling Anna, Marie changed from the pale blue dress she had been wearing, into a silk dress with a high lace collar.

      
      Anna fastened the last of the pearl buttons down Marie’s back and then stood back to scrutinise the result in the mirror.
         ‘Don’t you think this dress is a little conservative to receive a gentleman caller?’ she asked.
      

      
      ‘No, it’s perfect,’ said Marie. ‘Now help me tame these curls, will you?’

      
      When Anna had finished with her hair, Marie hurried down to greet her guest.

      
      ‘I took the liberty of buying you a small present,’ Pyotr said almost immediately upon Marie’s arrival into the drawing room.

      
      Surprised, Marie undid the wrapping and gasped when she discovered it held a copy of Chekhov’s The Lady with the Little Dog. Opening the book to the first page, she read a few lines.
      

      
      

         It was said that a new person had appeared on the seafront: a lady with a little dog. Dmitri Dmitritch Gurov, who had by then been a fortnight at Yalta, and so was fairly at home there, had begun to take an interest in new arrivals.
         

      



      
      ‘Nikolai said you are fond of reading.’ Pyotr looked anxious. ‘I thought you might enjoy Chekhov.’

      
      ‘Thank you. That’s very thoughtful.’ She smiled at him and saw his face relax.

      
      ‘Shall we have some tea?’ She rang the bell for the house maid.

      
      ‘I know you are busy and I shan’t demand any more of your time,’ Pyotr said. ‘I simply came to welcome you and offer you this
         gift.’
      

      
      ‘Won’t you please stay?’ The words slipped out spontaneously before she had a chance to stop them.

      
      Pyotr too appeared surprised by the invitation. ‘Are you sure, Mademoiselle?’

      
      ‘Darya should be back shortly. She would be disappointed to hear she has missed you. And please call me Marie.’ She motioned
         for him to take a seat. ‘I’d like to hear more about your favourite books.’
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      Over the summer, Pyotr became a regular visitor to the house, bringing with him armfuls of books. He read aloud to Marie his
         favourite passages, and she found she looked forward to his visits more and more. In a letter to Nikolai, she wrote: I have grown fond of Pyotr. He is such a dear friend. We can discuss our views openly with one another without fear of causing
            offence. So far our only argument has been over the merits of Hugo as compared to Tolstoy …
      

      
      ‘Do you seriously believe Hugo is a better writer than Tolstoy?’ Marie demanded.

      
      Taking advantage of the white nights, Pyotr had suggested they take a stroll through the Summer Garden. A light breeze rustled
         through the branches, scattering leaves onto the footpath.
      

      
      ‘Tolstoy is a genius and I deeply admire Levin’s philosophical ideals in Anna Karenina,’ Pyotr explained, ‘but I found Les Miserables rich and lyrical. The story of Jean Valjean is very powerful.’ He gave a passing glance at the pair of statues flanking the
         path. ‘It is simply my opinion.’
      

      
      ‘So you disagree with Chekhov and Dostoevsky when they say that Tolstoy is the greatest of all novelists?’

      
      ‘I told you, I do not dispute Tolstoy’s genius.’ Pyotr laughed. ‘No one depicts Russian society as realistically as he does.’
         He shrugged. ‘I just happen to enjoy Hugo more.’
      

      
      ‘You are being absurd.’ Marie pretended to be indignant.

      
      ‘I shall miss our discussions when you return to Narva.’ Pyotr’s voice was serious now. ‘I’ve grown extremely fond of them.’
         Stopping abruptly, he turned to face her. He looked nervous as he took her hand. ‘It’s not just our discussions I’ve grown
         fond of.’ He swallowed.
      

      
      Marie’s pulse began to race as she lifted her gaze to meet his. ‘Yes?’ she prompted, her heart filling with joy.

      
      He opened his mouth to speak, but then changed his mind. ‘Forgive me, I do not dare.’

      
      ‘Please, speak freely, Pyotr,’ she whispered.

      
      He turned his head away, dropping her hand. ‘It is nothing.’ Then, looking to the sky, he added, ‘It is getting late. We should
         head back.’
      

      
      She felt her hand slip through his, disappointment replacing her joy. She studied his face a moment longer, noting the lines
         of strain at the corners of his eyes. There was more to what he was telling her.
      

      
      She nodded. ‘Yes, we’d better go back or I’ll be late getting ready for dinner.’

   



      
      
      2

      
      St Petersburg, 30 July 1914

      
      ‘Your Excellency.’ The maître d’, a short stout man with a perfectly waxed moustache, bowed deeply. ‘How wonderful to see
         you again.’ He motioned for the valet to help their guest with his hat and coat. ‘Countess Volkonsky is already here,’ he
         added quietly.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, Mikhail.’

      
      Dressed in his dark blue military uniform, the colonel checked his reflection in the mirror. At thirty-seven, Alexei Basilivich
         Serov’s hair was just beginning to recede at the temples. The touch of grey above his ears blended well with the blond hair
         and made him look distinguished. Fluent in German and speaking a little French, he was a fine horseman, a superb dancer and
         an excellent shot. Though of medium build and height, Alexei nevertheless struck an imposing figure through the grace and
         manner in which he held himself. He nodded at his reflection, satisfied, then addressed the maître d’ once more.
      

      
      ‘Have you seen to our usual arrangements?’

      
      ‘Of course, Excellency,’ Mikail replied. ‘This way, please.’

      
      Alexei followed him through the crowded room, nodding and smiling at familiar faces. The most fashionable restaurant in St
         Petersburg, the Donon was famous for its high-ranking clientele as well as its exquisite food.
      

      
      
      At the back of the restaurant, Mikail drew open a set of heavy crimson curtains, which led to a narrow corridor with dim lighting
         and doors to private rooms. A Tartar waiter stepped aside when the two men approached. Rapping lightly on one of the doors,
         Mikail waited for permission to enter then stopped to let Alexei pass before him.
      

      
      ‘Enjoy your evening, Excellency,’ he murmured, before withdrawing discreetly.

      
      ‘Alexei Basilivich! I have a good mind to send you packing.’

      
      Countess Natalya stood in the middle of the room in a closefitting white gown that accentuated her narrow waist and full breasts.
         ‘What time do you call this? The champagne has grown warm.’
      

      
      ‘Forgive me, Natalya.’ Taking her hand in his, he drew it to his lips but at the last moment, turned her palm upwards and
         kissed the sensitive centre of her wrist. ‘You look divine.’
      

      
      ‘You are a cad, Alexei.’ Natalya pursed her lips, then smiled. ‘What kept you? Was it your wife?’

      
      ‘I had some business that required my attention.’ He rang the bell to summon the waiter standing outside the door. ‘Bring
         us a new bottle of champagne,’ he ordered.
      

      
      When they were alone once more, Alexei hooked an arm around Natalya’s waist, drawing her to him. ‘I’ve missed you.’ He kissed
         her on the neck.
      

      
      ‘Not so fast.’ She pushed him away. ‘You have not even explained what business was so important that you kept me waiting for
         almost an hour.’
      

      
      ‘Surely you understand the consequences of the assassination on relationships between the Serbs and the Austro-Hungarians,’
         he countered.
      

      
      ‘Omph! The assassination!’ She turned to the table where a cold supper was laid out. ‘I’m tired of hearing about the Archduke
         and his mousy wife. It seems all of St Petersburg is obsessed by it.’
      

      
      ‘My dear countess, the Archduke was after all the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne.’

      
      
      ‘So, what of it? What do the Serbs and Austrians have to do with us?’

      
      ‘Austria, backed by Germany, has declared war on Serbia, in which case Russia must step in to defend the Orthodox Serbs.’

      
      She shrugged. ‘I’m bored by it all.’ The countess spread a small dollop of caviar on crispbread and popped it in her mouth.

      
      ‘In that case, let us hear no more about the subject.’ Alexei grabbed her hand and pulled her towards a sofa in the corner
         of the room.
      

      
      ‘No.’ She snatched her hand away. ‘I have not forgiven you yet.’ Moving to a chair on the other side of the dining table,
         she leant forward, presenting Alexei with a view of her ample cleavage.
      

      
      The waiter entered carrying a tray bearing a bottle of champagne and two glasses.

      
      ‘Will there be anything else, Excellency?’

      
      ‘No thank you.’ Tipping the man, Alexei whispered, ‘Make sure we are not disturbed.’

      
      ‘Yes, Excellency.’

      
      Alexei filled the glasses and offered one to the countess.

      
      ‘I’m still waiting for your explanation.’ She fixed him with a stern look. ‘I thought you had forgotten me,’ she added in
         a hurt voice.
      

      
      ‘Forgotten you? My dearest Natalya, you are the most ravishing creature in all of St Petersburg. How could I forget you?’

      
      Clearly pleased by Alexei’s response, Natalya beamed. The sternness disappeared from her eyes and, taking Alexei’s hand, she
         drew him down into a seat beside her.
      

      
      ‘Will you stay tonight?’

      
      His face grew serious. ‘I’m afraid I cannot.’

      
      She stiffened. ‘Is it your wife?’ She stood abruptly and moved away from him. ‘You never showed such concern for her in the
         past.’
      

      
      ‘This has nothing to do with Emily. I must know if Russia will enter the war. My regiment might be called to the front any
         day.’ Alexei went to her and took her in his arms. At first she shrugged him off but then relented and allowed him to draw
         her into his chest. ‘I’m a professional soldier,’ he whispered into her hair. ‘This is what I’ve trained for all my life.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, Alyosha, is there really going to be a war?’ Turning to him, she looked up at his face with concern. ‘What if … what
         if you are hurt, or worse, what if you …’ The words were choked by a sob.
      

      
      Alexei felt a surge of affection for her. He kissed her, brushing his lips down her cheek to her smooth jawline. It pleased
         him to hear her breathing slow and deepen with every kiss. Travelling lower, his lips found her throat and he felt a stirring
         in his groin when a moan escaped her lips. Returning to her mouth, Natalya’s lips parted. He kissed her hard then, stopping
         to catch his breath, he looked into her eyes. Confident of the answer to his unspoken question, he took her hand and led her
         to the sofa.
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      Two hours later, Alexei quickly climbed the stairs to the officers’ club. At the top of the steps, he was met by a valet who
         helped him with his hat and cloak.
      

      
      ‘General Tatistchev still here?’

      
      ‘Yes, Excellency. The general is in the smoking room.’

      
      ‘And Foreign Minister Sazonov?’

      
      ‘I’m afraid the foreign minister has already left.’ Moving quietly behind him, the valet brushed lint from Alexei’s coat.
         ‘Does Your Excellency require supper?’
      

      
      Alexei gave a small wave of his hand. ‘That will be all, thank you.’

      
      As he walked briskly to the end of the corridor, Alexei heard the swelling of voices from behind heavy double doors.

      
      ‘Good evening, Excellency.’ Opening the door for him, the footman gave a short bow.

      
      Silvery blue smoke hung in clouds above clusters of uniformed men. A waiter offered Alexei a drink. Choosing brandy, he took
         a large sip and surveyed the room. He found the general by a set of windows, surrounded by a group of officers.
      

      
      
      ‘The Emperor needed a lot of convincing,’ Tatistchev was telling the men. ‘He kept saying he wanted more time to think.’

      
      ‘It’s that Nemka, that German woman, whispering in his ear,’ a lieutenant said hotly. ‘I always thought her behaviour was odd but now …’ He
         spread his arms theatrically. ‘Now that she has brought that holy man of hers to the court – that … that Rasputin … well,
         the Emperor doesn’t seem to be able to make a decision without discussing it with her first.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t be so hasty to judge the Emperor, Lieutenant,’ Tatistchev advised. ‘After all, he has the weight of the nation pressing
         on him, not to mention the fact that the Kaiser is his cousin.’
      

      
      ‘The Emperor is nothing like his late father,’ a captain close to Alexei mumbled. ‘This one is better suited to writing poetry
         than leading us into battle.’
      

      
      ‘I remind you,’ said an elderly major, glaring at the captain from under bushy brows, ‘you are speaking of the Emperor.’

      
      The captain bowed. ‘My apologies.’ He gave the major a rueful smile. ‘I meant no offence.’

      
      Alexei returned his attention to Tatistchev. Taking another sip from his brandy, he enjoyed the feeling of the liquid flame
         travelling down his throat.
      

      
      The lieutenant was impatient to learn more. ‘Has the Emperor reached a decision?’

      
      ‘Well …’ Tatistchev took a long pull on his cigar. ‘The foreign minister was pleading with him to mobilise our troops, while
         the Tsar shouted that he didn’t want to bear the awful responsibility of sending thousands of men to their deaths.’ Tatistchev
         paused as waiters circled the group with fresh rounds of drinks. ‘When I saw how troubled the Emperor was, I stepped forward
         to commiserate with him on the difficulty of his decision. I didn’t mean anything by it, but it enraged the Emperor. He declared,
         “I will decide,” and he signed the order forthwith.’ Tatistchev held out his glass to be refilled. ‘As we speak, gentlemen,
         wires are being sent all over Russia, summoning our troops.’
      

      
      The group fell silent as each man absorbed the news. Then, after a long moment, the lieutenant raised his glass above his head. ‘To the motherland.’
      

      
      And then the drinking started in earnest.

      [image: image]

      
      A few hours later, Alexei stumbled out of the carriage, almost losing his footing.

      
      ‘I’m fine,’ he said brusquely to the coachman who was climbing down to help him. Reaching into his vest pocket, Alexei pulled
         out a few coins.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, sir,’ the driver beamed. ‘God bless you.’

      
      Alexei dismissed him with a wave then made his way unsteadily up the stairs to the door. A triangle of light from gas lamps
         lit the entrance. Alexei checked his watch. Four o’clock. The staff would not rise for another hour. Patting his pockets,
         he searched for his key.
      

      
      ‘Chert Poberi! Dammit!’
      

      
      He thought back to his movements during the evening, trying to remember where he might have misplaced the key. But his memory
         of events following Tatistchev’s announcement were hazy.
      

      
      ‘Chert Poberi,’ he cursed again.
      

      
      He lifted the large brass knocker and rapped on the oak doors. After a few minutes, he heard the sound of shuffling slippers
         approaching.
      

      
      ‘Who is it?’

      
      ‘Open the door, Anton.’

      
      The door opened a crack. Upon seeing Alexei, the butler pulled the door wide and straightened his back.

      
      ‘Terribly sorry, Excellency, for my oversight; I thought you had your key. I would have made sure someone had stayed up to
         let you in.’
      

      
      Ignoring the apology, Alexei headed for the stairs, grasping the rail to steady himself. ‘Tell Grigory I need to speak to
         him first thing in the morning.’
      

      
      Hesitating a moment, the butler asked, ‘Doesn’t Your Excellency wish to sleep in, considering the late hour you’re retiring,
         sir?’
      

      
      
      ‘In the morning,’ Alexei repeated, dropping his hat and cloak over the railing.

      
      ‘As you wish, sir. I shall be up directly to help with your uniform.’

      
      ‘Yes, fine, fine,’ Alexei replied irritably.

      
      A few minutes later, the butler – having dressed in his trousers, waistcoat and jacket – joined Alexei in his room to help
         him change from his uniform into his nightdress. Afterwards, Alexei, his urges spiked once more by alcohol, tried the door
         of his wife’s bedroom and was irritated to find it locked. He knocked and called her name several times, but there was no
         response. At last, disgruntled by her rejection, he went to bed.
      

      
      Despite his best efforts to remain discreet, Emily most likely had heard the rumours of his private rendezvous with Natalya,
         whom he had met the previous year at a ball held by the Empress for her two eldest daughters. Alexei’s eyes travelled to the
         studio photograph of his own daughters that sat on his bedside table. He gazed fondly at the three faces; at the big, bright,
         shining eyes looking straight into the lens. Irena’s raven hair, held back by a silk ribbon, reminded Alexei of Emily when
         they had met. He had been a young lieutenant then, stationed in Narva.
      

      
      Although charming and from a good family, Emily provided little intellectual stimulation and soon after their marriage, Alexei
         had grown bored. He started his first affair when Emily was pregnant with Irena. If Emily suspected anything, she never let
         on, and busied herself with their newborn.
      

      
      Two years later, they had a second daughter, Vera. Alexei, who had hoped for an heir, was disappointed. A brief affair with
         the daughter of a low-ranking officer ended badly with the young woman falling pregnant. The family hid the pregnancy but
         privately demanded compensation from Alexei. To her credit, Emily stepped forward and took in the illegitimate child, raising
         Tonya, who was now ten, as one of her own. She never spoke of the affair but took to spending more time in her private chambers
         with the door locked. He sighed. It was his own fault that she rejected him now, Alexei admitted to himself drowsily …
      

      
      
      When he next opened his eyes it was morning, and the room was flooded with warm sunlight. The maid must have been in to draw
         back the curtains while he slept. Rising, he pushed open the windows and took a deep breath, filling his lungs with the morning
         air. Across the street, a crowd had gathered around a red poster which had been affixed to the wall. Alexei watched as a man
         with a cane and a top hat tapped one of the men in the crowd on the shoulder.
      

      
      ‘What is going on? What does the notice say?’

      
      ‘Haven’t you heard?’ another man replied. ‘We’re at war! The posters are call-up notices.’

      
      The bedroom door opened behind Alexei and Grigory entered with a breakfast tray and the morning paper.

      
      ‘Good morning, Excellency. Did you have a pleasant evening?’

      
      ‘Have you seen the posters?’ Alexei asked.

      
      ‘Yes, sir. They’ve been putting them up all over the city since seven this morning.’

      
      Alexei’s aide-de-camp since graduating from military school, Grigory Alexandrivich had proved to be both capable and loyal.
         With a mop of curly black hair and brown eyes, he was never short of female admirers. Yet despite an abundance of willing
         young women, Grigory had yet to marry.
      

      
      Alexei picked up the newspaper. The front page announced the mobilisation of the troops in large, bold letters.

      
      ‘Shall I take your boots to be polished?’

      
      ‘Yes,’ Alexei replied absently.

      
      ‘Will there be anything else, Excellency?’

      
      ‘Is Madame Serova awake?’

      
      ‘Madame and the young ladies left an hour ago to visit their seamstress.’

      
      Alexei massaged his eye where a pain pulsed. ‘Make sure my trunk is packed. We could receive a telegram to join the regiment
         at any moment.’
      

      
      Once Grigory had gone, Alexei sat at a small table, sipping his tea as he scanned the news. On the inside pages, he read that the trial of the six assassins of the Archduke continued in
         Sarajevo.
      

      
      He folded the paper and pushed aside his breakfast tray. War was upon them. Unlike the other men at the officers’ club, he
         felt no thrill or sense of joyous anticipation at what lay ahead. He knew Russia was not ready for war. The military could
         boast of its gallantry and courage all it liked, but the fact was the Germans were better equipped and more efficient at mobilising
         troops than the Russians could ever hope to be.
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      Tsar Nicholas II was a private man who had never wanted to become Emperor. Pacing in the library, his thoughts were clouded
         and confused. Outside the sky was grey and it looked as if it would rain. Yesterday he had signed an order to mobilise millions
         of Russians for war. An hour ago, he had received a call from his foreign minister to tell him that the Germans had declared
         war on Russia for her refusal to call off the mobilisation. There was no question; war was imminent. In the past week, he
         had sent his cousin Wilhelm numerous telegrams pleading for the Kaiser to mediate between the Austrians and Serbs, but to
         no avail.
      

      
      He wished desperately to be with his family at Tsarskoe Selo, rather than stuck in the Winter Palace surrounded by men hungry
         for war. Earlier in the day, he had stood on the balcony with Alexandra and waved to the crowds carrying Russian flags and
         shouting, ‘Long live the Emperor.’ Now, alone in his study, he ached for the company of his wife.
      

      
      Alexandra never liked the Winter Palace, preferring their fairytale compound in Tsarskoe Selo, twenty-five kilometres south
         of St Petersburg. Nicholas smiled at the memory of their first dance there during her winter visit to Russia in 1889. His
         smile slipped as he recalled the behaviour of Russian society, especially the women, who continued to shun his wife and spread
         vicious rumours.
      

      
      He sighed. Alexandra was as misunderstood as he was.

      
      He wished for his subjects to respect him as they had his late father. Yet despite the strength and leadership he had shown by dismissing the call for constitutional reform in 1895, he
         sensed that many in the palace considered him weak and indecisive.
      

      
      In truth, he cared little for affairs of state. If not for the promise he had made to his father when the old Emperor was
         on his deathbed, he would have gladly relinquished his responsibilities in favour of spending his days with his family.
      

      
      Sitting behind his desk, Nicholas pulled out his diary from the top drawer and opened to a new page.

      
      

         July 31st, 1914

         A grey day, in keeping with my mood …
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      Narva, Estonia, August 1914

      
      On one side of the two-storey manor house, the fields on the Marinsky estate stretched as far as the eye could see. The rising
         sun slowly burnt the low mist that had crept over the fields, making them shine like emeralds.
      

      
      Over one hundred kilometres south-west of St Petersburg, Narva was on the most eastern point of Estonia. Part of the Russian
         Empire, the Estonians took up the call for mobilisation with similar enthusiasm to their Russian counterparts.
      

      
      Marie stood at the heavy iron gates separating the house from the road heading into the town centre, waving to the column
         of cars, wagons and people. The cars’ headlamps blurred in the mist and she could not make out any faces. She was sure no
         one could see her either, yet she continued to wave. The travellers were in high spirits. Even above the throaty rumble of
         the engines, Marie could hear the men singing, their voices rising and falling in unison to patriotic tunes. She watched the
         road for a little longer before walking back to the house.
      

      
      Nikolai had enlisted the moment war was declared. At fifteen, her younger brother Valentin was too young and moped around
         the house at the injustice of his age. Hearing of her elder son’s decision, Pauline Kulbas was quiet at first, but on the following day had called the family tailor to the house to measure Nikolai for
         his uniform.
      

      
      Back in her bedroom, Marie wondered how the war would affect her. Would her classes be suspended or would they continue uninterrupted?
         Pyotr had telegrammed to let her know that he had enlisted and had asked if he could visit her in Narva before joining his
         regiment. Marie smiled, imagining Pyotr in his uniform.
      

      
      There was a knock on her door and Anna entered.

      
      ‘This came for you with the afternoon mail.’

      
      Marie recognised the handwriting on the envelope. ‘Thank you, Anna,’ she said, taking the letter hurriedly, eager to be alone.
         ‘I’ll call you when I’m ready to be dressed for dinner.’
      

      
      Marie waited for Anna to close the door behind her before she ripped open the envelope.

      
      

         My darling Marie,
         

         Knowing you, being with you, brightens my world. I have never felt such joy as I have in the moments we share. On the afternoon
               your train pulled away from the station, I thought my heart would stop. I felt empty, and when I looked at the sky, it too
               had lost its brightness and grown lonely and cold.
         

         You are my light. Without you, I am lost. I only need to know that you feel a fraction of the affection I hold for you to
               be a happy man. Have pity on my poor soul and tell me you feel as I do.
         

         Forever yours. P

      



      
      Marie pressed the letter to her breast. The secret sadness she had harboured since their separation had vanished, replaced
         by a happiness that radiated through her body. She read the letter twice more, each time experiencing the same joy.
      

      
      ‘He loves me,’ she whispered aloud. ‘Petya loves me.’

      
      ‘Masha!’

      
      She could hear Nikolai’s footsteps racing up the stairs.

      
      
      ‘Marie, you lazy thing, are you in bed?’

      
      Jumping to her feet, Marie ran to the door and flung it open. She stopped short when she saw her brother in his uniform.

      
      Nikolai did a turn. ‘Well?’

      
      ‘You look so – different,’ she said, taking a step back. Then she flung her arms around him. ‘You look magnificent.’

      
      ‘I have joined the Hussars. We’ve been busy all morning organising the transport of our horses on the trains.’

      
      ‘When will you be leaving?’ she asked, her heart suddenly contracting.

      
      ‘I’ll go to the officers’ training camp in a week.’ He frowned. ‘Why such a sad face, Masha?’

      
      She looked at him seriously. ‘Will you promise to come back?’

      
      ‘Stop your sulking, you foolish girl,’ he said with a laugh. ‘Those Germans are no match for our bravery and numbers. I’ll
         be surprised if the war lasts more than a few weeks.’
      

      
      Marie smiled but she couldn’t shake the trepidation she had felt at the sight of her brother in uniform. ‘I hope so. I could
         not bear to lose you.’
      

      
      ‘Cheer up.’ Nikolai squeezed her shoulders. ‘I don’t want my memory of the last couple of days at home to be of my sister
         sulking like an old babushka. Have you heard from Pyotr?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, he’ll be here this afternoon.’ Even to her own ears her voice sounded worried. ‘He can only stay one night before having
         to join his regiment.’
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      All afternoon Marie waited restlessly for Pyotr’s arrival. Nikolai had left some time ago in the motor car to meet him at
         the station. Several times, imagining she had heard the sound of wheels crunching over the gravel, she rushed to a window,
         only to come away disappointed.
      

      
      She carried Pyotr’s letter in her pocket, intermittently placing a hand over the envelope, and feeling renewed joy at the
         words he’d written. Nervous and unable to focus, she had changed several outfits.
      

      
      Finally, she heard the car coming up the driveway.

      
      
      ‘They are here!’ Marie shouted over the upstairs railings. ‘Anna, quick, my dress!’

      
      Anna hurried up the stairs, carrying another of Marie’s dresses over one arm.

      
      ‘Quickly, Anna. They’ll be here at any moment.’

      
      Slightly out of breath, Anna met Marie at the top of the stairs. ‘You must promise there will be no more changing of outfits.
         This is the third dress Zoya has ironed for you today. The poor thing is run off her feet pressing your clothes as well as
         all the extra things she has to do for dinner tonight.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, Anna, please don’t be cross. If you only knew what I’m going through; how jangled my nerves are …’ She stopped herself
         from revealing too much.
      

      
      ‘Nerves and excitement aside, there will be no more changing of outfits.’

      
      ‘I promise.’

      
      Throwing her arms around Anna, Marie impulsively kissed her hard on the cheek.

      
      Lifting the dress over Marie’s head, Anna carefully let it slip over her shoulders and hips. Marie fretted the entire time,
         turning left and right to look at her reflection in the mirror.
      

      
      ‘Hold still.’ Anna fed the tiny buttons through the narrow slits.

      
      They heard the front door open and Nikolai’s voice speaking to his valet. ‘Bring us a bottle of vodka in the parlour.’

      
      ‘My curls have come loose,’ Marie fretted.

      
      Anna pinned back the strands and, as a final touch, fastened a Grecian headdress over the top, then stood back to appraise
         her handiwork.
      

      
      ‘How do I look?’ Marie did a spin.

      
      ‘Breathtaking!’ Stepping closer, Anna smiled affectionately. ‘Pyotr Arkadyich would be a fool not to fall helplessly in love
         with you.’
      

      
      Marie blushed. ‘So you know – as to Pyotr and I.’

      
      Anna started to pick up the discarded garments from the arm of the chair. ‘I had guessed.’ Straightening, she smiled. ‘Your
         behaviour today only confirmed what I had been suspecting for some time.’
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      Marie stood with a rigid back before the parlour door. As the footman opened it, she drew a deep breath before exhaling in
         a long sigh when her eyes fell on Pyotr.
      

      
      ‘Ah Masha,’ Nikolai greeted her with a kiss.

      
      She looked shyly at Pyotr, who was standing slightly apart from them. ‘Hello, Pyotr.’ She held out her hand for him to kiss.
         ‘You look so different dressed in your uniform.’
      

      
      ‘I confess, I feel different,’ he replied stiffly. ‘I trust you are well?’

      
      Slightly confused by the formal greeting, she did not answer straight away.

      
      ‘I am, thank you,’ she said eventually. An ache squeezed her chest at the lack of warmth in his tone.

      
      At that moment, her parents joined them in the parlour and Pyotr moved to greet them. Watching his back, Marie wondered as
         to the reasons behind his mood. Questions flooded her thoughts. Had she misunderstood his letter? Was he no longer in love
         with her? Had he changed his mind so soon after declaring his love? No, she could not believe any of those things. There must
         be another explanation for his behaviour. Still, as she continued to debate with herself, the hurt pressed at her, digging
         in its sharp claws.
      

      
      ‘Let us all sit down,’ Monsieur Kulbas said and motioned to the sofas.

      
      Choosing a double seat, Marie was disappointed to find Pyotr moving to the chair furthest away from her. Again, she felt the
         heavy weight of confusion on her heart. Around her, they had started talking about the mobilisation, but Marie understood
         little of what was being said.
      

      
      ‘You are very quiet, Masha,’ her father observed. ‘Is everything alright?’

      
      ‘Yes, Papa.’ She managed a smile. Her eyes sought and found Pyotr, who returned her look briefly before turning away.
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      During dinner, the main topic of conversation was the Archduke’s assassination and the imminent war. But Marie was hardly
         listening. She played with her food, unable to swallow past the lump in her throat.
      

      
      Seated beside Monsieur Kulbas at the head of the table, Pyotr stole several glances in her direction, only to turn away quickly
         whenever their eyes met. Each gaze added to her misery and made her wish for a speedy end to the evening.
      

      
      Following dinner, the men excused themselves to the parlour for cigars and spirits.

      
      ‘May I too be excused, Mama?’ Marie asked.

      
      ‘Are you unwell? You hardly touched your dinner.’

      
      Marie faltered. ‘It’s nothing serious. I have a slight headache and wish to retire early.’

      
      In the vestibule, she spied her father ushering Pyotr into the library. Just before they disappeared behind the door, her
         father turned and, seeing her, smiled at her from over his shoulder. Surprised Nikolai was not with them, she sought him out
         and found him in the parlour, where he was reading the evening papers with a cigarette smouldering between his fingers.
      

      
      ‘Why have you not joined Papa and Pyotr?’

      
      Nikolai turned in his chair to face her. ‘Come in,’ he said. ‘Close the door behind you.’

      
      Marie did as he said and moved to stand by his seat.

      
      ‘Papa wanted to speak privately with Pyotr.’

      
      She gave him a questioning look. ‘Why?’

      
      Nikolai shrugged but his smile told her he knew more than he was letting on.

      
      ‘Kolya, stop teasing. You must tell me why Papa wants to see Pyotr.’

      
      ‘Why should I tell you anything? You have been acting miserable all evening.’ He pretended to go back to reading his article.

      
      She gave his arm a hard pinch. ‘Tell me!’

      
      ‘Alright, I will tell you.’ He laughed. Stubbing out his cigarette, he led her to the sofa. ‘Now, I cannot be certain, but
         earlier today Papa received a telegram from St Petersburg. Shortly after that, he called me to the library.’
      

      
      ‘Who was the telegram from?’

      
      ‘It was from Pyotr.’

      
      Marie’s stomach lurched. ‘What did it say?’

      
      ‘He did not tell me. But he asked me what I knew of Pyotr.’

      
      She reached for his hand, squeezing it hard between both of hers. ‘And what did you say?’

      
      ‘I told him the truth. I told him Pyotr is the son of a lowly princess and a gambling father who over the years has whittled
         down the family fortune to almost nothing.’
      

      
      Her hands dropped away. ‘Kolya, how could you? Pyotr is nothing like his father!’

      
      Nikolai held out a hand. ‘Let me finish.’

      
      ‘You mean to tell me you had more to say? After what you told him, I’m surprised Papa has not thrown Pyotr out already.’ She
         turned her back to him, fighting her emotions.
      

      
      He turned her by the shoulders. ‘It’s important for you also to hear this, Masha. All Pyotr’s family has left is the city
         mansion belonging to the princess and the land in the Urals, which was managed by Pyotr’s father and his foreman until Pyotr
         came of age.’
      

      
      ‘I care nothing for his financial situation. I love him regardless.’ She moved to leave, but Nikolai touched her arm.

      
      ‘I also told him that I cannot think of a nobler man, that Pyotr has taken over the management of the estate and it has started
         to earn him a profit. I told Papa that I have no doubt Pyotr will make you very happy.’
      

      
      Marie blinked back at her brother in surprise. Her face softened. ‘You said all that?’

      
      He smiled. ‘You two were born for one another.’
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      After dinner, Pyotr and Marie walked arm in arm through the orchard. A warm breeze in the trees stirred the branches, heavy
         with fruit. Shadows danced around them. But even now that they were finally alone, Pyotr seemed agitated and preoccupied.
         Marie desperately searched for a topic to begin a conversation, but all her attempts were met with monosyllabic answers.
      

      
      ‘I can’t stand this, Petya,’ she said at last. ‘You are leaving tomorrow and I may not see you for a long time. In your letter
         you said that you loved me, yet you have hardly spoken a word to me since you arrived.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t reproach me.’ Pyotr took Marie’s face in his hands. ‘I’d rather die than be the cause of your unhappiness.’

      
      His hands were smooth and warm against her skin, making it tingle. They had stopped in front of the rose bushes at the far
         end of the garden and the air was alive with the scent of blossoms. Marie could not be sure whether it was their perfume or
         Pyotr’s touch that had made her suddenly dizzy. Her disorientation must have shown on her face, for Pyotr dropped his hands.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry.’

      
      ‘Petya.’ Marie took both his hands in her own. Dressed in his uniform, he looked different from the bookish young man who
         had visited her every Sunday in St Petersburg. ‘Please tell me why you are being so distant.’
      

      
      ‘The truth is,’ he began uncertainly, ‘I came to Narva with the intention of asking for your hand in marriage. I am in … in
         love with you,’ he stammered. ‘But I’m afraid I will not be a worthy husband.’
      

      
      ‘No, Petya, you are wrong.’ Marie suddenly felt breathless. She looked into his eyes, desperate to assure him of her love.
         ‘You are so, so very wrong.’
      

      
      Pyotr pulled her tight against him and pressed his lips to hers. She moved deeper into his arms, wishing they could be joined
         like this forever.
      

      
      After the kiss neither could speak for a time. Holding hands, they stole glances at one another and then laughed and dropped
         their heads self-consciously when their eyes met.
      

      
      
      ‘There is something I need to tell you,’ Pyotr said finally, ‘and I’m not sure if you’re going to like it.’

      
      ‘Shhh.’ Marie placed a finger on his lips. ‘If you are about to confess to previous affairs, I am happy for them all to remain
         buried in the past.’
      

      
      ‘No, it is not that.’ He kissed her hand. ‘I cannot believe my good fortune to find someone as wonderful as you.’

      
      Marie smiled at the words and the modesty with which Pyotr had spoken them. ‘What is it, my darling?’ Then, struck by a new
         thought, she asked with alarm, ‘Did Papa refuse to give his consent?’
      

      
      Pyotr shook his head. ‘No, it’s not that either.’ He gently pulled her into his arms again. ‘Your father has given his consent
         on the condition that I make you fully aware of my circumstances before you accept my hand in marriage.’
      

      
      Leading her to a nearby bench, he took a deep breath, then began to tell her of his father’s gambling, his mistresses and
         the shame of having to sell their assets and his mother’s jewels to pay for his father’s debts.
      

      
      ‘Marie, I have my mother’s good name but little else. My grandfather, aware of my father’s weaknesses, established a trust
         fund that pays me seven hundred rubles a year. It is not a large sum compared to what other men can provide, but over the
         past few years, I’ve managed to save enough to buy myself a small parcel of land and hope to buy another after the war. In
         time, I am confident I can provide you with a lifestyle similar to the one you’ve been accustomed to.’
      

      
      Marie listened, kissing his face when he told of his humiliation and imagined herself sharing his dreams. After he finished
         speaking they continued to sit, the light slowly growing dim around them. Finally she said, ‘I love you. I will always love
         you. Money and land mean nothing to me as long as you continue to love me. I promise to wait for you, Petya, and you must
         promise to return to me.’
      

      
      Then, for the second time that sultry evening, they kissed with the intensity of lovers who, having recently declared their
         feelings, must again be forced apart.
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      The German Front, 27 August 1914

      
      The thick smell of tobacco greeted Alexei as he entered the windowless room. General Alexander Samsonov, the commander of
         the Russian Second Army, had called a meeting at the officers’ hut to discuss strategy. A large military map spread across
         the mahogany table marked the positions of the Russian and German armies.
      

      
      ‘Gentlemen,’ Samsonov’s deep voice bounced off the bare walls, ‘we have just been informed that the Russian First Army has
         defeated the Germans in Gumbinnen.’ He pointed to a spot in the top right-hand corner of the map, close to the Russian border.
         ‘They are scurrying like rats into the surrounding forests.’
      

      
      The men let out a loud cheer.

      
      ‘It looks like we’ll be home before winter,’ a colonel said, twisting the end of his moustache.

      
      ‘We’ll send the Germans packing with their tails between their legs,’ called a voice from the back. ‘There is no way any army
         could match the might and gallantry of the Imperial Russian Army.’
      

      
      ‘What do you think of that, my friend?’ A boisterous major general clapped Alexei on the shoulder. ‘We’ll show those Germans
         a thing or two by the time we’re through with them.’
      

      
      
      ‘Long live, Tsar Nicholas!’ came the cry.

      
      Alexei said nothing. Moving closer to the map, he studied the layout of the two armies’ positions.

      
      Samsonov raised a hand to quieten the room. ‘Gumbinnen is a decisive victory for our country. Our regiment also needs a decisive
         victory to prove our gallantry.’ Around the room, heads nodded in agreement. ‘We move from here and here –’ Samsonov pointed
         to positions on the map ‘– towards the German army to cut off its retreat.’
      

      
      Alexei leant in. The Germans would have the advantage of fighting on their own land, he noted.

      
      ‘How big is the army we will be facing?’ Alexei asked.

      
      ‘The German army has lost a large number of men and a great deal of artillery. They will not pose a threat.’

      
      ‘Then our men should be given a day of rest.’

      
      Samsonov looked around. ‘Who said that?’

      
      All heads turned towards a young lieutenant with an angular face and pale blue eyes, who had risen from his seat.

      
      ‘Many of them have been fighting for days,’ the officer explained nervously as Samsonov’s eyes bored into him. ‘Our supply
         lines are stretched and the men hardly have enough bread or soup to sustain them. We need at least a day to rest the men and
         allow for fresh supplies to reach us.’
      

      
      ‘The men can rest after they beat the Germans,’ Samsonov said dismissively. ‘As for food, I’m told there is an adequate amount
         for each division.’
      

      
      The lieutenant registered the reproof and gave a clipped bow. ‘Of course, General.’

      
      And with that the meeting drew to a close.
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      Following supper, a group of the officers gathered for a game of cards. In the thin yellow light, the lieutenant’s eyes blazed
         in anger. ‘It is madness to insist on sending wave after wave of men to be slaughtered,’ he declared. ‘We must pull back, regroup and draw up a new plan.’
      

      
      Alexei agreed with the young man’s objections, however his suggestion that the army retreat like cowards was unthinkable.

      
      ‘We’ve had numerous victories over the past few days,’ he said in a measured tone. ‘I am confident that if the cavalry has
         a chance to show its skills, the Germans can be pushed further back into their territory. What we need is for the infantry
         to make headway into enemy territory, and then the cavalry will be able to finish the job properly.’
      

      
      The lieutenant snorted. ‘With all due respect, the cavalry puts on a great show of handling horses and swordsmanship, which
         is all very romantic and idealistic, but I am yet to see a horse that can stop a bullet and not be killed in the process.’
      

      
      Grigory rose abruptly. ‘Sir, need I remind you that you are addressing a superior officer?’

      
      The lieutenant lowered his head in apology. ‘I have caused you offence,’ he said to Alexei politely. ‘It was unintentional.
         I merely wanted to illustrate the folly of using horses against German guns.’
      

      
      Alexei raised a hand to acknowledge the apology. ‘I assure you, we are all just as eager to defeat the Kaiser as you are.
         However, it is unthinkable for General Samsonov to concede at this stage, just as his old rival in the First Army has had
         a victory. To place himself in favour with the Russian people, the general needs a victory.’
      

      
      ‘But at what cost? Our men are hungry and exhausted.’

      
      ‘We are told our reinforcements are a day’s march away. The increase in the first line of men will help protect our flanks
         and allow us to press forward in the centre.’ Alexei scanned the faces to make sure all were in agreement with him. ‘Gentlemen,’
         he motioned for Grigory to grab his coat, ‘it’s been a long day. I suggest we retire for the evening.’
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      Lieutenant Sergei Bogoleev stepped out into the cool night air, angry with himself. Speaking out against his superiors could
         jeopardise his career.
      

      
      The son of a schoolteacher, Bogoleev had risen through the infantry ranks hoping to escape his humble beginnings and join
         the inner circle of men with power. Ambitious, he had his sights set on a great deal more than what his wealthy colleagues
         were willing to concede. Since volunteering, he had more than once been overlooked for promotion while less capable men from
         the upper classes advanced.
      

      
      Every rejection was fuel for the fire in his belly. And Bogoleev had plenty of fire to sustain him. He seethed at the arrogance
         of his commanders. The army had enough men and artillery to overpower the Germans yet the commanders doggedly kept to outdated
         strategies. Stationed safely behind the lines, Samsonov and his fellow commanders held countless meetings, sent out coded
         messages no one understood and argued over whose fault it was when things went badly.
      

      
      Patience, Bogoleev reminded himself. He had to remain patient and bide his time. One day, his chance would come and he would be in the position of power. One day he would gain the respect he deserved.
      

      
      Bogoleev walked quickly past grey tents lit in hues of rose and bronze by the setting sun. The soldiers resting from fighting
         in the trenches sat outside their tents. Everywhere he looked he saw the tense expressions of men strained to the limit. It
         frustrated Bogoleev to see the exhausted faces, the deadened eyes. How did Samsonov expect these men to win battles when they
         barely had enough energy to keep themselves upright?
      

      
      He made his way to a group of soldiers gathered around a campfire. Men carrying buckets of water filled canteens, sometimes
         placing a consoling hand on the shoulder of a man who had lost a brother or a close friend.
      

      
      ‘May the devil take them.’ The soldier sitting beside Bogoleev spat into the fire. He saw Bogoleev watching and apologised. ‘Forgive me, Lieutenant. I forgot myself.’
      

      
      ‘You can speak freely,’ Bogoleev assured him.

      
      ‘I am a simple man. I know little as to tactics of war. All I know is that all day German cannons fire at us, sending bodies
         flying in every direction. And yet our commanders order more men to charge against them. They bunch us together, making us
         an easy target for German machine guns.’ He shook his head. ‘It just seems hopeless.’
      

      
      Bogoleev nodded in agreement. His eyes moved to where the wounded lay on rows of stretchers, their uniforms, soaked in blood,
         stuck to their limbs. Grimy faces grimaced in pain.
      

      
      Rising to his feet, Bogoleev knew he must say something to boost the men’s spirits. ‘I understand your anguish and share your
         frustration,’ he began, then paused. ‘We must fight to protect our women and children. To protect Mother Russia. It is our
         duty to keep those tyrants away from our borders.’
      

      
      Looking at the faces around the fire, Bogoleev knew his speech was not having the desired effect; while some nodded as he
         spoke, most stared into the fire with fixed gazes and clenched jaws. But for the life of him he could not summon the words
         to inspire them. He knew that most of the men under his command faced the battlefield with fear, not gallantry.
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      The next morning he woke to a thick fog. The two hundred men he commanded stood to attention, their stares hollow. Inspecting
         the troops it surprised him that, only a month into the war, they already resembled an army of old men.
      

      
      The Germans did not wait for the fog to lift before unleashing their first wave of fury. The Russian guns responded, filling
         the air with silver trails of smoke. Shells whistled, screamed and burst, drowning out the shouting.
      

      
      As Bogoleev entered the battle, he thought little of heroism. He simply prayed he would survive the fighting long enough to
         see the end of war.
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