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            Chapter 1

            Midwinter Night

         

         In a place far distant from where you are now grows an oak-tree by a lake.

         Round the oak’s trunk is a chain of golden links.

         Tethered to the chain is a learned cat, and this most learned of all cats walks round and round the tree continually.

         As it walks one way, it sings songs.

         As it walks the other, it tells stories.

         This is one of the stories the cat tells.

         
            *

         

         My story is set (says the cat) in a far-away Czardom, where the winter is a cold half-year of darkness.

         In that country the snow falls deep and lies long, lies and freezes until bears can walk on its thick crust of ice. The ice glitters on the snow like white stars in a white sky! In the north of that country all the winter is one long night, and all that long night long, the sky-stars glisten in their darkness, and the snow-stars glitter in their whiteness, and between the two there hangs a shivering curtain of cold twilight.

         In winters there, the cold is so fierce the frost can be heard crackling and snapping as it travels through the air. The snow is so deep that the houses are half-buried in it, and the frost so hard that it grips the houses and squeezes them till they crack.

         My story begins (says the cat) in this distant Czardom, on Midwinter Day: the shortest, darkest, coldest day, followed by the longest, darkest, coldest night of the whole year. On this day-night, this night-day, a slave-woman gave birth to a baby.

         The woman lived with her husband’s family in a small wooden house. At the centre of the house was a big, tiled stove. All day long a fire burned in the stove and sank its heat into the tiles. All day, and all night, the hot tiles gave their heat back to the house.

         At night the family spread their blankets on top of the stove, and slept there. With them, on the stove’s top, tired and warm, the woman lay with her baby.

         Of them all, only the mother lay awake, as the night grew colder.

         The slave-woman lay listening to the tiny sound, humming like the singing of a cracked cup, that the stove made as it breathed out its warmth. She heard the deep, sleeping breathing of the family around her, and the frost snapping about the roof.

         ‘If only I had been born the Czar’s daughter!’ said the slave-woman to herself. ‘Then my baby would be an Imperial Princess and all her world would be warm, safe and rich … But I was born a slave’s daughter, so my baby is a slave and she won’t even own herself.’

         That made her so sad that tears ran from her eyes. She thought, ‘I have laboured like a she-donkey so my master, the Czar, can have another little foal to work and kick and sell as he pleases. I wish that neither I nor my baby had ever been born!’

         Something struck the outer door of the house then. The door boomed at the blow, and the warm air of the house quivered among the roof-beams and round the walls. The slave-mother jumped with fright; but none of the sleepers near her missed a breath.

         From outside, where the frost crackled, a throaty, rough voice called, ‘May I come in? You in there! Say – may I come in?’

         The family slept, unaware, as if the knocker at the door was in the mother’s dream, and her dream only.

         Another booming blow was struck, at the door, and the slave-woman cried, ‘Come in, and welcome!’ For, who knew? It might be a traveller lost in the snow, and needing shelter.

         She heard the outer door of the house open, and slam shut. Raising her head, she looked down from the stove-top and saw the inner door fly open. In hurried a tall figure, hidden under a big fur hat and a long, quilted, padded, fantastically embroidered coat. Bulky, beaded and patterned boots of reindeer hide were on its feet and large gloves of reindeer hide on its hands. Over its shoulder was slung a flat drum.

         This tall, odd figure crossed the room and climbed up to sit beside the young mother on the stove. None of the sleepers woke. The stranger whipped off the fur hat, and the mother saw the face of an ancient woman, a face criss-crossed with wrinkles like fine old leather that has been crumpled in the hand. A thin beard of long white hairs grew from the old woman’s chin, though her pink scalp could be seen through the white hair on her head. In the heat of the little house, the old woman opened her thick, padded coat, showing a tunic of leather beneath, decorated with beads and feathers. She pulled off her large gloves. She smiled at the young mother. Her few teeth were black or brown, with large spaces between them.

         ‘A good night to you, daughter,’ said the old woman. ‘I’ve come a long, cold journey to congratulate you on the birth of a fine child.’

         The young woman hugged the baby tight. This was a witch, come in the night as witches did come, to steal her baby and roast and eat it. She began to call out the names of her family, hoping they would wake her from this dream, or wake and drive the witch away; but they slept as if not a sound had been made.

         ‘Daughter, my little one, don’t be afraid,’ said the witch. ‘I’ve not come to hurt you or your baby, but to tell you this: the baby you hold in your arms is the child whose birth I have been awaiting for a hundred years.’

         The mother opened her mouth softly, as if she would taste the witch’s words.

         Her baby’s birth expected for a hundred years? What was her baby, then? A saint-to-be? Would there be candles lighting churches for her baby a hundred years from now?

         ‘Give her to me,’ said the witch. ‘Let me raise her. Then she will be a Woman of Power, and the son of a Czar will love her. Keep her and raise her yourself, and she will be a slave and a mother of slaves, nothing more. Give her to me.’

         The mother clung to her baby and shook her head.

         ‘You see the Ghost-drum at my back,’ said the ancient woman. ‘You know by that I am a shaman. I can shift my shape and follow the dead to their world. I know all the magics, and am a Woman of Power, yet I was born a slave too. On the night of my birth, a shaman came to my mother and begged me from her. The shaman raised me as her daughter, and gave me a gift of three hundred years of life. For a hundred years now I have beaten my drum every day, and asked the spirits to tell me when and where my witch-daughter would be born. This is the night: your child is the child. Give her to me. In my care she will never be hungry or frozen or cruelly treated; she will not be a slave. Give her to me, and she will be free; she will have Power.’

         Tears wetted the slopes of the mother’s face and neck. ‘I cannot,’ she said. ‘My baby doesn’t belong to me. I am a slave, her father is a slave, and she and we belong to Czar Guidon. If I gave you the baby, we should be whipped for giving away our master’s property. We should be executed for stealing from him.’

         The old woman hopped down from the stove and hurried to the door, which opened before she reached it, and slammed after her. The mother heard the outer door open, and slam too; and she lay quietly in the dark, with tears running over her face, wondering if the witch had gone away.

         But the doors opened and slammed again, and the witch came back. She carried a snowball as large as her head. She sat on the stove and shaped the snow in her hands, and it didn’t melt.

         As her strong, wrinkled hands, with their sharp, shifting bones, worked at the snow, the witch sang. Her voice travelled warm and humming through the dark, and seemed to set motes of darkness spinning. Lengthening, the notes of her voice rose into the rafters; and the young mother became calm and content as she listened.

         The witch shaped the snow like a baby.

         ‘Mine is a cold, pale baby,’ said the witch. ‘I have sung a spell into this snow, and even if you put it into the fire, it will not melt until summer comes again. When I have gone, and have taken my foster-daughter with me, you must show this snow-baby to your family and say that it is your baby’s dead body. No one will be surprised. Many babies die in winter. They will take the snow-baby away and bury it, and no one will see it melt in the earth when summer comes. You won’t be punished because a slave-baby died in a hard winter. Now give me your baby and take this one of snow.’

         The mother brought her baby from beneath the covers, but still clung and hesitated.

         The witch laid her hands on the baby, ‘Come; have sense and give her to me. Keep her, and you keep her enslaved.’

         The mother released her hold on the baby, and the witch pressed it to her own chest, refastening her thick coat, so the baby was fastened inside. The cold snow-baby, the witch put into the mother’s arms.

         Then the witch jumped down from the stove, put on her fur hat and her big gloves, cried, ‘I wish you well,’ and rushed to the door. The door flew open, and the witch was gone through it. The young mother pushed herself up on one elbow to see the last of the witch, but saw only a closed door, and heard nothing more than the slamming of the outer door, and the crackling of frost about the house.

         The snow-baby lay chillingly cold against her.

         Before the night was over the mother couldn’t remember if she had given her daughter to a night-visiting witch, or if the cold baby she held was her own baby frozen to death, and all the rest a dream.

         So uncertain was she that she told no one about the witch, but only said that her first child, a daughter, had died a few hours after birth, in the coldness of a winter night. But all her poor life the woman remembered the witch, and hoped that she had been no dream.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

            The Czar’s Bride-Choosing

         

         At the end of its golden chain, the scholar-cat walks round the oak and, as it walks, it tells this tale.

         Did the slave-woman dream (asks the cat) or did a witch truly take her baby? And, if a witch truly came, did the witch tell the truth, or did she take the baby, roast it, and eat it at a witches’ picnic? I shall think of the answers to these questions (says the cat) and while I am thinking, I shall tell of the Czar who rules this Czardom, the Great and Mighty, the Royal, the Compassionate, Czar Guidon.

         Czar Guidon, that spindly-legged, spindly-armed, fat-bellied man, like a spider. That man who calls himself God on Earth, and who murdered all his brothers and uncles and cousins to make himself Czar. That wicked (but whisper this) wicked, wicked man, the Czar Guidon.

         I shall tell of the Czar’s sister, the Imperial Princess Margaretta, who dyes her hair blue and never says what she means, but lies all the time. She was a small girl when her brother murdered all their relatives, and so he let her live. Now he wishes he had murdered her too.

         I shall tell (says the cat) of how the Czar found and married the woman Farida.

         And I shall tell of Czar Guidon’s son, the unfortunate, the lonely Safa Czarevich.

         Now (says the cat) I begin.

         
            *

         

         The riches of Czar Guidon were beyond all counting, all reckoning, for he owned everything in his Czardom: every coin, every jewel, every crumb of soil and clod of clay; every mountain, every hill, every hole.

         He owned every animal, wild or tame, alive or dead; and he owned every flower, every shoot, whether it grew in a wood, or in a field, in a garden, a window-box, a pot, or a crack in a wall.

         If a bird or an insect flew over the border into his Czardom, then he owned it.

         He owned the air they flew in. He owned the air in the lungs of his people.

         He owned the people.

         But he had no wife and no children.

         The Czar’s chair stood at the top of a tall flight of steps in the court-room at the centre of the Imperial Palace. The chair’s back was like the spread tail of a peacock, covered with bright eyes of enamel and jewels. The Czar’s advisers came and lay on their bellies at the foot of the Czar-chair’s steps, and they cried,

         ‘Oh, Compassionate Czar, do not punish us, but let us speak.’

         The Czar nodded to his captain, who stood on the Czar-chair’s lowest steps, and the captain stamped his foot as a sign that the advisers might speak.

         ‘Oh, Compassionate Czar,’ said the oldest of the advisers, ‘we beg you, take a wife, and have children with her, so there will be a Czar to rule us in the years to come.’

         This angered the Czar, but his anger passed, and he said, ‘There shall be a bride-choosing.’

         Among those gathered in the court-room was the Imperial Princess Margaretta. Smiling, she stepped forward in her blue silks and blue sapphires, and she said, ‘I am so pleased that my Imperial Brother is to take a wife. May I wish him, with all sincerity, a very happy marriage, and a dozen beautiful children to sit on his knee?’ All the courtiers politely clapped the Princess’s speech, but not one of them believed her. Everyone knew that the Princess wanted to be Czaritsa after her brother’s death, and if he had children, she would only have the trouble of murdering them.

         Everyone knew this: but still the Princess made her polite little speech and tried to sound as if she meant it; and still the courtiers applauded and tried to look as if they believed it. This is the way of Czars’ courts.

         But listen, (says the cat) the bride-choosing began.

         Messengers were sent to every city, town and village, to every house and hut, in the whole Czardom; and the message they carried was: ‘Every unmarried woman above the age of twelve must present herself at the Imperial City before the month is out. The Czar will choose a bride! Long live the Czar Guidon!’

         The message brought sorrow to the land. Each family looked at their unmarried daughters or sisters and dreaded that they might be chosen to be the Czar’s bride – a terrible thing, for Czars were cruel, and the relatives of Czars were crueller still.

         How long would the chosen bride live before being poisoned or smothered, or stabbed to death by the Imperial Princess?

         By slow carts, dressed in their oldest clothes, with their hair hacked short and ragged, all the unmarried women of the land made their way, from every part of the land, to the Imperial City. Their families wept for them, and prayed that the Czar would not like them.

         In the Imperial City, hundreds of carpenters were at work, building houses where the women would live while the Czar chose from among them.

         Hundreds of joiners made beds and stools and chests for the houses; and thousands of seamstresses stitched blankets, sheets, curtains and dresses.

         Tons of food were brought to huge kitchens, where hundreds of cooks worked over hundreds of fires to provide meals for the women; barrels of water were brought into the city, for the women’s washing, until it was said the rivers were dry.

         Swarms of clerks wrote down the women’s names, and the names of the places they came from.

         There were thousands and thousands of women. Noble and slave-women; widowed women; old, middle-aged and young women; mere girls.

         When the month was over, and every one of the new houses was filled with women, the clerks went from house to house, inspecting and questioning them all. They were to decide which of the women could be sent home without even being seen by the Czar. They knew that the Czar wanted a pretty wife, but a clever one too, and they set tests for the women to pass; simple tests at first.

         The women made the choice hard by trying to answer stupidly, to hide the skills they had. But the Czar was waiting, and the clerks were not over-long in making their decisions.

         The next day, hundreds of women were sent home, a few in disappointed tears, the many in tears of thankfulness and relief. Back they went to their families and a happier life than they could ever have had in the Imperial City.

         Those women who remained had to answer harder questions and pass stricter tests, sitting their exams in Czaritsaship. More of them were sent home; and the tests were made harder still. The clerks puzzled, argued, and made difficult choices, before sending home another hundred, and then another hundred, and another, until, of all the thousands who had come to the Imperial City for the bride-choosing, only one was left. That one was a young slave-woman from the south of the country. She was tall, dark-haired, dark-eyed, brown-skinned, beautiful and clever – but not so clever that she could be stupid. Her name was Farida.

         She had been born in a small, poor house with wooden walls and an earthen floor: now she was to be the lady of the Imperial Palace, which was as big as a town. A town of roofed streets which were corridors; of hills, which were stairs; of rooms as large as parade-grounds or market-squares, where fountains fell into marble bowls as wide as lakes. It was dark in the Palace, even when it was daylight outside, because the windows were not of glass, but of fine, polished sheets of stone; and the stone was painted with the Imperial Eagle, and the Imperial Bear; with the Holy Golden Crowns, and the Flowering Tree of Life.

         Farida explored long passages, passing from a cloudily candle-lit gloom to a gloom turned golden and rich by light falling through the gold of the Holy Crowns; and then into an emerald gloom, darker and greener than that of any forest, and on into the rich blue and scarlet gloom of the Eagle. Worse than the airless darkness of these corridors was the silence. No one spoke, not the guards nor the servants: talk was forbidden. Thick carpets swallowed the sounds of footsteps. This was the house of the Czar, the God on Earth, and only he was allowed to speak aloud without special permission. Servants and guards were whipped for making clatter. The Palace’s silence was ancient and frightening.

         It was all strange to Farida. She was given new clothes, taught to behave in new ways, and was not allowed to keep her own name. The day before her marriage, she was taken to the Imperial Chapel and baptised a second time. She was told that she had been reborn, and was no longer the slave Farida, but Katrina, the chosen bride of Guidon.

         To herself, she was still Farida.

         Czar Guidon and Katrina-Who-Had-Been-Farida were married, Katrina was crowned, and the feast lasted three days. All the nobles of the Czardom were there, to swear loyalty to the new Czaritsa. The Imperial Princess Margaretta, dressed in blue silk, blue diamonds and blue sapphires, and with her hair freshly dyed blue, swore not only loyalty but love, to her new sister. She spoke with such sincerity in her voice, and such a look of true affection on her face, that everyone watching her knew that she wished the Czaritsa dead, and was already planning ways to kill her.

         Many, many people pitied the Czaritsa, and none of them expected her to survive for long; but weeks went by, and weeks went by, and then the weeks were months, and still the Czaritsa was alive and, it seemed, the Czar loved her. At least he spoke to her pleasantly, and rarely kicked her. He had taken some thought to discover what she liked and what she disliked; and if some fruit, or flowers, or fine cloth were brought him, he would have it sent to her.

         Even the Imperial Princess Margaretta took notice of this liking the Czar had for his wife, and laid by her plans of murder.

         Then the Czaritsa’s doctor went to the Czar and told him that his wife had a child inside her. An heir to Guidon’s Czar-chair, whether a boy or a girl, would be born in seven months’ time.

         Czar Guidon had married to get an heir, but now he was promised one, he was afraid. For two days he didn’t visit the Czaritsa. He sent for his fortune-tellers and astrologers, and ordered them to foretell what the child would be, and how its life would run.

         Now these astrologers and soothsayers could no more tell the future than the Czar could, though some believed they could. Those that did believe so went away to read the stars, throw the bones, scatter the sand, or whatever else they did while they made their guesses.

         The rest called a most secret meeting in one of the Palace storerooms, to try to decide what would be the best and safest thing to tell the Czar.

         What was it that the Czar was hoping to hear them say? The darkness of the storeroom was lit only by a single candle, and voices without faces spoke from the gloom.

         ‘He wants us to say that his child will be as great a Czar as he is.’

         ‘No!’

         ‘We must say the child will be greater!’

         ‘No, no! We must say the child will never be as great. That’s what all fathers want to hear.’

         ‘Not at all. Fathers want to hear their children will be greater than themselves.’

         ‘If we say the child will never be as great, then Czar Guidon will execute us for calling his child a failure.’

         ‘If we say the child will be greater, then he will execute us for insulting him.’

         ‘What can we say?’ they asked each other.

         ‘Say the child will die young.’

         ‘What if it doesn’t? He won’t forget what we foretold.’

         ‘And what if it does die young? He will say we killed it by witchcraft.’

         It began to be clear that whatever they said, the Czar would be displeased. Several of them left the meeting, packed their belongings, and ran away in the night. Those that remained at last went to their beds, dreading the time the Czar would send for them, but hoping things would turn out not so bad as they expected after all.

         On the day the astrologers and soothsayers were called into the Czar’s presence, they were sorry sights. One after another they tottered to the foot of the Czar-chair’s steps, lay on their bellies, pressed their faces to the floor and begged for permission to speak. When permission was granted, they mumbled out whatever they hoped and guessed would please the Czar. None of them dared to look up at him. Many of them changed their minds about what they were going to say at the last moment. The child would be a girl – it would be a boy. It would be a great Czar or Czaritsa. It would quickly sicken and die. It would reign a hundred years.

         Czar Guidon became calmer as he listened; and this alarmed everyone so much that the last few fortune-tellers could not croak a sound, and the place at the foot of the Czar-chair’s steps was empty.

         Into the space stepped the Imperial Princess Margaretta, carrying scrolls of paper in her hands.

         She looked into the Czar’s face and said, ‘Great Guidon, Czar and brother; these last years I have taken much interest in the stars and the ways they may be read. I have studied the best writers on the subject and, I believe, I am further advanced in the art of astrology than any of these wretches.’ She held up her papers. ‘I have made a horoscope for your unborn child, dear brother. It is rough, of course. When the child is born, I shall be more accurate, but this is as good a horoscope as can be made at present. Forgive my presumption, and allow me to tell you of it, Czar.’

         Czar Guidon nodded his head.

         The Princess unrolled her papers and studied them. ‘The child will be a son, my dear brother; of that there is no doubt. He will have the beauty, courage and intelligence of his mother’s people: in short, he will be a great man. The people will love him.’

         Everyone in the court-room was peeping at the Czar. His face was white as plaster, and terrifying.

         The Imperial Princess went on, ‘The child’s talents will make him ambitious. He will want the Czar-chair, and he will kill his father for it. Few will judge him harshly for that, however – you are hated, brother, and your son will be loved. It grieves me to tell you this, but the stars spell it by their progressions, and I know you value the truth.’

         No one, from the most honoured courtier to the bravest soldier, could imagine how the Princess dared to say this.

         It was a long time before the Czar was able to speak. His voice had to force its way past the fear and fury that filled him. In a scratchy whisper – but everyone in the room heard him – he said, ‘Kill them, kill them. The astrologers, the fortune-tellers. Every one. Their heads – off!’

         The soldiers left their places round the walls and herded all the fortune-tellers together. They were driven through the doors and, as they went, they broke the rule of silence by shouting out desperate pleas and explanations. There was no help for them. In the nearest courtyard, every one of them was beheaded.

         ‘You, my dear sister, my Margaretta,’ said the Czar, ‘you and only you tell me the truth, and the truth is what I love, above all. I shall reward you, my sister.’

         The truth was the Imperial Princess Margaretta could foretell the future no better than the astrologers, but she knew what it was that her brother dreaded.

         Czar Guidon had never trusted his sister before, nor had he ever believed anything she told him; but he believed her this time, because what she told him was what he feared.

         ‘Guidon, great Czar and brother,’ said the Princess, smiling, ‘if I have served you, I already have my reward.’ She was sure that, because of what she had told him, he would have his wife and unborn child murdered. That was her reward.

         But the Czar didn’t have his wife murdered. The ways of Czars are not always to be understood.

         At the top of the tallest tower in the Imperial Palace was a beautiful enamelled dome. Inside that dome the Czar had a little room built, and furnished with low tables and thick cushions. The Czaritsa Katrina-Who-Had-Been-Farida was carried to that room and locked in, with only one woman for company, a slave-woman named Marien.

         Soldiers were set to guard the door of the tower, the stairs, and the door of the little dome-room. The Czar’s orders were that his wife and her maid were never to leave the room, nor was anyone else to be allowed in.

         The Princess Margaretta tried to visit the Czaritsa, but the soldiers would not let her by. She tried to send the Czaritsa poisoned gifts, but the soldiers would not deliver them. It was useless to try to poison the Czaritsa’s food, for all the food served to the Czar and Czaritsa was first tasted by slaves who were specially trained to recognise the flavour of poisons. Those flavours could not be disguised from them by any spice, or any degree of sourness or sweetness. The Czaritsa was safe from everyone except her husband; the unborn baby from everyone except its father.

         High in the little room inside the enamelled dome, the Czaritsa spent her days in grieving, and wishing that she had never been married. The maid, Marien, tried to cheer her with promises of how happy she would be when her child was born, but the Czaritsa said, ‘How can that be? My husband is a cruel man, and he is angry with me. The Princess hates me, and would kill me and my child if she could. How can there be any happiness for us in the future? It would be best if I died, and the child with me.’

         ‘Oh no, no, no,’ said Marien. ‘You must look on the bright side of things, Farida, little sister.’

         Marien and Farida were country-women and fellow-slaves, and they cared nothing for new names and new titles, but called each other by the names their parents had given them.

         For long hours Farida would sit silent, trying to think of a way she could make the future happy for herself and her child. She hated the Czar, and did not think of the child as his at all, but as hers alone.

         When it was born, she must somehow escape from this tower and find her way over the wild country between this Palace and her home. She had no idea which way to go, but she would find it. And when she reached home, she and all her family would travel away into another country, out of the reach of Czar Guidon. Her baby would go with them, and would grow up, loved by its grandparents, its aunts, its uncles and its mother. It would know nothing of its cruel father.

         That was her plan, and it was still her plan on the day her child was born. It was a boy. Marien wrapped him and laid him in his gold and ivory cradle. ‘Let me rest awhile,’ Farida said, ‘and then I will take him home.’

         Her rest turned to a fever, and within three days she died. It was Marien who named the child Safa.

         The Czar Guidon knew neither that his wife was dead, nor that he had a son. No one dared tell him.

         The news had travelled from soldier to soldier down the steps of the tower; and from the soldiers to the other slaves, and from them to the nobles and priests and the Princess Margaretta. Everyone in the Palace knew, except the Czar.

         The eyes of the courtiers followed the Princess everywhere, hoping that she would tell the Czar.

         But the Princess was too cunning and said nothing.

         Meanwhile the Czaritsa’s body lay on the bed in the dome-room at the top of the highest tower, and Marien needed clothes, milk and toys for the baby.

         She begged these things from the soldiers, who begged them from their wives, mothers and sisters, but soon Marien said to herself, ‘This is foolish. My poor sister must be buried, and little Safa will need new clothes as he grows bigger.’

         She asked a soldier to step inside the room and watch the baby, while she went down the stairs, winding round and round, passing soldier after soldier. At the bottom, she asked to see the sergeant.

         The sergeant sent her to a lieutenant, and the lieutenant sent her to a captain; and the captain sent her to the Czar’s steward, who was in charge of all the slaves in the Palace.

         ‘Will you go to the Czar and tell him that his wife is dead and must be buried, and that his son is born and must be provided for?’ asked Marien, as she had asked the captain, the lieutenant and the sergeant.

         The steward would not, but took her to the most noble of the Czar’s advisers. ‘Has the Czar been told of his wife’s death and his son’s birth?’ asked Marien.

         The adviser took her to the apartments of the Imperial Princess Margaretta, and of her Marien asked the same question.

         The Princess smiled kindly. ‘I shall myself conduct you into the Imperial presence of my great brother,’ she said. ‘You shall have the honour of being the one to tell him.’ And the Princess rose from her chair, and herself led the way, on her own Imperial feet, through the gloomily jewel-lit, silent corridors.

         Slaves opened doors before them and closed them after them. Each pair of doors opened on rooms higher and larger and more painted and gilded than the last, until they reached the immense private apartments of the Czar, where the Czar lived in state like a flea in a cathedral. There the Princess, still smiling, left Marien. Her brother would be so furious at the news, she thought, that he would order the dead Czaritsa, the newborn baby, and Marien to be buried in the same grave.

         The Czar lay on his bed, his Bible beside him. He looked at Marien and waited for her to speak.

         Oh, how Marien wished she had not come! Now she realised that her words might bring about not only her own death, but also the death of the baby she had taken into her care.

         What words should she choose? What words would make the Czar loving and gentle? She knelt on the floor, bowed her head and made herself as small as possible. ‘Oh Father, protector of us all,’ she cried, ‘do not punish me for daring to speak to you. I have sad news of your wife, forgive me. She is dead, Czar.’

         The Czar did not speak, and Marien did not dare to look at him.

         ‘Father, dear Czar, be patient – I have come to beg you to give orders for the funeral, please.’

         Crouched on the carpet, with her nose in its fluff, Marien heard the words of the Czar.

         ‘She shall have her funeral, she shall have her grave. A small grave, but over it I shall build an Imperial Church. Every day and every night it will be filled with candles burning for her. A thousand priests will pray never-endingly for her soul.’

         A strange grave, thought Marien, for a woman who had spent so many months in a tiny dome-room.

         ‘Czar, be merciful,’ said Marien, her nose still in the carpet. ‘Be kind to me when you hear there is more news. Your wife bore a living child before she died. I beg you, let me have all I need for this child. Czar, Czar, have tenderness for your own child.’

         ‘Is this child,’ came the Czar’s voice, ‘a boy, or is it a girl?’

         What did the Czar mean? Poor Marien’s mind ran round in her skull. Did this mean he would be angry if it was a boy and pleased if it was a girl? Or would he be pleased with a son and angry with a daughter? Both sons and daughters can rule a Czardom after their father is dead; sons and daughters both can murder a father for his power.

         Marien rocked to and fro on her knees, striking her forehead on the carpet, weeping and wetting the rich, soft carpet with her tears. She did not answer the Czar at all, but only cried out, over and over, ‘Be merciful, great Czar, be merciful, I beg you, I beg you!’

         The Czar called for his captain of guards, and that silenced Marien immediately. In came the captain, with his long, heavy sword that could chop off a head at a blow. To the captain, the Czar said, ‘Take this woman back to the Czaritsa’s tower. She is the Imperial Nurse, and anything she needs is to be given to her. Carry the body of the Czaritsa to the Imperial Chapel. Ring the bells for her.’

         The captain saluted and dragged Marien to her feet by one arm. She was trembling so much that she could hardly stand, and once outside the Czar’s apartments, she had to kneel in the dim corridors and cover her face with her hands while she gave thanks and waited for her heart to recover its normal pace and her legs their strength.

         When she at last climbed back to the dome-room, the body of the Czaritsa had already been taken away, and the Imperial bells were already shaking the stones of their tower and shuddering the air with their terrible tolling, doleful sound, as they announced the death.
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