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Chapter One



IN WHICH A PROGRESSIVE WOMAN FINDS
HERSELF IN A QUITE DESPERATE SITUATION


La Revue Parisienne


14 (2) July 1877


Our correspondent, now already in his second week with the Russian Army of the Danube, informs us that in his order of the day for yesterday, 1st July (13th July in the European style), the Emperor Alexander thanks his victorious troops, who have succeeded in forcing a crossing of the Danube and breaching the borders of the Ottoman state. His Imperial Majesty’s order affirms that the enemy has been utterly crushed and in no more than two weeks’ time at the very most the Orthodox cross will be raised over Saint Sophia in Constantinople. The advancing army is encountering almost no resistance, unless one takes into account the mosquito bites inflicted on the Russian lines of communication by flying detachments of the so-called Bashi-Bazouks (‘mad-heads’), a species of half-bandit and half-partisan, famed for their savage disposition and bloodthirsty ferocity.


According to Saint Augustine, woman is a frail and fickle creature, and the great obscurantist and misogynist was right a thousand times over – at least with regard to a certain individual by the name of Varvara Suvorova.


It had all started out as such a jolly adventure, but now it had come to this. She only had her own stupid self to blame – Mama had told Varya time and time again that sooner or later she would land herself in a jam, and now she had. In the course of one of their many tempestuous altercations her father, a man of great wisdom endowed with the patience of a saint, had divided his daughter’s life into three periods: the imp in a skirt; the perishing nuisance; the loony nihilist. To this very day Varya still prided herself on this characterisation, declaring that she had no intention of resting on her laurels as yet; but this time her self-confidence had played her a really mean trick.


Why, oh why had she agreed to make a halt at the tavern – this korchma, or whatever it was they called the abominable dive? Her driver, that dastardly thief Mitko, had started his whining with those funny Bulgarian endings: ‘Let’s water the hossesta, let’s water the hossesta.’ So they had stopped to water the horses. O God, what was she going to do now?


Varya was sitting in the corner of a dingy and utterly filthy shed at a table of rough-hewn planks, feeling frightened to death. Only once before had she ever experienced such grim, hopeless terror, when at the age of six she broke her grandmother’s favourite teacup and hid under the divan to await the inevitable retribution.


If she could only pray – but progressive women didn’t pray. And meanwhile the situation looked absolutely desperate.


Well then . . . The St Petersburg–Bucharest leg of her route had been traversed rapidly enough, even comfortably: the express train (two passenger coaches and ten flatcars with artillery pieces) had rushed Varya to the capital of the principality of Roumania in three days. The brown eyes of the lady with the bobbed hair, who smoked papyrosas and refused on principle to allow her hand to be kissed, had very nearly set the army officers and staff functionaries bound for the theatre of military operations at each others’ throats. At every halt Varya was presented with bouquets of flowers and punnets of strawberries. She threw the bouquets out of the window, because they were vulgar, and soon she was obliged to forswear the strawberries as well, because they brought her out in a red rash. It had turned out to be a rather jolly and pleasant journey, although from an intellectual and ideological perspective, of course, all of her suitors were absolute maggots. There was, to be sure, one cornet who was reading Lamartine and had even heard of Schopenhauer, and he had been more subtle in paying court than the others; but Varya had explained to him – as one comrade to another – that she was travelling to join her fiancé, after which the cornet’s behaviour had been quite irreproachable. He had not been at all bad-looking, either, rather like Lermontov. Oh, bother the cornet, anyway.


The second stage of her journey had also gone off without as much as a single hitch. There was a stagecoach which ran from Bucharest to Turnu-Megurele. She had been obliged to swallow a little dust as she bounced and jolted along, but it had brought her within arm’s reach of her goal; for rumour had it that the general headquarters of the Army of the Danube were located on the far side of the river, in Tsarevitsy.


This was the point at which she had to put into effect the final and most crucial part of The Plan which she had worked out back in St Petersburg (that was what Varya called it to herself: The Plan, with capital letters). Yesterday evening, under cover of darkness, she had crossed the Danube in a boat a little above Zimnitsa, where two weeks previously the heroic Fourteenth Division under General Dragomirov had completed a forced crossing of that formidable watery barrier. This was the beginning of Turkish territory, the zone of military operations, and it would certainly be only too easy to slip up here. There were Cossack patrols roaming the roads, and if she once let her guard down she was as good as done for – she would be packed off back to Bucharest in the winking of an eye. But Varya was a resourceful girl, so she had anticipated this and taken appropriate measures.


The discovery of a coaching inn in the Bulgarian village on the south bank of the Danube had been a really great stroke of luck, and after that things had gone from good to better; the landlord understood Russian and had promised to give her a reliable vodach – a guide – for only five roubles. Varya had bought wide trousers much like Turkish chalvars, a shirt, boots, a sleeveless jacket and an idiotic cloth cap, and a change of clothes had instantly transformed her from a European lady into a skinny Bulgarian youth who would not arouse the slightest suspicion in any patrol. She had deliberately commissioned a roundabout route, avoiding the columns of march, in order to enter Tsarevitsy not from the north but from the south; and there, in the general army headquarters, was Pyotr Yablokov, Varya’s . . . Well, actually, it is not quite clear just who he is. Her fiancé? Her comrade? Her husband? Let us call him her former husband and future fiancé. And also – naturally – her comrade.


They had set out while it was still dark on a creaky, ramshackle carutza, a Roumanian-style cart. Her vodach Mitko, tight-lipped, with grey moustaches, chewed tobacco all the while, constantly ejecting long streams of brown spittle on to the road (Varya winced every time he did it). At first he had crooned some exotic Balkan melody, then he had fallen silent and sunk into a reverie. It was clear enough now what thoughts he had been pondering.


He could have killed me, Varya thought with a shudder. Or even worse. And without the slightest problem – who would bother investigating in these parts? They would just blame those what’s-their-names – Bashi-Bazouks.


But though things may have stopped short of murder, they had turned out quite badly enough. That traitor Mitko had led his female travelling companion to a tavern which resembled more than anything a bandit’s den, seated her at a table and ordered some cheese and a jug of wine to be brought, while he himself turned back towards the door, gesturing as much as to say: I’ll be back in a moment. Varya had dashed after him, not wishing to be abandoned in this dim, dirty and distinctly malodorous sink of iniquity, but Mitko had said he needed to step outside – not to put too fine a point on it – in order to satisfy a call of nature. When Varya did not understand, he had explained his meaning with a gesture and she had returned to her seat covered in confusion.


The duration of the call of nature had exceeded all conceivable limits. Varya ate a little of the salty, unappetising cheese, took a sip of the sour wine and then, unable any longer to endure the curiosity that the fearsome denizens of the public house had begun to evince in her person, she went out into the yard.


Outside the door she froze in horror.


There was not a trace of the carutza or of the trunk with all her things which it contained. Her travelling medicine chest was in the trunk, and in the medicine chest, between the lint and the bandages, lay her passport and absolutely all her money.


Varya was just about to run out on to the road when the landlord, with a bright crimson nose and warts on his cheek, came darting out of the korchma in his red shirt. He shouted angrily and gestured: pay up first, and then you can leave. Varya went back inside, because the landlord had frightened her and she had nothing with which she could pay him. She sat down quietly in the corner and tried to think of what had happened as an adventure. But she failed miserably.


There was not a single woman in the tavern. The dirty, loud-mouthed yokels behaved quite unlike Russian peasants, who are quiet and inoffensive and talk amongst themselves in low voices until they get drunk, while these louts were bawling raucously as they downed red wine by the tankard, constantly erupting into loud and rapacious (or so it seemed to Varya) laughter. At a long table on the far side of the room they were playing dice, breaking into uproarious dispute following every throw. On one occasion, when they fell to quarrelling more loudly than usual, a small man who was extremely drunk was struck over the head with a clay tankard. He lay there sprawled under the table and nobody paid the slightest attention to him.


The landlord nodded in Varya’s direction and passed some savoury remark, at which the men sitting at nearby tables turned in her direction and roared in malevolent laughter. Varya squirmed and tugged her cap down over her eyes. Nobody else sitting in the tavern was wearing a cap, but she couldn’t take it off or her hair would come tumbling down. Not that it was really long – Varya wore her hair short, as befitted a modern woman – but even so it would betray her membership of the weaker sex. That disgusting designation invented by men: ‘the weaker sex’. But, alas, it was only too true.


Now their eyes were boring into Varya from every side, and their glances were viscous and disgusting. The only ones who seemed to have no time for her were the dice-players and some dejected type sitting two tables away with his back to her, his nose buried in a tankard of wine. All she could see of him was a head of short-trimmed black hair greying at the temples.


Varya began to feel really terrified. Stop snivelling, she said to herself. You’re a strong, grown-up woman, not some prim young lady. You have to tell them you’re Russian and you’re travelling to join your fiancé in the army. We are the liberators of Bulgaria; everyone here is glad to see us. And then, speaking Bulgarian is so easy: you just have to add ‘ta’ to everything. Russian armyta. Fiancéta. Fiancéta of Russian soldierta. Or something of the sort.


She turned towards the window – maybe Mitko would suddenly turn up? Maybe he had taken the horses to the watering place and now he was on his way back? But alas, there was no sign of Mitko or any carutza out on the dusty street. Varya did, however, notice something that had failed to catch her attention earlier: protruding above the houses was a low minaret covered in chipped and peeling paint. Oh! Could the village possibly be Moslem? But the Bulgarians were Christians, Orthodox, everybody knew that. What’s more, they were drinking wine, and that was forbidden to Moslems by the Koran. But if the village was Christian, then what on earth did the minaret mean? And if it was Moslem, then whose side were they on, ours or the Turks? Hardly ours. It looked as though the ‘armyta’ might not be much help after all.


O, Lord, what was she to do?


At the age of fourteen, in a Holy Scripture class, little Varya Suvorova had been struck by an idea so unimpugnable in its very obviousness that it was hard to believe nobody had ever thought of it before. If God created Adam first and Eve afterwards, far from demonstrating that men were more important, this demonstrated that women were more perfect. Man was the experimental prototype of the human being, the rough draft, while woman was the final approved version, as finally revised and amended. Why, it was as clear as day! But for some reason the real, interesting side of life belonged exclusively to the men and all the women did was have children and do embroidery, then have more children and do more embroidery. Why was there such injustice in the world? Because men were stronger. And that meant she had to be strong.


So little Varya had decided she was going to live her life differently. The United States already had the first woman doctor in Mary Jacobi and the first woman priest in Antoinette Blackwell, while life in Russia was still riddled with dodoism and patriarchal discipline. But never mind, just give her time!


On graduating from girls’ high school Varya had emulated the United States in waging a victorious war of independence (her papa, the solicitor Suvorov, proved to be a spineless weakling) and started training to be a midwife – thereby making the transition from ‘perishing nuisance’ to ‘loony nihilist’.


The training did not work out well. Varya mastered the theoretical part with no difficulty, although she found many aspects of the process of creating a human being quite astonishing, even incredible; but when her turn came to assist at a genuine birth, it had proved most embarrassing. Unable to bear the heart-rending howls of the woman giving birth and the terrible sight of the flattened head of the infant as it emerged from the tormented and bloody flesh, Varya had disgraced herself by slumping to the floor in a dead faint, after which the only course left open to her had been to study to be a telegrapher. It had been flattering at first to become one of the first female telegraphers in Russia – they had even written about Varya in the St Petersburg Gazette (an article entitled ‘Long Overdue’ in the issue of the 28th of November 1875), but the job had proved to be boring beyond all endurance and without any prospects of advancement whatsoever.


And so Varvara, to her parents’ relief, had taken herself off to their Tambov estate – not to idle her time away, but to nurture and educate the peasant children. It was there, in a brand-new school building still exuding the scent of fresh pinewood sawdust, that she had met the St Petersburg student Pyotr Yablokov, her Petya. Pyotr taught arithmetic, geography and basic natural science and Varvara taught all the other subjects. Quite soon, however, the peasants had realised that there were neither wages nor any other form of gratification to be earned by attending school, and they had taken their children back home – Enough of that loafing about, there’s work to be done! But by that time Varya and Petya had already mapped out the course of their future life: free, modern, founded on mutual respect and a rational division of responsibilities.


She had put an end to humiliating dependence on her parents’ handouts and they had rented a flat on the Vyborg side – with mice, but also with three whole rooms – in order to be able to live like Vera Pavlovna and Lopukhov in Chernyshevsky’s What is to be Done? They each had their own territory and the third room was reserved for one-to-one discussions and receiving guests. To the landlords they had called themselves husband and wife, but their cohabitation was exclusively comradely in nature: in the evening they would read, drink tea and converse in the communal living room, then they wished each other good night and went to their separate rooms. They had lived in this way for almost a year, and lived very well, in perfect harmony, without any vulgarity or filth. Pyotr studied at the university and gave lessons and Varvara qualified as a stenographer and earned as much as a hundred roubles a month. She kept the records of court proceedings and took down the memoirs of a crazy old general, the conqueror of Warsaw; and then, on the recommendation of friends, she had found herself recording the text of a novel for a Great Writer (we shall dispense with names, since the arrangement ended in unpleasantness). Varya regarded the Great Writer with veneration and had absolutely refused to accept any payment, feeling that she was quite fortunate enough to be doing such work at all; but the intellectual luminary had misinterpreted her refusal. He was terribly old, over fifty, burdened with a large family and not at all good-looking, but there was no denying that he spoke eloquently and convincingly: virginity really was a ridiculous prejudice, bourgeois morality was repulsive and there was nothing shameful about human nature. Varya had listened and then consulted for hours on end with her Petya about what she ought to do. Petya agreed that chastity and hypocritical piety were shackles imposed on women, but he resolutely counselled her against entering into physiological relations with the Great Writer. He grew heated and attempted to demonstrate that the Writer was not so very Great after all, even though he did have past services to his credit – that many progressive people actually regarded him as a reactionary. It had all ended, as previously mentioned, unpleasantly. One day the Great Writer, breaking off the dictation of a scene of exceptional power (Varya was writing with tears in her eyes) began breathing noisily, then he gave a loud snort, embraced his brown-haired stenographer clumsily round the shoulders and dragged her over to the divan. For a while she endured his unintelligible whisperings and the touch of his trembling fingers, which had become hopelessly entangled in her hooks and buttons, until suddenly she realised quite clearly – she did not, in fact, understand it so much as sense it – that this was all wrong and it simply could not happen. She pushed the Great Writer away, ran out of the room and never went back.


This story had a bad effect on Pyotr. It was March, spring had come early, the breeze blowing from the Neva was redolent of open spaces and drifting ice, and Pyotr had given her an ultimatum: things could not go on as they were; they were made for each other; their relations had stood the test of time. They were both flesh and blood and they had no business attempting to defy the laws of nature. Of course, he would settle for carnal love without a wedding ceremony, but it would be better to get married properly, since it would spare them many complications. And somehow he had managed to put things so cleverly that afterwards only one thing was discussed: which kind of wedding they should have, civil or church. The arguments continued until April, but in April the long-expected war for the liberation of the Russian people’s Slav brethren had broken out, and as a man of honour Pyotr Yablokov had signed up as a volunteer. Before his departure Varya had promised him two things: that she would soon give him her final answer and that they would assuredly fight together side by side – somehow she would think of a way.


And so she had. Not immediately, but she had thought of a way. She had failed to get a job as a nurse in a temporary military infirmary or a field hospital – they refused to take her incomplete midwifery studies into consideration. Nor were female telegraphers being taken on for active army service. Varya had been on the point of succumbing to despair when a letter arrived from Roumania: Petya complained that he had not been allowed to join the infantry because of his flat feet and had been retained at headquarters on the staff of the commander-in-chief, the Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaevich – for volunteer Yablokov was a mathematician and the army was desperately short of cryptographers.


It would not be too difficult to find some kind of work at general headquarters, Varya had decided, or, if the worst came to the worst, simply to lose herself in the hurly-burly at the rear, and she had immediately formulated The Plan, of which the first two stages had worked so wonderfully well, but the third had culminated in disaster.


Meanwhile events were moving to a conclusion. The crimson-nosed landlord burbled something menacing and began waddling towards Varya, wiping his hands on a grey towel and looking in his red shirt very much like an executioner approaching the block. Her mouth went dry and she felt a bit sick. Perhaps she should pretend to be deaf and dumb?


The dejected type sitting with his back to her rose unhurriedly to his feet, walked over to Varya’s table and sat down facing her without speaking. She saw a pale face, almost boyish despite the greying temples, with cold blue eyes, a thin moustache and an unsmiling mouth. It was a strange face, quite unlike the faces of the other peasants, though the stranger was dressed in the same way as they were – excepting only that his jacket was a little newer and his shirt was cleaner.


The blue-eyed stranger did not even glance round at the landlord; he merely waved his hand dismissively, and the menacing executioner immediately withdrew behind his counter. Varya, however, felt none the calmer for that. On the contrary, indeed, the most terrifying part was only just about to begin.


She wrinkled up her forehead, readying herself for the sound of foreign speech. Better if she did not speak but merely nodded and shook her head. Only she must not forget that the Bulgarians did everything in reverse: when you nodded it meant ‘No’; when you shook your head it meant ‘Yes’.


The blue-eyed man, however, did not ask her any questions. He sighed dejectedly, and spoke to her with a slight stammer in perfect Russian:


‘Ah, m-mademoiselle, you would have done better to wait for your fiancé at home. This is not a novel by Mayne Reed. Things could have t-turned out very badly.’







Chapter Two



IN WHICH MANY INTERESTING MEN APPEAR


The Russian Invalid (St Petersburg)


2 (14) July 1877


Following the conclusion of an armistice between the Sublime Porte and Serbia many patriots of the Slavic cause, valiant knights of the Russian land who served as volunteers under the leadership of the courageous General Chernyaev, have hearkened to the call of the Tsar-Liberator and at the risk of their lives are making their way over wild mountains and through dark forests to the land of Bulgaria, in order to be reunited with the Orthodox Christian forces and crown their sacred feat of arms with the long-awaited victory.


Varya did not immediately grasp the meaning of what had been said. Out of inertia she first nodded, then shook her head and only after that did she open her mouth wide in amazement.


‘Don’t be surprised,’ the strange peasant said in a dull voice. ‘The fact that you are a g-girl is immediately obvious – a strand of your hair has crept out from under your cap on that side. That is one.’ (Varya furtively tucked the treacherous curl back into place.) ‘The fact that you are Russian is also obvious: the snub nose, the Great Russian line of the cheekbones, the light-brown hair, and – most importantly – the absence of any suntan. That is two. As for your fiancé, that is equally simple: you are p-proceeding on your way surreptitiously, so you must be on private business. And what private business could a young woman of your age possibly have with an army in the field? Only romance. That makes three. Now for number f-four: that moustachioed fellow who brought you in here and then disappeared was your guide? And, of course, your money was hidden among your things? F-foolish. You should keep everything of importance about your p-person. What is your name?’


‘Varya Suvorova, Varvara Andreevna Suvorova.’ Varya whispered in fright. ‘Who are you? Where are you from?’


‘Erast Petrovich Fandorin. A Serbian volunteer. I am making my way home from Turkish captivity.’


Thank God! Varya had already decided he must be a hallucination. A Serbian volunteer! From Turkish captivity! Glancing reverentially at his grey temples, she was unable to refrain from asking, and even pointing impolitely with her finger: ‘Is that because they tortured you there? I’ve read about the horrors of Turkish captivity. And I suppose that’s what caused your stammer too?’


Erast Fandorin frowned and replied reluctantly. ‘No-body tortured me. They plied me with coffee from morning till evening and conversed exclusively in French. I lived as a guest with the K-Kaimakam of Vidin.’


‘With whom?’


‘Vidin is a town on the Roumanian border, and a kaimakam is a governor. As for the stammer, that is a c-consequence of an old concussion.’


‘So you escaped?’ she asked enviously. ‘And you are on your way to the active army to continue the fight?’


‘No, I have done quite enough fighting already.’


Varya’s face must have expressed extreme bewilderment. In any event, the volunteer felt it necessary to elucidate: ‘War, Varvara Andreevna, is abominable and disgusting. In war no one is right and no one is wrong. And there are good and bad on both sides. Only the good are usually k-killed first.’


‘Then why did you go to Serbia as a volunteer?’ she asked heatedly. ‘Nobody drove you to it, I suppose?’


‘Out of egotistical considerations. I was unwell and in need of treatment.’


Varya was astonished. ‘Can people be healed by war?’


‘Yes. The sight of others’ p-pain makes it easier to bear one’s own. I found myself at the front two weeks before Chernyaev’s army was routed. After that I had more than my fill of wandering through the mountains and shooting. Thank God, I don’t th-think I hit anybody.’


He is either trying to strike a pose or is simply a cynic, Varya thought, rather annoyed, and she remarked caustically: ‘You should have stayed with your kaimakam until the war was over. What point was there in escaping?’


‘I did not escape. Yusuf-pasha let me go.’


‘Then what on earth brought you to Bulgaria?’


‘A certain matter,’ Fandorin replied curtly. ‘Where were you heading yourself?’


‘To Tsarevitsy, to the commander-in-chief’s headquarters. And you?’


‘To Bela. Rumour has it that His Majesty’s staff is located there.’ The volunteer paused, knitted his narrow eyebrows briefly in displeasure and sighed. ‘But I could go to the commander-in-chief.’


‘Really?’ Varya exclaimed in delight. ‘Oh, let’s go together, shall we? I really don’t know what I should have done if I hadn’t met you.’


‘There is really nothing t-to it. You would have ordered the landlord to deliver you into the custody of the nearest Russian unit, and that would have been the end of the matter.’


‘Ordered? The landlord of a korchma?’ Varya asked fearfully.


‘This is not a korchma, but a mehana.’


‘Very well, a mehana. But the village is Moslem, surely?’


‘It is.’


‘Then they would have handed me over to the Turks!’


‘I have no wish to offend you, Varvara Andreevna, but you are not of the slightest interest to the Turks, and this way the landlord would m-most certainly have received a reward from your fiancé.’


‘I would much rather go with you,’ Varya implored him. ‘Oh, please!’


‘I have one old nag, on its last legs. It cannot take two of us. And all the money I have is three kurus. Enough to pay for the wine and cheese, but no more . . . We need another horse or at least an ass. And that will require at least a hundred.’


Varya’s new acquaintance paused while he pondered on something. He glanced across at the dice-players and sighed heavily once again: ‘Stay here. I shall be back in a moment.’


He walked slowly over to the gamblers and stood beside their table for five minutes, observing. Then he said something (Varya could not hear it) at which all of them instantly stopped casting the dice and turned towards him. Fandorin pointed to Varya and she squirmed on her chair under the stares that were directed at her. Then there was a burst of general laughter – quite obviously ribald and insulting to Varya, but it clearly never even entered Fandorin’s head to defend a lady’s honour. Instead he shook the hand of some fat man with a moustache and sat down on the bench. The others made room for him and a knot of curious observers rapidly gathered round the table.


It seemed that the volunteer had ventured a bet. But with what money? Three kurus? He would have to play for a long time to win a horse. Varya began to worry, realising that she had put her trust in a man whom she did not know at all. He looked strange, spoke strangely, acted strangely . . . but on the other hand, what choice did she really have?


There was a murmur in the crowd of idle onlookers – the fat man had thrown the dice. Then they clattered once again and the walls shook as the crowd howled in unison.


‘T-twelve,’ Fandorin announced calmly in Bulgarian and stood up. ‘Where are my winnings?’


The fat man also leapt to his feet, seized the volunteer by his sleeve and started speaking rapidly, his eyes bulging wildly.


He kept repeating: ‘Another round, another round!’


Fandorin waited for him to finish then nodded decisively; but his acquiescence apparently failed to satisfy the loser, who began yelling louder than before and waving his arms about. Fandorin nodded again, even more decisively, and then Varya recalled the Bulgarian paradox, by which if you nodded it meant ‘No’.


At this point the loser decided to move from words to actions: he drew his arm well back and all the idle onlookers shied away; but Erast Fandorin did not budge, except that his right hand, seemingly inadvertently, slipped rapidly into his pocket. The gesture was almost imperceptible, but its effect on the fat man was magical. He wilted instantly, sobbed and uttered some plaintive appeal. This time Fandorin shook his head, tossed a couple of coins to the landlord, who had appeared beside him, and set off towards the exit. He did not even glance at Varya, but she had no need of an invitation – she was up from her seat and at her rescuer’s side in an instant.


‘The second l-last,’ said Erast Fandorin, squinting in concentration as he halted on the porch.


Varya followed the direction of his gaze and saw a long row of horses, asses and mules standing along the hitching rail and calmly munching hay.


‘There he is, your B-Bucephalus,’ said the volunteer, pointing at a small brown donkey. ‘Not much to look at, but then there’s not so far to fall.’


‘You mean you won it?’ Varya asked in sudden realisation.


Fandorin nodded without speaking as he unhitched a scraggy grey mare.


He helped his travelling companion into the wooden saddle, leapt up on to his own grey with considerable agility and they rode out on to a country road brightly illuminated by the midday sun.


‘Is it far to Tsarevitsy?’ Varya asked, jolting in time to the short steps of her fluffy-eared mount.


‘If we do not g-go astray, we shall reach it by nightfall,’ the horseman replied grandly from above her.


He had become totally Turkicised in captivity, Varya thought angrily. He could at least have seated the lady on the horse. Typical male narcissism! A preening peacock! A vain drake, interested in nothing but flaunting himself before the dull grey duck. I already look like God only knows what, and now I have to play Sancho Panza to the Knight of the Mournful Visage.


‘What have you got in your pocket?’ she asked, remembering. ‘A pistol, is it?’


Fandorin was surprised: ‘In what pocket? Ah, in my p-pocket. Nothing, unfortunately.’


‘I see, and what if he had not been frightened?’


‘I would not have sat down to play with someone who would not be frightened.’


‘But how could you win a donkey with a single throw?’ Varya asked inquisitively. ‘Surely that man didn’t bet his donkey against three kurus?’


‘Of course not.’


‘Then what did you bet?’


‘You,’ Fandorin replied imperturbably. ‘A girl for a donkey – now that is a worthwhile wager. I beg your gracious forgiveness, Varvara Andreevna, but there was no alternative.’


‘Forgiveness!’ Varya swayed so wildly in the saddle that she almost slipped over to one side. ‘What if you had lost?’


‘Varvara Andreevna, I happen to possess one unusual quality. I absolutely detest games of chance, but whenever I do happen to play I am sure to win without fail. Les caprices de la f-fortune! I even won my freedom from the pasha of Vidin at backgammon.’


Not knowing what reply to make to such a flippant declaration, Varya chose to be mortally offended, and therefore they rode on in silence. The barbarous saddle, a veritable instrument of torture, caused her a host of discomforts, but she endured them all, from time to time shifting her centre of gravity.


‘Is it hard?’ Fandorin asked. ‘Would you like to place my jacket under you?’


Varya did not reply because, in the first place, his suggestion seemed to her not entirely proper and, in the second place, on a point of principle.


The road wound on for a long time between low wooded hills, then descended to a plain. In all this time the travellers encountered no one and Varya was beginning to feel alarmed. Several times she stole a sideways glance at Fandorin, but that blockhead remained absolutely imperturbable and made no further attempt to strike up a conversation.


Wouldn’t she cut a fine figure, though, appearing in Tsarevitsy in an outfit like this? It wouldn’t matter to Petya, she supposed: she could dress up in sackcloth as far as he was concerned – he wouldn’t notice; but there would be the headquarters staff, society people. If she turned up looking like a scarecrow . . . Varya tore her cap off her head, ran her hand through her hair and felt really depressed. Not that her hair was anything special in any case: it was that dull, mousy colour which is called light brown, and her masquerade had left it all tangled and matted. It had last been washed over two days ago in Bucharest. No, she had better wear the cap. A Bulgarian peasant’s outfit was not so bad after all; it was practical and even striking in its own way. The chalvars were actually rather like the famous ‘bloomers’ that the English suffragettes used to wear in their struggle with those absurd and humiliating drawers and petticoats. If only she could draw them in round the waist with a broad scarlet sash, like in Mozart’s Die Entführung aus dem Serail (she and Petya had seen it last autumn at the Mariinsky Theatre), they would actually be rather picturesque.


Suddenly Varvara Suvorova’s musings were interrupted in a most unceremonious fashion. The volunteer leaned over and seized the donkey’s bridle, the stupid animal came to an abrupt halt and Varya was almost sent flying over its long-eared head.


‘What’s wrong with you, have you gone mad?’


‘Whatever happens now, do not say a word,’ Fandorin said in a quiet and very serious voice, gazing forward along the road.


Varya raised her head and saw an amorphous throng galloping towards them, enveloped in a cloud of dust: a group of riders, probably about twenty men. She could see their shaggy caps and the bright spots of sunlight glinting on their cartridge belts, harnesses and weapons. One of the horsemen was riding ahead of the rest and Varya could make out a scrap of green cloth wound around his tall fur hat.


‘Who are they, Bashi-Bazouks?’ Varya asked in a low, tremulous voice. ‘What will happen now? Are we done for? Will they kill us?’


‘I doubt it, as long as you keep quiet,’ Fandorin replied, somehow not sounding very confident. ‘Your sudden talkativeness is rather ill-timed.’ He had completely stopped stammering, which alarmed Varya greatly.


Erast Fandorin took the donkey by the bridle once again and moved over to the edge of the road; then he tugged Varya’s hat right down over her eyes and whispered: ‘Keep your eyes on the ground and don’t make a sound.’


However, she was unable to resist darting a furtive glance at these famous cutthroats about whom all the newspapers had been writing for more than a year.


The one riding ahead (probably the bek), with the ginger beard, was wearing a tattered and dirty quilted beshmet, but his weapons were silver. He rode past without so much as a glance at the wretched pair of peasants, but his gang proved less stand-offish. Several of the riders halted beside Varya and Fandorin, talking among themselves in guttural voices. The Bashi-Bazouks wore expressions that made Varvara Andreevna want to squeeze her eyes tight shut – she had never suspected that people could have such horrible masks for faces. Then, suddenly, in among these nightmarish snouts she caught a glimpse of an entirely normal human face. It was pale, with one eye swollen and bruised, but the second brown eye was staring directly at her with an expression of mortal anguish.


Amongst the bandits, seated facing backwards in the saddle, was a Russian officer in a dusty, tattered uniform. His arms were twisted behind his back, there was an empty sabre scabbard hanging round his neck and there was caked blood at the corner of his mouth. Varya bit her lip in order not to cry out. Unable to bear the hopeless despair that she read in the prisoner’s gaze, she lowered her eyes. But even so terror forced a cry, or rather a hysterical sob, from her dry throat; for strapped to the pommel of his saddle one of the partisans had a light-haired human head with a long moustache. Fandorin squeezed Varya’s elbow hard and said a few short words in Turkish – she could distinguish the words ‘Yusuf-pasha’ and ‘kaimakam’ – but they made no impression on the bandits. One of them, with a pointed beard and an immense crooked nose, pulled back the upper lip of Fandorin’s horse, baring the long, rotten teeth. He spat contemptuously and said something that made the others laugh. Then he lashed the nag on its crupper with his whip and the startled beast shied away, immediately breaking into an uneven trot. Varya struck at the donkey’s bloated sides with her heels and trudged after it, afraid to believe that the danger was past. The world was swirling around her; that nightmarish head with its eyes closed in suffering and the blood caked in the corners of its mouth tormented her. Cutthroats are people who cut throats – the absurd, delirious phrase kept running round and round in her head.
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