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Then talk not of inconstancy,
False hearts and broken vows;
If I, by miracle, can be
This live long minute true to thee,
’Tis all that Heav’n allows.





JOHN WILMOT,
SECOND EARL OF ROCHESTER
CIRCA 1670




Chapter One


THE WAGER


Karelia Province
Grand Duchy of Finland
April 1874


The last goblet had, long before, been flung aside in toast and joined the brilliant display of broken crystal gracing the stone hearth. There, the litter of crystalline shards reflected and transformed the firelight into a dazzling, fluttering phosphorescence. A few surviving candles guttered low in their branches while the shattered stumps of others bore mute evidence of Prince Nikolai’s capricious fancy for a contest of marksmanship several hours earlier.


Now, on a low stage at one end of the large room, a weary group of musicians continued playing wild, haunting Gypsy music, while nervously watching the brooding face of their master, the young prince. They hoped to successfully anticipate or assuage Prince Kuzan’s mercurial moods and thus avoid, at least this night, any more dangerous whims.


At times like these, when the tedium of the world was too much with him, the Prince retired to his hunting lodge to brood upon the melancholy inequities.


Nikki’s hunting lodge was a timber and stone villa constructed by local artisans in the early years of the seventeenth century. A Swedish noble had this retreat built for himself, situating it prettily on a rocky rise in a pine forest. The terraced gardens, in the Italian manner, were added by a later heir after a tour of Italy. With the advent of the romantic English garden, yet another descendant landscaped acres and acres of forest, transforming the wilderness with an extravagant hand and the toil of hundreds of laborers over ten years into charming green alleys, wide vistas of rolling terrain, crowning the elaborate scheme dramatically with a Greek temple perched on a distant grassy knoll. The local stonemasons had erected a reasonable facsimile in rough-hewn granite, a rustic but altogether lovely interpretation symptomatic of the then-fashionable rage devoted to whimsical follies.


Although the high Renaissance had already come and gone when the main structure had been built, none of the lighter attributes characteristic of Renaissance architecture had filtered up north. The villa itself retained an overwhelming medieval character; stone turrets crowned with peaked tile roofs punctuated the walls, bottle mullioned windows caught and reflected the northern sun, enormous stonework on the ground floor supported the heavy timber walls of the second story. In a lavish display of his wealth, the Swedish aristocrat had the walls pierced wherever possible with windows, lighting the interior with dazzling color through the multicolored panes.


Tonight Prince Nikolai Mikhailovich Kuzan had been entertaining a small party of fellow officers from his Guards Regiment. After participating in the April sixth fête-day of the Chevaliers Gardes with its day-long riding exhibition and religious celebrations, they had felt the need for a holiday and Nikki had invited them to his lodge for a fortnight of hunting. However, in the eight days elapsed, the quarry had been confined exclusively to the two-legged female variety, since Nikolai had thoughtfully imported a bevy of Gypsy wenches to provide diversion.


Now, as morning approached, men and women lay entwined in each other’s arms about the room, some on pillows scattered on the Tabriz carpet, others on the colorful divans. One couple, in what to a less dissipated audience would be a tasteless lack of decorum, was busy on top of the dining table; all were in diverse states of drunken abandon and dishabille.


Tanya, a beautiful young Gypsy girl, was swaying in a provocative, sensual dance before Nikki’s sprawled form. One of his hands lightly held a small flask of brandy on his powerful chest. The other hand, lying carelessly on the chair arm, would occasionally move listlessly to the nearby table and turn over another card in the game of solitaire he was indifferently and infrequently pursuing while regarding Tanya, who skillfully undulated to the wild, frenzied tempo. Through narrowed tawny eyes, Nikki watched her tantalize him. Her graceful young body, half revealed in a scanty blouse and silken skirt, twirled close, then retreated, displaying a wanton invitation from brilliant dark eyes. The firelight caught the coruscation of golden highlights from the heavy hoops in her ears and from the multitude of sparkling necklaces twined round her slender neck and swaying against her trembling half-naked breasts.


Behind the curtain leading to the kitchen corridor, the youngest footman whispered to an old retainer familiar with the idiosyncrasies of his new employer. ‘Is the Prince always so surly and moody?’


Igor admitted that the Prince was not in the best of spirits. ‘The Kuzans have a devilish temperament, sometimes little better than savages,’ the old servant explained without malice, having happily served the household for decades. ‘They like fast horses, bad women, and good wine. Between father and son, they have developed one of the finest studs in the Empire, crossing English mares with bloodstock from the Orlov-Rostopchin and the Provalsky stud. They also breed Stryelet stock, which are even more rare. Their horses are world-renowned. The young Prince doesn’t do so badly in the breeding department either.’ The old man chuckled. ‘Like father, like son, they say,’ he added softly, remembering the reckless pace the old Prince Mikhail had set in his youth before marriage to a young Gypsy girl had tamed his ways.


‘More brandy!’ The roar from the hall beyond echoed as Prince Kuzan impatiently banged on the table. The old man lifted his eyebrows and shrugged in cheerful resignation. Both servants hurried to obey the command.


Tanya’s hips still moved to the hypnotic tempo. Her dance was intended to arouse, to primitively and seductively provoke the animal mating instinct.


It did and he was.


With a casual wave of his lace-covered hand, Nikolai abruptly dismissed the musicians and picked up his fresh bottle of brandy. Then he lunged to his feet and, as the music slowed to a stop, lifted her and disappeared into a curtained alcove.


The musicians discreetly stepped over the drunken bodies, avoiding, when possible, the broken glassware and china littering the floor. As they edged cautiously through the elaborately carved double doors, never certain of their safe departure from the eccentric young Prince and his raucous group of intimates until well out of sight and sound, their exit was hastened by a wine bottle thrown violently against the doorjamb, crashing into a thousand fragments and narrowly missing the last violinist. Some drunken music-lover, no doubt, annoyed at the termination of the pleasant background accompaniment to his lovemaking.


Scurrying through the narrow, dimly lit hallway and foyer out into the relative security and peace of the deep porch of the hunting lodge, the musicians exhaled a collective sigh of relief.


‘Heaven help the servants in the morning who have to attend young Prince Kuzan. There’s going to be hell to pay for his pounding head and thick tongue. Praise God, we won’t see him again until evening, when the worst of his headache is gone.’ The leader of the musicians sighed.


‘Maybe the pain of a throbbing head might make him more docile or at least more silent. I’ve never seen Nikolai so sullen as tonight. He must be tiring of his newest Gypsy bed warmer,’ the second violinist said wearily.


‘Well, thank sweet Jesus, we’ll be out of his range at least until tonight. Maybe Tanya will be able to soothe the dark mood he’s in. Let’s go to sleep, although the night is practically over,’ the youngest member of the troupe suggested.


In the alcove, Nikki casually dumped the girl onto the couch, thus freeing his hand to tip the brandy bottle to his mouth. The liquor flowed warmly down his throat. Thank God for brandy, he thought. It made life more bearable as it blurred the morbid edges of reality.


Sinking down heavily next to the recumbent girl, Nikki set the brandy bottle carefully on the floor and began to pull off his hunting boots. Tanya softly crept up into one corner of the large pillow-strewn couch and leaned back against the tapestry-hung wall, watching him with her dark eyes.


‘I’m not in the mood,’ she said, pouting.


Nikki barely glanced at the sultry woman nestled against the wall, and continued without a pause to divest himself of his garments.


‘You’d better get in the mood,’ he growled.


A thrill coursed through the black-haired beauty and passion blazed into her dark eyes. Tanya, although only seventeen, had long ago learned to accommodate men’s varying tastes in bed, but she preferred violence with passion; hostility intoxicated her.


‘I won’t. I’m tired,’ her petulant tone persisted as she swung her long, shapely legs over the edge of the bed and began to rise.


The Prince’s bare, powerfully muscled arm shot out and grabbed a handful of her satiny black curls, yanking her back onto the bed, pulling her down until she looked up into his golden eyes snapping with irritation.


‘Bitch!’ he whispered, well aware of Tanya’s sexual preferences by now. But, having watched her enticing dances all evening, he wasn’t in a temper to be toyed with.


‘You’re always playing games, aren’t you? However, tonight, my sweet little whore, you find me in a suitably black humor to accommodate your preferences. If it’s violence you want, I can be obliging.’


Tanya’s hand lashed out, long nails poised to rake Nikki’s face. He caught her hand in midair, his reflexes still relatively sure despite the large amount of alcohol consumed. He crushed her wrist in a savage grip and she winced in pain – or was it pleasure? He couldn’t tell.


As he held her, Tanya’s little pink tongue appeared and ran provocatively over her full red lower lip, her dark eyes began to moisten, her breathing became ragged.


‘Ah, my dear, you do like pain. I should introduce you to Prince Gorcheviv. He has a penchant for whips.’


The Gypsy girl’s half-closed lids lifted and she moaned sensuously.


‘Damn!’ He surveyed her through half-narrowed eyes. ‘How can I force a woman as aroused as you?’


Roughly he pushed her down into the pillows, spreading her legs with his knees, pulling her nipples up and away from her necklaces into hard points of desire. Her body writhed beneath his coercion and her teeth bit into her full lower lip to keep from crying out in joy. She held her arms out wide, reaching for something to cling to as he pushed her skirt above her waist. Then, forcing her wider, he fiercely drove into her melting body, each violent thrust releasing a part of his frustration, each powerful surge a mindless hope for temporary oblivion. She began whimpering as he moved faster into her, his unbridled penetration and withdrawal savage, brutal. He didn’t notice his back was running with blood where Tanya had run her sharp nails over the hard muscles that now moved rhythmically above her.


*

Much later, Nikolai abruptly woke from his sleep. The slightest sound was enough to instantly arouse him after many campaigns on the eastern frontiers, where the merest noise could be warning of danger from a stealthy Kirgiz intent on dealing a slashing hallal. Without moving, he slowly opened his eyes and through heavy black lashes swept a glance about the alcove. Tanya was searching through his clothes, which lay discarded on the floor. Looking for roubles, no doubt, he thought, dropping back to sleep. Prince Kuzan was extremely charitable to his light o’loves, showering them with gifts, jewelry, furs, as well as money, with a careless generosity. Greedy little bitch, he later reflected sleepily but not unkindly, for, after all, Tanya had to think of her future; her youthful charms would quickly fade.


*

By midafternoon Nikolai’s fractious, irascible temper and pounding head were somewhat subdued; his two cohorts in arms, Major Cernov and Captain Illyich, and his young cousin Aleksei relaxed in the solace of a small clearing in the birchwoods. There they lay warmed by the April sun, calmed by the peacefulness of their surroundings, free from the chattering, volatile young Gypsy girls who had been discourteously dispatched and told to remain out of sight until called for.


Nikki lay sprawled at ease on the soft green grass, casually attired in superbly fitted cavalry boots, buckskins, and an embroidered moujik shirt open at the throat. His hands were clasped behind his neck as he squinted slightly into the bright sun of a gentle spring day – a poetic, storybook day redolent of bursting buds, fresh turned earth, and fertility.


Nikolai Mikhailovich Kuzan was a giant of a man. His mother’s long-ago heritage from the Caucasus highlands was proclaimed in his swarthy complexion, heavy dark hair, prominent cheekbones, and aquiline profile. From his father’s White Russian roots he had inherited not only his tremendous physique but also his enchanting tawny, liquid eyes, the pupils so large and dark as to appear black; magnificent, beautiful eyes brooding beneath heavy brows. The same kind of eyes that gazed out from opulent, exotically gorgeous Byzantine icons for eight hundred years; arrestingly splendid eyes that could be piercingly alert, indolently shuttered, or benignly calm. His harsh-featured face was softened by those redeeming eyes and by a sensitive mouth, now pursed in discontent.


Nikki tensed, stretched his lean frame like a great cat, then relaxed once again; the quiet sounds of the forest washed over him – new young birch leaves rustling in the breeze, a soft whisper from the bubbling stream lapping at the shore near the boundary of the clearing, the unceasing chatter of the birds overhead. The tranquillity of the woodland eased his tired body but failed to more than superficially alleviate the restless dissatisfaction of his spirit. Nikki was bored. Boredom – that constant and irksome companion that trailed him with a dogged persistence. Nikki had been leading the arduous and difficult life of leisure now for many years. Chronic leisure with its deadly, restless tedium was inexorably closing in on him.


He propped himself up on one elbow and from under slack lids surveyed his companions lounging carelessly around the remains of the repast the servants had brought out from the lodge. The ice had almost melted in the silver wine cooler and the half-empty bottles were sweating in the heat of the spring sun. The remains of the sumptuous déjeuner sur l’herbe lay scattered across the damask cloth and two wolfhounds were diligently eating them. Cernov and Illyich were carelessly tossing dice on a silver tray on the grass between them, while Aleksei was engrossed in a novel by Turgenev.


Nikki listened with his usual tolerant aloofness to the friendly bickering going on during the dicing.


‘Tonight I want Cecelia; you had her the last two nights and I think it’s my turn,’ Cernov said in a faintly bearish tone.


‘Can I help it if she prefers me?’ Illyich smiled complacently.


‘I don’t care. It’s my turn tonight,’ Cernov insisted.


‘What can possibly be the difference?’ Nikki inquired in a low, husky drawl. ‘The wenches are all agreeable in every way if one does not mind being bored in short order.’


‘Oh, no. I fancy Cecelia’s long legs and slender grace to those more voluptuous charms of Olga,’ Cernov responded ardently, recalling Cecelia’s dancing performance the previous night.


‘Come now, Gregor,’ Prince Kuzan remarked with the disenchantment of his thirty-three years, ‘one woman is as good as another.’ Then he lay back in the warm sun and shut his eyes.


‘Speak for yourself, Nikki. I find Cecelia much more attractive, and I intend to have my turn,’ Cernov stated with a slightly aggressive emphasis.


Nikki’s golden eyes fixed a look of mild contempt on the good-natured but now thoroughly heated Cernov.


‘As you wish, of course, Gregor,’ Nikki replied soothingly. ‘Illyich, you understand, as host, I must attempt to placate all my guests. Perhaps tonight I could persuade you to take Tanya instead of Cecelia,’ he suggested politely, as though he were offering courteously the less blemished of two pears to a dinner guest.


‘With pleasure!’ Astrakan Illyich responded avidly. Tanya had been Nikki’s mistress for three months now, and no one dared approach her, but if Nikki were graciously relinquishing the girl, Illyich would be a fool to refuse the offer.


Nikki calmly continued. ‘It is my firmest conviction that in order to survive, it is necessary to be amused, that one of the requisites in life is to stave off as long as possible the unpardonable sin – monotony. Tanya has become monotonous, so she’s yours if you wish, Astrakan,’ he finished with finality.


Nikki tolerated a certain amount of boredom, but he had his limits, and Tanya had become tedious. He would give her a suitable parting gift after they returned to Petersburg. Nikki was known to be benevolent to his mistresses and she’d find a new protector soon enough if Illyich didn’t wish to keep her, he assured himself.


Prince Kuzan was one of those aristocrats who filled their leisure with a dilettante’s interest in literature, art, and even science. He spent the required time in social intercourse, gambling, clubbing, and country sports, but, above all, practiced an adroit venal gallantry as he dallied with the most exquisite of time-killers, amour.


He deliberately flaunted those principles that supposedly assured the continuance of the patrician order of society and publicly repudiated the cult of Victorian temperance and earnestness that was gripping even the volatile Russian mentality in the seventies.


In the crème de la crème, the genteel and refined upper reaches of Petersburg society, Nikki had been the despair of all the hopeful and enterprising mamas these fifteen years past, and now, at thirty-three, had been reluctantly abandoned by all but the most tenacious and optimistic matchmakers. The only child of a rich and powerful Prince, young Nikolai was himself rich beyond avarice, too handsome by half, a master of charm if the occasion warranted it and his fickle temperament acquiesced, well-liked and generous to a fault with his friends, doted on by his parents, and consequently marked by the complete absence of moral prejudices. He looked out on the world with the serenity that birth and wealth made possible, a spoiled child of fortune who accurately assessed the world as his pleasure garden, for nothing had yet occurred to disturb this comfortable and perfectly orthodox belief.


‘Nikki! You can’t simply give Tanya away! We no longer have serfs!’ young Aleksei responded with the youthful, passionate chivalry of his nineteen years.


‘Don’t fear, Sasha, I don’t intend to brutally turn her out in the cold. Tanya shall be well taken care of,’ Nikki said softly to soothe his young cousin.


Perhaps Aleksei was too young to be exposed to this licentious, whoring life he led, Nikki reflected uncomfortably. Maybe I should send him home. Aleksei’s mother, indulgent in all things to her youngest son, had hesitated at Aleksei’s pleas for an extended holiday with his favorite cousin, Nikki. Perhaps she was right. He himself had been thoroughly schooled in the notorious depravities of life before he was nineteen, but maybe this new generation was different. The rumblings of discontent and revolution, the promise of the industrial age, were beginning to be felt more insistently throughout the land. Maybe this seriousness of purpose was typical of Aleksei’s generation. Although the revolutions of 1848, which had toppled thrones and melted governments away overnight, had barely touched Russia, and where they had, in outlying provinces, been ruthlessly suppressed, even the autocratic Russian monarchy had found it reasonable and prudent to free the serfs in 1861.


Nikki had been indulgently raised in an aristocratic society without purpose. Had society changed that much in fifteen years, or was Aleksei by nature simply less quixotic, less reckless? he wondered.


‘Ah, chivalrous youth,’ Nikki teased Aleksei, ‘so quick to come to the defense of some poor damsel in distress, so ready to jump to the obvious generalizations and conclusions, always striving for the whole truth, as your present author so clearly points out.’


‘You’ve read Turgenev?’ Aleksei asked incredulously, holding up the book, having never seen his older cousin so much as page through a magazine in his presence.


‘Yes, I have, young sprout. I can read, you know.’ Nikki’s leisure offered considerable free time. After all, one can spend only so many hours of the day and night in gambling and copulating, he thought, laughing to himself.


‘It doesn’t hurt to search for the truth,’ Aleksei protested. ‘It’s better than just drinking, gambling, and whoring, which is all you ever do.’ He stopped abruptly, afraid he’d overstepped the bonds of friendship. His adoration of his older cousin was remarkably close to hero worship.


Nikki didn’t take offense, ever ready to indulge his young cousin’s moods, but said softly and thoughtfully, ‘You young people crave primary colors, crave certainty, must have absolute answers to the “accursed questions”. When you’re older, you’ll discover absolutes are often so elusive, they defy the most optimistic determination. Don’t worry about Tanya, though, I’ll not let harm come to her.’


Nikki sighed to himself and marveled at the fresh vitality and naïveté of Aleksei’s youth. Had he indeed ever been that young? He knew the sobering answer to that question and tried to shrug off the depression that always accompanied the contemplation of his past seventeen idle, world-weary years.


Nikki had never been able to deal in absolutes, right or wrong. He had, from a very early age, been plagued by doubts. He saw human beings in the glaring nakedness of their frailty.


The excellence of his education could be blamed, at least partially, for this slough of harsh reality. The diverse succession of scholars lured to ‘Le Repose’ to instill in the only child and heir the fruits of their learned disciplines had found ready and fertile soil in the mind of the precocious young Prince. The monumental amount of knowledge of past civilizations he’d absorbed early on had reinforced his pernicious inclination to see each generation’s touted achievements as puny human efforts in the ongoing scheme of things.


This lack of illusion left Nikki at times feeling helpless, if not, in fact, cynically melancholy. He often chose to dispel these bouts of depression by engaging in drunken, mindless orgies of pleasure. These week-long escapes into inebriated madness would for the brief interval anesthetize the worm of discontent. But his discontent was never explained, only assuaged or suppressed by the frenzied activity, the bottle of wine, a woman’s touch.


Illyich broke into this morbid reverie with his usual jovial bonhomie.


‘Aleksei, rest easy. I’ll take excellent care of the beautiful Tanya,’ he assured the young boy.


‘If she doesn’t take care of you first,’ Nikki observed sardonically, raising one mocking eyebrow. ‘I hope you can afford to mount her. Like all women she’s never satisfied, although, in contrast to the rapacious Countess Amalienborg, the price for Tanya’s pleasure is cheap,’ remarked Nikki, remembering Sophie’s insatiable demands for jewelry and furs.


‘Have you no romance in that black soul of yours, Nikki?’ Cernov inquired.


‘Very little,’ Nikki replied dryly. His was a cynicism born of disenchantment, born of a constant struggle to keep a deepening melancholy at bay. ‘Most of the women in my reprehensible and checkered experience are ultimately vastly more interested in my considerable fortune than my romantic inclinations. And rich or poor, young or old, they are all willing – too willing. I’ve been whoring up and down this country for years and done my share of tasting the debauchery Europe has to offer as well, and I have yet to discover a woman who is any different. They are all yielding, all willing, all delightful, but inevitably all boring.’ To Nikki there was a deadly sameness to the affairs that all began so promisingly and then became so monotonous.


‘Daily living is becoming so damnably dull, I’m beginning to consider the life of an ascetic as an alternative to this routine,’ Nikki complained.


Cernov clucked his tongue sympathetically and laughed. ‘My heart really

bleeds for people like you, Nikki. If you do, you’ll leave many unhappy and unfulfilled women

behind in Petersburg. There have been allusions to your giving the Duc du Richelieu’s

reputation a run for the money in the boudoirs, as well as pressing the Elector of Saxony’s record in the nursery.1 Maybe Illyich and I could attempt to console those

languishing doves in your absence.’


‘If we waited a fortnight or so, the ladies would be extremely eager for our – ah – solicitous ministrations, I should think,’ Illyich concluded playfully.


‘Do you care about anything at all, Nikki?’ Astrakan asked, half jesting, half seriously.


‘Not a damn thing to care about, seems to me.’ The Prince yawned.


‘Not even women?’ Cernov asked.


‘Least of all women, Gregor,’ the lazy drawl avowed. ‘On a scale of one to ten, I would be forced to reply – is there a number lower than zero?’


‘Admit it, Nikki,’ Illyich continued more earnestly, ‘you’d be more bored after a week without women than you are this way. At least there’s a variety to the boredom.’


‘You’re right, of course,’ Nikki agreed reluctantly. ‘If only they weren’t all so yielding; it takes away the piquancy of the chase. There’s simply no challenge anymore. I can have any woman I please.’ The Prince closed his eyes.


‘Oh-ho! Such illusions, such a lack of modesty.’ Cernov laughed.


‘Three to one you can’t,’ Illyich interjected quickly, the obsessive gambler in his nature unable to pass up an opportunity for a wager. He would quite happily lay odds even on his mother’s demise.


‘Can’t what?’ Nikki asked, not altogether sure what Illyich was betting against, but always ready to gamble too. His eyes sparkled with interest.


‘Can’t have any woman you want.’


The Prince sat up. ‘You’re on. But kindly soul that I am, I’ll give you even odds. And let’s say fifty thousand roubles just to make it amusing.’


‘Done!’ Illyich laughed with pleasure. ‘A limit on the time allowed, say, three days. That should be enough time, and I choose the woman, of course.’


‘Of course,’ Nikki replied affably. A small flutter of anticipation coursed through him, and a glint of amusement lit up his eyes as thoughts of the chase ran through his mind. Anything – any brief bagatelle to release him from this glazed lassitude. Yes, a seduction would be more interesting than hunting four-legged game. And in the case of a woman, the chase wasn’t everything; one was always assured of additional delights upon completion of the hunt.


*

One can excuse Nikki, perhaps, for his lack of scruples, his indifference to others’ feelings, his selfishness, when one considers that in the society in which he lived, his opportunities for observing noble thoughts and deeds were scarce in comparison with his opportunities for observing the utterly selfish ruthlessness with which pleasure was pursued.


‘You’re sure it matters not who my choice is?’ Illyich inquired. He thought for a few moments, then a faint smile warmed his cheerful countenance as his eyes strayed across the river, over a picturesque but small meadow to a figure of a woman sitting near a grove of birch trees engrossed in her sketchbook and watercolors.


‘It makes absolutely no difference,’ Nikki replied arrogantly. Then he hesitated, rising up on one shoulder. ‘You wouldn’t be thinking of some old dowager, would you? I categorically draw the line at age fifty,’ he said suspiciously, scrutinizing Illyich.


‘No, no,’ Illyich assured him. ‘Have no fear, she’s suitably ripe.’


Nikki sighed, his momentary pang of dismay dispelled.


‘Ripe, you say. I look forward to the game,’ he said as he stretched supine once more on the green grass, conscious for the first time in weeks of a tangible excitement in his loins. With Illyich’s money riding on the wager, it wasn’t going to be child’s play. Illyich bet to win, but Nikki was equally confident of success. He believed in his ability to overcome any woman’s reservations, and Illyich’s choice of a difficult, wary victim would make the predator’s reward that much sweeter.


‘Feel free to begin anytime,’ Illyich remarked as he smirked at Cernov and indicated the object of the wager with a nod of his head in the direction of the river.


Nikki’s reverie was interrupted by these words. What did Illyich mean? Surely there was no one in these secluded acres except Gypsy or peasant girls, and neither of those would present him more than a second’s hesitation before rolling in the hay. Was Illyich drunk this early in the afternoon?


As he slowly rose from his position of comfort under a flowering wild plum bush, Nikki stretched his long arms and flexed the muscles of his powerful shoulders to shake off some of the torpor of the lazy afternoon. His muscles rippled under the fine linen of his embroidered peasant shirt as he lifted both hands to run his fingers through his long black hair. He wore no beard, as per regulations for the Imperial Guard requiring a clean chin, nor chose to cultivate a mustache; his only concession to the hirsute fashionableness of the day was the growth of sideburns that extended several inches down his jawline.


Nikki strolled leisurely over to where Illyich and Cernov still rolled their dice. ‘Surely you jest. There can’t be a likely female within ten miles of this spot,’ he said with mild incredulity.


‘Beg to differ with you, my fine stud, but do direct your bloodshot eyes across the river and over yon grassy meadow. I believe you will take notice of a blaze of coppery hair with a delectable young body underneath the glorious coif.’ Illyich couldn’t control his mirth any longer, and sputtered and guffawed rollickingly as he looked up into Nikki’s horrified face.


‘Good God! You can’t mean the old merchant’s wife. Come now, Illyich, that’s even too bad for you. I recognize your necessity to make the assignment formidable, and I didn’t anticipate an easy or willing quarry, but let’s keep this somewhat within the bounds of propriety.’


‘Sweet Jesus. You and propriety don’t even have a nodding acquaintance,’ Illyich retorted, still chuckling, immensely pleased with his choice.


‘Look,’ Nikki pleaded in an effort to persuade Illyich of the folly of that particular woman, ‘why not choose a married Petersburg “lady” who has already produced the necessary heir but has not hitherto strayed from the path of virtue or perhaps, an untried peasant or Gypsy girl who also values her innocence, even some bourgeois wife conscious of the earnestness of marital duty. Any of these would be difficult enough, but, my God, Valdemar Forseus’s wife! She’s totally outside the pale, rarely out of his sight, as closely guarded as a harem houri. And in addition, from the few times I’ve caught a glimpse of her in the Viipuri market square at her husband’s side, she looks as cold as an ice maiden.


‘Excluding those “slight” problems’ –

Nikki’s eyebrows emphasized the euphemism – ‘my father would horsewhip me or

have one of his apoplexies if he caught wind of such an escapade. Forseus’s land marches with

ours along the entire river, and Father insists on friendly relations with the locals, so he’s

forever lecturing me that one must govern with mildness and justice. He’s absolutely adamant

about not misusing one’s power and influence in autocratic actions. Why do you think I always

import my females? It’s safer than wenching all around the countryside and leaving by-blows so

close to home. Father says the winds of change are bringing a new era, in which

noble, bourgeois, and peasant will dwell together in a vast social mutation of some kind. You know

he is perpetually concerned with the productivity of his estates, the conditions of his peasants,

maintaining the dignity of the working class, and establishing a rapport with the hoi polloi. God,

the whole idea is unmentionable!


‘Besides, have you ever met Forseus? He’s not entirely rational, I suspect; his eyes burn with a fever that’s unnatural. I shall, with your gracious consent, beg off this particular female if you don’t mind, Illyich.’


‘Nikki, I don’t mind one whit. Au contraire, an easy profit, I say. That’s fifty thousand sweet roubles, and I frankly admit, I don’t mind taking it from you, Nikki dear, since you can so readily afford it.’


‘Damn!’ Nikki exploded sullenly. ‘I didn’t renege on the wager. I just think you should choose another woman.’


‘Sorry, Nikki, you said it was my choice, and there is my choice,’ Illyich said, and pointed theatrically toward the small figure on the opposite bank, completely oblivious of the attention she was attracting, unaware that her virtue was a subject of interest and debate among complete strangers.


When Nikki recognized that argument was pointless, with his characteristic charm he graciously conceded Illyich’s point.


‘Daresay, I might as well be off to commence the chase. There’s no time like the present, et cetera, et cetera.’ He smiled, already half amused and anticipating the flirtation. For Nikki, obstacles existed only to be swept aside. He brushed away impediments that would bring lesser men to their knees and more sensible and prudent men to a cautious standstill.


‘Nikki, reconsider,’ his young cousin Aleksei interjected uneasily, ‘it’s not right. Your father, depend on it, would find it totally unacceptable. Suppose he does catch wind of it.’


‘With any luck, Father won’t find out,’ Nikki responded calmly to his cousin’s objections. ‘The lady scarcely would be inclined to bandy the news about, and we all are capable of holding our tongues.’


Once Nikki’s mind was made up, he could be unusually obstinate to change and, after all, he did have fifty thousand roubles riding on the outcome. Even though he didn’t personally need the money, it would indulge his pet project of embellishing his cavalry troop. The magnificence of his troop outshone all others, and outfitting the men and horses in such extravagant adornments gave him a great deal of pride, but the personal expense was astronomical. He contemplated the new tack that could be purchased with the fifty thousand roubles. Some dark blue leather bridles ornamented with silver had caught his eye just a week or so ago at Neimeyers. Besides, after a few moments Nikki had convinced himself that the confrontation wasn’t so insuperable as first imagined. His growing excitement over the unique and piquant diversion was enough to allay any slight misgivings he might still harbor.


Once a decision was made, Nikki faced all prospects undaunted. He looked on the world as available for his pleasure alone, and therefore his inclinations, however extraordinary, must be satisfied.


Nikki stood gazing across the small river with a cold, calculating look. Half musing, half aloud, he quietly murmured, ‘Now, this calls for a nice judgment, this art of seduction. You must be plain but not too plain, be adept at murmuring fulsomely expressed endearments with a delicate sincerity, and you must smile politely as you pretend to take what is, in fact, willingly given. It goes without saying that one cannot be overhampered by scruples.’


‘That may all be very fine in the society in which you move, Nikki,’ Cernov retorted, ‘where everyone knows the rules of amorous jousting and seldom departs from the proscribed formula, but in the case of Forseus’s wife, I think you’ll be dealing with a female unfamiliar with those “niceties”. ’


‘I am credibly informed,’ Illyich stated with cheerful maliciousness, ‘that she’s untainted by scandal.’


‘So far, she’s been untainted by scandal,’ Nikki remarked humorlessly, and with a careless gesture of farewell walked toward the river.


Thus these elegant, bored, restless young blades became involved in this peccadillo to breathe some freshness and vitality into their boredom. The nascent industrial energy of the age had doubled their already princely revenues without efforts of their own. They were, in the words of a contemporary chronicler, ‘dulled by luxury, enervated by ease, staled by amusement.’


*

As for the object of this chase, the pursued, the diversion to the restless young birds of paradise, Alisa, the young wife of the old merchant Forseus, was an innocent. She wasn’t an innocent to deliberate cruelty or coldness of a man (no one who had lived with Valdemar Forseus for six years was unacquainted with evil), but unschooled and innocent in receiving kindly overtures from a man playing the game of seduction. An education from books, however exceptional, lacks the necessary information that real-life experience teaches. In the gilded circles of Petersburg society, amatory dalliance and flirtation had attained the status and perfection of a fine art, and over the years Nikki had refined and polished his practical and aesthetic skill to a virtuoso proficiency.


So here we have the age-old confrontation.


The unsophisticated and untutored young girl encountering the master technician with an artist’s touch.


*

Nikki’s career in dalliance had, in fact, begun in earnest when he was barely seventeen, and that first episode had disastrously left its mark.


One afternoon, sixteen long years ago, while squiring Maman to one of her numerous visits in the manner of a dutiful son, he’d caught the practiced eye of one of his mother’s friends; in fact, had almost heard the audible click in Countess Plentikov’s beautiful head when she had, for the first time, seriously noticed that the moody, sulky, darkly romantic boy had turned into a man.


Even at seventeen and not grown to his full height, Nikki was formidable, inches over six feet, lean, with raw-boned, powerful shoulders tapering to a narrow waist and slim hips. The sulky coltishness, restless under the conflicting urges of his adolescence, had suddenly intrigued the Countess. With the eye of a confirmed connoisseur of male flesh, Soronina’s glance had appraised the splendid young body as if he were standing at stud.


Countess Soronina had known Nikki from the cradle, and at thirty-six she had two marriageable daughters of her own. She was, however, still an exquisitely beautiful woman, slim, petite, golden-haired; her figure was carefully maintained, the soft, pale complexion still perfect, although its beauty took increasing time to care for.


Like most patricians of their class, the Count and Countess Plentikov had many years before acquired the habit of being unfaithful to each other, but out of tacit agreement and courtesy had overlooked each other’s numerous infidelities. Count Plentikov spent more time in the country or on the Continent than he did in Petersburg, and this arrangement was mutually satisfying. Soronina’s silver and white boudoir had been the scene of many tumultuous encounters as a succession of men had paid amorous homage to one of the reigning beauties of the day.


Nikki absently listened to the ridiculous flow of trivial remarks and pleasantries that fell from Soronina’s full red lips that first warm summer afternoon. He gave the obligatory answers in a desultory fashion, but he preferred to let his eyes play over her bounteous curves while visualizing that soft body under his.


Nikki at seventeen was by no means the consummate lover, but not altogether unskilled either, and Soronina was definitely offering him more than sherry and madeleines as they sat in one corner of the huge drawing room, conversing. His mother would occasionally glance toward them during the course of the visit, knowing full well what Soronina was up to, but resigning herself to the inevitable. For half a lifetime Soronina had been aware of the seductive power of her beauty and had never failed to exert its influence successfully. In this case Nikki was more than willing to be agreeable.


And so began a long summer of sweet delirium for them both. The sweetness overtoppled mind and sense; they had something unique, something to be cherished. She taught him much about women and love and she drew from him bittersweet memories of what raw, uncontrolled youthful passion could be. He was to her simultaneously both anguish and ecstasy, anguish for her youth forever beyond recall, and the ecstasy of blossoming under Nikki’s ardent naked desire. There was no permanent cure for the dreaded fears of approaching middle age that plagued Soronina, only temporary relief in the arms of the young Nikki, who made her forget for the moment the threat of the future without her beauty.


Nikki’s parents returned to Le Repose after a month, but he stayed behind. He had come into an inheritance from his grandfather on his sixteenth birthday which allowed him to further indulge his propensity for independence. Nikki’s mother attempted to persuade her son to return with them. She felt he was being drawn in too deeply, after having seen Soronina’s overt, frankly loving gaze envelop her boy one evening at a ball. It was so unlike the frivolous, shallow Soronina and terrifying in its possible consequences. Much as Princess Kaisa-leena adored Soronina as a friend, one did not care to contemplate her as a daughter-in-law. Prince Mikhail kept his peace and forbore issuing any unwanted words of fatherly advice, hoping that his reckless son would tire of the affair in due course. If not, time enough then to intercede.


That summer the affair swiftly reached notoriety as Nikki, with blazing indiscretion, escorted Countess Plentikov everywhere. He arranged his life to please her because it pleased him also. When they went out he was at her side, masterful, proprietary.


However, on the rare occasion when he would decide to leave town for a few days, no amount of coaxing, either amorous or petulant, would change his mind. Regardless of their easy intimacy, Soronina lacked her usual control. Nikki simply went when he wanted to go. He never stayed long, and when he returned, she would look into those tawny, brooding eyes and a shiver of pleasure would run through her.


By the end of August Prince Mikhail stepped in. The gossip and rumors were becoming serious. Never one to pander to discretion, Nikki had practically installed himself in Count Plentikov’s town palace during that nobleman’s absence. Dangerous rumors were making the rounds of the clubs to the effect that the cuckolded husband was about to ask for satisfaction from the young pup warming his wife’s bed. Because Count Plentikov’s reputation as a superb sportsman was nonpareil, Prince Mikhail didn’t wish to contemplate a duel between such unmatched parties. Nikki didn’t have the experience to survive an encounter regardless of his skill with rapier and pistol. His youth was quite dramatically a disadvantage on the dueling field in contrast to its obvious advantage in the bedchamber.


One morning Nikki was bodily removed from Countess Plentikov’s city palace by four of Prince Mikhail’s body servants as he strolled down the marble stairway toward the breakfast room to join Soronina. All that day Nikki raged and stormed and threatened his father as Prince Mikhail attempted to explain the seriousness of the dilemma. Unfortunately neither party was open to reason.


Late that night Nikki managed to elude his jailers and immediately returned to the Countess, who was distraught over the possible repercussions of this scandal. Having long adhered to the aristocratic principles of unlimited dalliance so long as no hint of it reared its ugly head, she was beside herself now with terrified misgivings. What had come over her this summer to so wildly throw away all restraint and discretion? Nikki’s impetuous temperament had overcome her sensible prudence. Dreadful forebodings of being cut from polite society plagued her.


Pacing her bedroom chamber, Nikki pleaded with Soronina to marry him, but she shuddered to think of a May-December marriage between a youth and a woman old enough to be his mother. She could not tolerate the ridicule. Then he begged her on his knees to go to the Continent with him. He had plenty of money, they would have a glorious life together, they would be happy. Again she shuddered – to be a kept woman was beyond her comprehension. Nikki insisted he would then kill her husband in a duel. Again she was appalled at the raw, passionate nature of her young lover. Tears came to her eyes and spilled over onto their entwined hands.
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