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Chapter One



Northern Russia, 1774

THE first howl sang across the night void and trembled the frozen air, a sound thin as the starlight poised on the blue plains of snow, with no more presence than the memory of a vanished loved one, and just as inescapable across the face of the world; and as with a ghostly visage rising before me, I might have denied that the cry existed. But the horses plunged.

Sergei Gorlov, the friend and fellow mercenary who had mentored me for the last two years in the art of cavalry warfare and who guided me now into the vast mysteries of his homeland, sat beside me, bundled beneath blankets in the open sleigh. Opposite us huddled a fat merchant, his back to Gorlov’s driver, Pyotr, an ageless Russian peasant whose expert hands upon the reins had kept the horses moving briskly through the long night. And I, Kieran Selkirk, shivered beneath the sizzling stars, five thousand miles from America, and the colony of Virginia, and the cottage where my father warmed himself beside his fire at home. Or so I hoped. I tried not to think too much about him; I had learned it is not wise to dream of comfort when you dwell with danger, and have just felt the fear of your horses at the sound of wolves.

Pyotr growled the horses’ names deep in his throat, and with Russian words I did not know but understood, he told them they were stupid beasts and full of perversion, yet he had a sentimental weakness for them and would consent to tighten their reins and sweep the whip above their heads. The horses did settle, and trotted on.

Their hooves fell muffled on the snow-packed road, and the sleigh’s runners whisked. The tops of the trees drifted between us and the sliver of moon. The night, except for the wind sailing past, lay dead still, and I thought then that only I and the horses had heard the howl, until Pantkin, the fat merchant across from me, pulled the cloak from around his mouth, as if untroubled by the cold, and chuckled, as if unafraid, and said in French, “How much farther?”

“Shut up,” Gorlov answered, without unwrapping the flannel from his own mouth, “or we’ll let you measure the distance on foot.”

Pantkin looked away and covered again his frosted beard, and his nose, with the twin ice rivers set in the whiskers of his mustache from the nostrils to his mouth; he covered all but his eyes, staring at the passing trees. When he had joined us two days before in Riga, I had thought Gorlov was giving him the best seat—back to the driver, screened against the wind—but I learned quickly that a swirl invaded the open sleigh when the horses were at speed; Gorlov and I, our heads against the high curved backing, sat in a dead calm, while Pantkin watched the road vanishing behind us and faced the breeze. That morning I had offered to change seats with him. Gorlov had laughed; Pantkin had only stared at me. I was glad now that he had not accepted. I had had no feeling in my feet since sundown.

Another howl rose from the darkness. Pantkin glanced at me.

The horses lurched again and threw their hooves faster. This time Pyotr did not gather them back. The sleigh seemed to grow lighter; the runners sailed on the road. I said to Gorlov, “I don’t know how much farther we must go to the next station, but—”

“Twenty versts,” Gorlov volunteered casually. Pantkin looked up into the treetops, as if he did not care.

I calculated the versts to be twelve miles. “I don’t know your winter, or your wolves. But I know if he tries to run those horses the last twenty versts, he will kill them.”

“They are Russian horses,” Gorlov said. He did not uncover his mouth. He did not look at me.

When the master at the last station had shrugged and told us we could either stay or drive on with the horses we had used for eight hours already, because he had just turned out his last fresh pair, Gorlov had snatched him by the throat. The stationmaster had wept, and begged, and babbled something in Russian, repeating what I assumed to be the word for “early”—we had driven hard since crossing the border. Gorlov had cast the man into a corner, shrugged, and gone outside to order Pyotr to trace the same horses back up. While I sat beside the fire, drinking hot beer, the stationmaster grinned, said something to Pantkin, and laughed uproariously. Pantkin had walked to me and said, “The stationmaster remarks that we may catch the other sleigh. We can pick up the horses then. He finds this very funny.” Then Pantkin looked at me with the same expression that had been in his eyes ever since.

The horses ran on. I stomped my feet on the wooden floor of the sleigh and felt a comforting ache. I stomped three times, and a barking rose far off, as if in response. Pyotr gave the horses’ backs the lash and let them out into full gallop.

A shrill moan came from somewhere—the wood beside us, I thought; and then it seemed the cries were everywhere: before us, beneath us, over us. The whip whistled back above the sleigh, then cracked between the horses.

Gorlov sat up. He raised his head to the wind. I leaned forward with him, and when his face turned slowly toward me, I saw nothing of his black eyes except a glimmer—not of snow, but of something hot.

Pyotr pulled back on the reins, and the sleigh stopped.

At first the noise danced—cacophonous barks and growls from a legion of demons, as if someplace distant yet far too close to the earth had opened a fissure to hell. But as the breeze of our motion died, no longer twisting around us the sound of the passing plains, Gorlov and I stood, raising our heads into that troubled calm, and I said, “Not behind.”

“No,” Gorlov said. “Before.”

A tallow lantern hung on either side of the driver’s perch. Gorlov stepped up onto the seat beside Pantkin, unslung one of the lamps, and held it aloft.

“Pyotr. Yezdi.”

Pyotr clucked, and the horses shambled forward. Gorlov steadied himself with his free hand, and the merchant slid into the middle of the seat as I stepped up into the corner opposite Gorlov and peered into the darkness of the road beyond. The gelding on the left jerked his snout into the shoulder of the bay mare, and she danced sideways. Pyotr tugged the left lead and urged them forward again. They went, slowly.

The mad voices grew louder, more numerous. Then they stopped. The horses halted. Gorlov raised the lantern higher and leaned forward into the night.

Circles of fire glowed ahead of us, a hundred pairs, all turned in our direction, all unblinking and still. Eyes.

A pistol boomed beside me, and the eye fires scattered, flowing across the drifts and through the ranks of fir trees. I turned and noted where beneath his cloak Gorlov replaced the pistol that I had not known he carried.

The report of the shot soaked into the hollow quiet, as if the whole dark world were an empty cathedral, and the black powder had shouted Death!—for all around the trees and snow and the black clouds with the moonlit edges expelled the last breath of life, and held still.

“Yezdi,” Gorlov whispered. The horses obeyed, feeling through the reins the wish in Pyotr’s hands. Now we could hear the snow crush beneath each descent of hoof.

We came upon the rear of a sleigh; Pyotr, speaking in a reverent hush, guided the horses to the left and stopped when we were alongside the broken harnesses, where the other horses should have been standing. Pyotr lifted the lantern, the one on the right side, and I stepped out into the snow. Gorlov’s boots banged across the floor behind me and crunched down at my side.

I cannot say I had any thought when seeing the clustered skeletons; in the way that I was speechless, I was thoughtless as well. The harness tracings grappled at the horses’ bones and held them clustered, when no muscle or even gristle existed anymore to bind them into shape. The tongues of the sleigh led up to the box, and beyond that to the empty compartment. I knew there had been drivers, passengers, but somehow did not think of them; I realized, without reasoning, that some must have tried to run and had, like the horses, been pulled down. Others had been torn from the seats where they were clinging, stiffened already by cold and fear. Scraps clung everywhere—clothes ripped and even chewed apart in frenzy. But most of all there was blood, frozen in red clouds in the snow and churned up by paws scrambling to brace for a larger bite. I cannot say I wondered then at the number and strength and hunger of the wolves that could pull down a team of horses in full flight and strip their bones so quickly; I cannot say I calculated. But suddenly I felt no cold at all, no fatigue, no darkness. I felt the great still nothingness of the Russian night.

We stared, all of us, even Pyotr’ s horses. And then a cry rent that silence, a shrill howl sharp on the air, and we were grabbing at the sides of the sleigh as Pyotr cracked the whip and the horses bit their hooves into the snow and staggered back onto the road, and we were flying.

I was sure there was nothing in heaven or hell that could catch us, but the clouds still followed us, lazily, as if we did not move, and the cries—of many voices—rose up behind.

Pyotr swung his whip; the crack was not in the open air, but against the back of the gelding. Gorlov sat very still in his corner, I sat in mine.

The merchant looked from one of us to the other. To me he said, “There are wolves in the streets of St. Petersburg.”

“On two legs, or four?” I said. The merchant stared, then threw back his head and cackled. Gorlov snapped his gaze to the seat beside the merchant—toward but not at him—and I understood Gorlov’s feeling, that if he were to look at Pantkin too closely, his own fear would make him want to snuff out the spark of panic already alight on the merchant’s face.

The cries were drawing closer.

We sat, all of us still except for Pyotr, who leaned so far over the reins that we could see only his rounded back and not his head.

The barks were snarling, wet. Behind us. Almost beside us. I felt them at my shoulder. I looked into the merchant’s eyes. They were wide, frozen open, staring straight at the road behind.

I threw off the robes, baring the uniform of the Sixth Prussian Light Horse, and ripped the saber from its scabbard. The sound of sharp steel ringing into the open air had always honed my fear, so that I had the teeth to fight, and thus the sound thrilled me now. Gorlov rose beside me, delved beneath his robes, and fumbled to reload a charge of ball into his weapon. I looked at Pantkin, tore open the bag I had carried beneath the seat, and withdrew a dagger.

“Take it!” I screamed in English. Then I yelled again in French. He stared at me, and I wanted to kill him. Fear is the fuel of fight, but panic is its poison, and when I saw it on Pantkin I turned away, desperate not to look at him again.

The sleigh flew so smoothly that the noise outside became unreal. But as I leaned out I saw a wolf gathering his legs and stretching them forward, leaping through the snow beside us, closing on the bay mare’s withers. I held hard with my left hand, stretched my right, and cleaved him through the skull. He fell tumbling, spurting; the racing horde behind us flowed around his scattering form and chased on.

Gorlov swung his pistol over the back of the sleigh and fired into another bundle of screaming gray fur. The ball tore a forepaw off the wolf, and yet he did not cease running, sliding only for an instant on his snout through the snow, then scrambling forward on three legs and a shortened stump, still running but receding into the pack.

I leaned again from the side of the sleigh and began to hack.

Then there were no beasts close enough for me to reach, and the horde began to fall back. I raised my saber and shook it in the air, saw the blood frozen on the bare blade, and stared at the still-howling wolves. I looked forward. My triumph vanished. We had gained a long down-slope that gave the horses speed; but now the road loomed ahead with a corresponding half mile of gentle climb.

At the bottom of the grade, the runners of the sleigh shuddered through deeper drifts of snow, and the horses’ heads plunged and bobbed, and the brave animals bore on. Behind us, our pursuers howled with new lust.

I stood facing forward now, hearing the baying but looking no more, watching only the rippling backs of the mare and the gelding as they sprayed steaming lather against Pyotr’s knotted form. He cracked the whip—no more into their flesh, but in the air above them, to tell them that they had done their duty, but more than duty was required.

I looked toward heaven—a habit I thought I had given up—and we seemed to have stopped beneath the glory of the stars; yet the wind still rushed into my face, and the icy lashes of my eyes clung in their sweating sockets. The top of the rise came slowly nearer, and the horses gained it, staggered, and galloped on.

Before us, glowing with the blue opalescence of snow beneath stars, lay an endless flat plain.

Gorlov stood beside me, staring ahead. I do not remember looking at him; but I recall the realization, coming to me with absolute certainty, that the next few moments upon that plain would tell us whether we would live or die—and that Gorlov, a man of battle, knew it, too.

The wolves poured over the rise behind us. I did not have to turn to look at them; I could hear them. And I could hear them gaining.

I did look at Gorlov then. He was staring at the bareness before us. And then he looked at the merchant.

Pantkin had not moved since I offered him the dagger, and had remained with his robes pulled tightly about him. I thought perhaps he had died that way, and frozen. But as Gorlov continued to stare at him, Pantkin’s eyes quivered upward.

A sound came from within the merchant—not from his lips, but rather like a screeching inside his head. When Gorlov grabbed at him he did not move, yet the sound from within the merchant grew louder and more shrill, and when Gorlov lifted him the merchant’s arms stayed clutched to his body, his knees drawn up and rigid, as if he were still sitting, though Gorlov hoisted him high in the air, and with one full motion threw him out the back of the sleigh.

In the shadowy vista behind us, the body pitched along the road into the shrieking pack—and the wolves swarmed about it, gnashing teeth into it and one another, pawing chunks of snow into the air.

And we sailed on, as away from a dream.

Pyotr cracked the whip no more and did not snap the reins, but let the horses run, knowing there was yet no real safety on the open plain, and that if he should allow the team to withdraw too soon from the frenzy of the first flight, there would be no hope of inspiring them again for a second. We bore swiftly across the powdered tract, then twisted through a section of wood, curling down at last upon what back in Virginia I would have called a hollow—an open depression of ground, where stood a hovel of notched logs encircled by a broken fence. A lantern shone beside its door, and an inner fire cast orange light upon the paper of its windows. The horses wobbled through another patch of drifted snow, clattered upon the bridge crossing a frozen stream, slowed of their own accord, and halted beside the lantern.

Pyotr sprang from his box, pounded with his hands—frozen to clubs within his mittens—against the latch of the shed doors, and finally threw them wide. Just then the door of the main house opened, and a fat man with hair growing from his chin, nostrils, and inner ears—but none from his head—appeared. He gripped a blanket about himself, and clearly had retired to his bed with the blissful assurance that anyone traveling that night was already dead; he yawned, probed with his tongue around his foul teeth, and turned back inside, leaving the door ajar.

I leapt down into the snow and barely caught myself from falling when my knees gave way. I was weak with the urge to regurgitate, though my stomach was empty. Gorlov gazed across the broken fence and snowy pasture, stretched as though he had been sleeping, and stepped down. Pyotr instantly tugged the horses toward the door he had opened for them.

I retrieved my bag from beneath the seat before the sleigh should slide away. “Well,” I said in French to Gorlov, “my feet feel as if they shall kill me, so I suppose I will not lose them tonight.”

“No, not tonight,” Gorlov said. “Tomorrow.”

Still feeling the urge to vomit, and challenged by Gorlov’s bravado, I said, “You pledged to see me through to St. Petersburg safely. If I lose a toe, then I swear you’ll lose a finger. If I a foot, then you a hand.”

Gorlov withdrew from beneath the seat his own bag and that of the late merchant Pantkin. “What need has a cavalryman of feet?” He shrugged.

I was formulating some rejoinder as we walked toward the open door when something in Pyotr’s voice stopped me. The sleigh had not yet moved; he was speaking to the horses in words I did not know, yet I heard the begging there. Bracing his short bandy legs, reaching up with his hands on the harness, he gazed at the bay mare, sang to her, tugged at her rein. The mare did not resist, she simply did not respond. Then her left foreleg gave way. She stumbled against the gelding, who pitched in his traces beside her and cried out, then she swayed back the other way, curved her neck around as if to bite at her back, and fell dead.

Pyotr, still clinging to the leather of her collar, sagged into the snow; the gelding, pulled down in his own harness, struggled and kicked. I ran to the gelding, freed his traces, and trotted him into the barn. He pranced gladly to leave the dead mare, and if I had had Gorlov’s pistol in my hand, I might have shot him; compared with hers, his chest was clean of froth and chafing. She had pulled us through.

And now we pulled her. With ropes around her neck and forehooves we tugged her into the barn, leaving no bait for the wolves. The stationmaster, despairing of ever getting any rest in this perpetual winter night, threw down his rope and trudged back into the lodge as soon as we reached the straw. Gorlov at least stood with me for a moment. “See?” he said, looking down at the carcass of the mare, already stiffening with cold. “A Russian horse. She dies only when her task is done.” Then he, too, dropped his rope and walked out of the barn.

“Tankoo, Myaster!” Pyotr said, in the few words of English he knew. “Morrow—go, go!” He sat down at the mare’s head, and began to loosen the nooses from her.

“Yes, Pyotr,” I said. “Thank you.”

I wanted to put my hand upon Pyotr’s head, but instead I patted the mare’s. It served as well. When I walked from the barn, Pyotr was holding the mare’s head in his lap, and was weeping.








Chapter Two



IT was that night, in the reeking hut that served as way station, that I allowed myself to ponder for the first time since entering Russia the secret that sent me there—a secret I had forced far from my thoughts, as if to keep it hidden even from myself. Inside the one-room hut, Gorlov snoring in one bed, the stationmaster snoring in another, and Pyotr snoring on a pile of blankets in a corner near the fire, I sat before the stone hearth, unable to sleep, staring into the low flames, and I heard again those words, spoken to me three months before….

“It will not be easy.”

The warning took me back to London, and the gloom of that city’s harbor, and the night when I stood at the rail of a wooden ship tethered to the fog-shrouded dock. All around the cockney voices of the sailors and dockworkers called out in their work, but I spoke to no one, and stared across the water.

Still I noticed the slender sailor who moved silently up the gangway and stopped in the shadows near me. From the corner of my eye I saw him studying me, as if wondering who I might be; in my cavalry boots, with the saber outlined beneath the cloak, I was clearly not a man of the sea. Finally the man approached and quietly spoke. “Are you Kieran Selkirk, of Virginia?”

“I am.”

“Someone wants to meet you. Another American—like us.” His accent was of the middle northern colonies: Pennsylvania, I thought.

“I’ve booked passage home,” I said. “The ship sails in an hour. And I don’t know a soul in London.”

“Someone knows you. He is a patriot.” The man lifted my bag and turned toward the gangway; as he did, I drew my saber and tucked its razor edge to his throat.

“That’s a dangerous word, friend. And I don’t go down any dark streets with you until you tell me this patriot’s name.”

He held his neck cocked back from the blade and his body frozen; his eyes shifted left and right before he whispered, “Benjamin Franklin.”

[image: space]

AN hour later I sat at attention, waiting in a rich man’s London apartment, all the curtains drawn, the sailor sitting in another chair beside me.

The door opened and Benjamin Franklin entered, in all his glory: spectacles balanced below his sparkling eyes, a distinctive fringe of straight hair skirting the broad bald dome of his head, rich clothes fitting tightly around his formidable girth. He barged in without ceremony, already talking. “Good evening! Thank you for coming,” the great man said, and I noted that he did not speak my name, even as the sailor who had only whispered it now quickly slipped from the room. I jumped to my feet and accepted the hand Franklin extended. “Please do sit down,” he said. “My valet will bring you food and drink if you are hungry.” His English valet had drifted through the door behind him.

“Thank you, no.”

Franklin could tell I was excited to meet him; at least he seemed amused. He waved his valet away, waited for the soft closing of the door, and then asked me a blunt question: “Do you know who Catherine the Great is?”

Clearing my throat, I answered, “The Empress of Russia?”

“They call her the Tsarina. That’s Tssaarr—ee—nah,” he pronounced, trilling his tongue with the r and crinkling his nose. “The Russians are particular about how you pronounce it. But I understand you have a facility for languages.”

“I speak some French and German, sir.”

“The Tsarina is a full-blooded German, having been a minor princess there when the royal matchmakers discovered her as a wife for the heir to the Russian throne. And the Russian court speaks French.” He said this in a way that told me my qualifications had been carefully considered. “Have you heard anything else about her?”

“No, sir,” I answered, after a slight pause.

Seeing through my hesitation, Franklin laughed. “Of course you have! But Voltaire tells me that story about her and the horse is an exaggeration.” He heaved himself into an embroidered chair, wincing as he sat; yet it was not the pain of gout that stole the smile from his face but something else, something that frightened him. “Catherine is brilliant. Beautiful. Utterly ruthless. Shortly after she and her husband rose to the throne, he was found strangled. Now all the power of the Russian empire is hers—and the fate of America rests in her hands.”

At first I thought Franklin was joking; how could the ruler of a country on the other side of the earth from ours, and with scarcely any ties to our past or present, be crucial to the future of America? But I saw that the man was dead serious.

“I have friends among certain societies you joined while at university,” he said carefully, “and from those sources I hear you have reason for hating the British.”

“I prefer to think of myself as loving liberty, Mr. Franklin.”

“Touché! And yet when your friends went on to gentler trades—to the study of law, to the clergy, to commerce—you came to Europe to learn the art of war. You could have chosen a more peaceful outlet for your passions, for I understand you are an eloquent man.”

“No man is as eloquent as the soldier who stands his ground.”

Behind his spectacles, Franklin’s eyes danced. He took pleasure in my reply, not just for its passion but for something else; it was as if I were a puzzle piece, but I would not know for many months the picture he was assembling in that brilliant mind of his. He said, “We have discovered that the British are plotting a secret bargain with Catherine the Great.” Before I could absorb that pronouncement, Franklin’s valet entered with a tea service and placed it on the table between us. Franklin, who missed nothing, noticed my glance at the valet, and said, “Don’t worry about Berwick; I trust him with my life.”

“And with mine, sir?” I said.

“You are a wit! That is most encouraging! Berwick, prepare a purse with funds for passage to Paris and from thence to St. Petersburg.” Berwick bowed and left the room, having scarcely raised his eyes, and Franklin went on to me: “I understand in Paris you have a Russian friend, who trained you as a soldier.”

“Sergei Gorlov. But what—”

“The British are asking Catherine to provide them with twenty thousand Russian soldiers to go to America and put down all resistance there,” Franklin said. I must have paled, for Franklin emphasized that he had spoken correctly. “Yes, twenty thousand. For American independence to have any hope, we must rely on the fact that the British are stretched thin throughout their empire. They are short of infantry. But twenty thousand Russian troops, unleashed in America, fresh from their brutal victory over the Turks…Well, I see that the possibility disturbs you as much as it does me.”

“What do you want me to do, Mr. Franklin?”

“We have no advocate in Russia. Our British masters will not permit that. So I want you to go to Russia, not as an American patriot but as a mercenary who happens to be a British subject. Ironically, Catherine has need of foreign mercenaries, for the Cossacks are rebelling inside Russia, and her own soldiers are reluctant to fight them, having an almost mystical reverence for the Cossack cavalry.” As a newcomer to the mercenary units in the Crimea, I had encountered Cossacks, and had even shared a campfire with them in the company of Gorlov, my Russian friend and mentor. The Cossacks, tribal horsemen from the Ukraine, were both fearless and deeply emotional, and I had seen in Gorlov the odd combination of contempt and respect for them that Franklin was describing. He continued, “So I want you to go and volunteer for every danger, especially against the Cossacks. The British will see you as an ally and may even help you, for the sooner Catherine settles her own little rebellion, the sooner she might help them with theirs.”

“If I fight to help Catherine, and the British, how does that help America?”

Franklin’s face, I thought, went blank. “Boldness, skill, confidence verging on the edge of arrogance—these stand out in a place like Catherine’s Russia. If you are brave enough, you will come to the Tsarina’s attention. And when you do, speak for America. Show her our side of the story.”

“You want me to go to Russia…as a spokesman? To an empress?”

“Why not? Back at the College of William and Mary you were noted for your skill in debate. And you were the leader of your class in discussions of French progressive thinkers like Voltaire and Diderot, philosophers Catherine greatly admires. You have both wit and eloquence.”

“Then why do I feel so speechless?”

Franklin smiled again, then just as quickly frowned. “The task I send you on is dangerous, my young friend,” he said. “At stake is the future of the American continent, and though the British can’t hang you as a traitor while you are in Catherine’s Russia, they would certainly have no hesitation to murder you if they distrusted your motives. So you must go there quickly, before the Russian harbors unfreeze and British ships start bringing in the news of fresh revolts in America. The overland trip is nearly impossible…but the right man might make it. The right man might get to Russia, become noticed, and fall under the protection of the Tsarina before the British delegates there become suspicious. The right man—a man with a keen sword and a keener mind—might infiltrate the Russian court, and, when the opportunity came, speak, with passionate conviction, for America. The choice lies with Catherine. The right man might reach her and plead our case. Are you the right man?”

I don’t remember how long I sat there without replying. Franklin sat back in his chair and answered for me. “Your eyes are fierce,” he said, “and bright with the challenge.”

I had been staring at the fire. Now I looked at him and saw that he was smiling. I was not sure what made him smile, but of this much I was sure: Franklin knew more than he was telling me.








Chapter Three



WHEN I awoke the next morning, Gorlov had already stoked the fire, and my boots were smoking beside it. He had his back to the blaze and his night-coat hiked up to warm his backside, but stood insensible to the heat. He was staring at me, his black eyes steady beneath the brows that had always reminded me of the bristle of a cannon brush.

“Damn you, Gorlov!” I said, stirring from the blankets. “Do you expect to save my feet from the cold by setting them on fire?” He turned distractedly to the boots and swatted them from the hearth. I arose fully dressed, not having wanted to associate too closely with the bedding the stationmaster had thrown me the night before. “Why are you watching me that way?”

Becoming aware then of the odd attention he had focused on me, he turned away suddenly, plunging his face into a basin of water that could have been for shaving, had we not given up on razors a week before. Gorlov’s chin was now nearly as dark as his mustache, while mine bore only an irritating blond stubble. Tossing his head, slinging the water, he began to dress himself. Having been so oddly perused by Gorlov—who had in the past displayed the soldier’s ability to ignore a comrade so thoroughly that a kind of privacy is possible even in the most miserable and immodest conditions—perhaps I cast a more watchful eye in his direction; as he pulled on his shirt I noticed the welts on his left wrist. Catching my glance, he bared his teeth in a grin and said, “The merchant!”

So Pantkin had resisted, had not frozen completely after all, had clung to life, if the only purchase life offered was the arm of his executioner. Somehow I felt better toward him, knowing that he had possessed some instinct to fight back. It was something I needed to believe—that all men possess, somewhere, the dignity to value their own lives, if only enough to scratch the arm of the man who throws you to the wolves.

Pyotr joined us at the table and we breakfasted on slices of black bread soaked in hot animal fat. My first three days in Russia I had refused the fat, but had finally tried it in order to stave off the hunger of the journey, and discovered then its powers of warmth. During the meal, the stationmaster, as he served us, glanced at my uniform—the cavalry boots, the brown riding trousers with yellow stripe, the green tunic—and made some comment to Gorlov, snickering.

Gorlov, sopping a final corner of bread around the last grease in his bowl and stuffing his mouth, mumbled, “The stationmaster says that the German officer wears a colorful nightgown.” Pyotr put down his wooden mug of grog and stared most intently at his empty plate.

“He does, does he?” I said. “Tell him that this is my traveling uniform, that I have a formal uniform preserved clean in my bag. Tell him that I am not German, but merely served with a German cavalry unit when I fought in the Crimea, though I was born in Virginia, the greatest dominion of the British Commonwealth. But nevertheless, he is correct: I do wear a German uniform. Tell him that if he insults this uniform, or any uniform I choose to wear, I will kill him. Tell him that, Gorlov.” Gorlov merely continued what he had begun doing during my speech, namely sucking first one greasy finger and then another; so I leaned forward and said hotly, “Tell him!”

Gorlov turned lazily and muttered something to the stationmaster. It was a phrase of extreme brevity in comparison with the oration it was intended to translate, and, not believing the Russian language to be one of such economy, I assumed Gorlov had been something less than literal. The stationmaster busied himself removing cooking utensils from the fire, and looked at me no more.

Pyotr rose, pulled on his hat and coat, and went out to the barn. Gorlov stood, fished in his pocket, and tossed three copper coins onto the table. The stationmaster shuffled quickly over and reached for the coins; when he grasped, he found my hand between his and the money. He shifted a glance to the ax leaning beside the door.

“Tell him he gets two coins, not three,” I said to Gorlov, while looking at the stationmaster. “Tell him he has the horse, which he will butcher and sell for beef. Tell him the next time an officer, or any man paying good money, stays beneath his roof, to give that visitor clean sheets.”

Gorlov sighed and held out a hand palm up, in a manner that conveyed to the stationmaster: See for yourself; I can do nothing with him—either kill him or let him go. The stationmaster took his hand from mine, and I put one coin into my coat pocket and left him the rest.

Outside Pyotr had drawn the sleigh from the barn. We boarded, and covered ourselves with the warming furs. Pyotr leaned down, scooped up a handful of snow, and buried his face in it, scrubbing; when he emerged his visage glowed red with the circulation, his ears a cherry pink, his round ball of a nose bright as a Christmas apple. He hurled a spray of snow over the new horses, leapt into the box, clucked, and we were away.

A brisk wind blew gamboling fairies of snow across the blinding steppe and up into a crystalline blue sky. I took the coin from my pocket and dropped it in Gorlov’s lap. “Give it to Pyotr. Tell him to buy gloves.”

“I don’t know why you make such a fuss,” Gorlov said, tucking the coin away. “Not every jest is an insult.”

“You know me not as a man who despises jesting. The question was not of insult, but of respect. The man showed no respect for Pyotr at the death of the horse, and no respect for me, with the sheets he gave me. Someone who gives me clean sheets can jest with me all he likes.”

“Clean sheets, you say! When we have not bathed for a week!” He made no mention of having received a clean bed himself.

We drove on, nearing St. Petersburg. The land rolled and pitched, the trees reached higher and grouped into sheltering forests. We began to encounter villages—first a trading post only, with a cross painted on its otherwise bare side, later two wretched houses next to a crooked shelter bearing a cross, then farther along a broader knot of houses, with a larger, less-crooked church. We stopped before noon at a half-built inn, where we changed horses and had what passed for a meal before setting off again, hopeful of reaching St. Petersburg before darkness.
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JUST after leaving the hamlet, when topping a rise that overlooked a long flat valley of forest, we saw a plume of smoke floating into the clear bright sky. Pyotr, who had been singing, fell silent. We descended farther along the road into the valley, still watching the brown plume curling toward us. Halfway between the apparent source of the smoke and the village from which we had just come, Gorlov spoke suddenly to Pyotr, who pulled off the road and into the trees.

The wood stood thick, the trees growing so closely together that there seemed no possible lane for a sleigh; but Pyotr never let the horses stop, turning them tightly around this cluster, about that fallen trunk, moving us steadily across the snow frozen hard within the shade, so that we were soon deeply hidden, glimpsing the sunny road only through sparse angles between the trees. Pyotr alighted from the box, scurried back to the spot where we had entered, and brushed drifts over the tracks where we had left the hard pack of the road. It was this precaution that most put me on my guard; I swung out of the sleigh and stepped to the heads of the horses, to keep them quiet.

When Pyotr joined me there and saw me with the horses’ heads turned away from the road and their noses tugged down from the wind, he shut one eye, peered at me with the other, and smiled, approving of my horseman’s knowledge. Gorlov remained seated in the sleigh, his hands beneath his coat.

We did not wait long. Through the first slit in the trees we saw a horseman pass along the road, and then another, and then others, two and three abreast. They slouched beneath smocks of horsehide tied at the waist with rope belts, wolf-pelt shawls upon their shoulders. Their leader, whom I glimpsed again through another gap in the trees, wore upon his skull a hollowed wolf head, the snout cast out above his eyes and still baring the sharp white teeth; the fur that once warmed the wolf’s neck now covered the neck of the man. The entire band, as nearly as I could tell from my limited vantage, carried curved sabers at their sides and iron knives thrust into the ropes at their waists, and they sat thoughtlessly upon their horses, as if they might fall asleep there at dusk, ride all night, and wake at dawn fully refreshed.

Pyotr, stroking the neck of one of his own horses, and staring in the same direction as I, whispered one word: “Kazaki!”

The last man—the fifty-third, for I had learned in the Crimea to count everything I saw—passed us, and we waited ten minutes before I remounted the sleigh, and then we waited five minutes more. While I had encountered Cossacks before, these bore scant resemblance to the formal cavalry units I had seen fighting in the Crimea. This group had all the motliness of outlaws, yet there was a disciplined manner to their movement, if nothing more than in the common expertise with which they sat their horses. Further, I saw in them a strategy: brigands, I thought, would burn only if they believed their smoke would not bring enemies upon them, but these men had torched a town on a clear morning and ridden slowly toward the next prize, giving the citizens a chance to ponder what ransom they might pay to be spared. And all this within a day’s journey of one of Russia’s two capitals.

Since Franklin had mentioned Cossacks to me, I had read everything I could find about them, but that was precious little. I had gleaned that they were descendants of runaways, a wild-born mix of fugitive serfs and escaped Tartars, and were happiest to be living on the run and taking whatever pleased them. They were piously religious or relentlessly profane, as it suited them. They frequently sold their swords to the highest bidder and were known to be utterly loyal, right up to the moment when they weren’t. They might demand huge payments for their talents; just as readily they might fight you for nothing, as, apparently, they were fighting the Tsarina’s rule from their homelands, deep in the Don River regions of southern Russia.

When Pyotr had us back on the road again, skimming through the burned-out village and then beyond, I said to Gorlov, “What are Cossacks doing this close to St. Petersburg?”

“Cossacks live in the Ukraine,” Gorlov said. “There are no Cossacks here.”

He lied so definitely that I might have thought my impression was mistaken, had I not heard what Pyotr whispered. We rode for another half hour in silence. “Gorlov,” I said at last, “I have never known you to have borne a pistol within your coat. Not on a battlefield, and not in a brothel. But here we are in your own country, and you carry one now.”

He did not look at me. “So what?”

“Should I have one, too?”

He turned his head toward me then, his brows rising parallel to his mustache as he grinned.

I looked away, and then said, “I want you to teach me Russian.”

“Russian!” he boomed. “Nobody worth talking to speaks Russian in Russia! The Empress herself understands it poorly, and writes it worse! Russian! Hah!” He laughed as if I were a great fool, insulting me so that I would tell him my reasons.

“I expect it will be convenient for me to know what lies you are telling about me in my presence, and how much you are cheating me when I ask you to make purchases on my behalf.”

Gorlov smiled again, this time without affectation. “Well,” he said, “Russian is not without its beauty. In fact, I would say this: If I had to choose one language for whispering into a woman’s ear, it would be French; to write an artillery manual, I would choose German; to make a speech, I would use English—if I could speak it, which I cannot, yet I have heard it, and I know how the English love speeches, so it must be the best. But if I had to choose one language for all purposes, that language would be Russian.”

“Then teach me,” I said.

He thought a moment, sucking down on his upper lip until his lower lip was in the place of his mustache. “Perhaps I had best begin with words you might need for a specific purpose. Now suppose…just suppose you have met the Tsarina, and she sends a handmaiden to visit you, a young but experienced girl, and you would say something to the lady to prove that you are a gentleman. Well, you might say, softly, something like…”

And in this way we passed the miles, until, as night was falling, we crossed the bridges into St. Petersburg.








Chapter Four



ISAY we entered the city, though I cannot state that I had yet seen it, descrying only lamps burning occasionally through the darkness, hazed throughout by a fog rising up from the endless canals and floating over the snow. We stopped before a clapboard inn so tall the fog hid its upper stories. The light from its leaded windows warmed the mist upon the street. A painted sign above the door proclaimed the house as the Duke of Holstein Inn, but the setting was more British than Saxon, and the fat form of an enameled bird affixed to the wall beside the entrance gave the place the name by which we would know it, the White Goose. Gorlov and I dismounted from the sleigh, and Pyotr, without another word, drove away into the night. “Where is he going?” I asked Gorlov. “I wanted to give him something for his service.”

“He has family here and stays with them. You will see him again.”

On the main floor of the inn was a tavern room; Gorlov and I walked the length of this room and took a table beside the blaze. The only others in the room—two Hollanders speaking French with Dutch accents at one table, and three Germans speaking German at another—looked up as we passed, but they quickly resumed their conversations.

Dropping into the chair nearest the fire and throwing open his coat to let in the heat, Gorlov said, “Do we get drunk first, then eat, or eat first and then get drunk? Or do we get drunk at dinner? Or just get drunk and forget dinner?” He slapped his head and said, “Oh, I forget you are too young to behave as a man. Perhaps we will have dinner, with milk.”

A sallow waiter, coming quickly over, stared at us for a moment and said to me, “Speissekarte?…Menu?…” Then he looked at Gorlov and said, “Menjek?”

Gorlov erupted from his seat. Banging the table back, he shouted in French, “You speak Polish to me? You dare call me a Pole?”

Grabbing Gorlov’s arm as he raised his fist at the retreating waiter, I laughed and said, “Stand easy, Gorlov! The man was only having a joke.”

“A joke?” Gorlov bellowed. As I gripped him back he shouted to the waiter, “That’s a good way to die poor, my friend! First I remove your family jewels, and then I remove your head!”

The waiter approached again, head lowered, but with the calm of having faced angry patrons before. “I meant no disrespect, sir, I had only to establish that you were indeed Russian. You see, we do not allow Poles here. It is bad for business.”

Gorlov’s blood rushed from his cheeks to his ears. He laughed. The Germans and the Dutch chuckled, too. The waiter brought us wine and a roasted fowl.

As we ate, the room began to fill. Roughly a third of the men entering wore uniforms, in colors I took to be Russian, though I noticed them, from their accents and languages, to be Scottish, Prussian, English, Swedish, and other of the Scandinavian blonds. Among the rest of the company, wearing the latest in stylish European dress—waistcoat and jacket and ruffled shirt and even slippers like the French wear—were Dutch shipbuilders, British surgeons, German engineers. By the time we were finishing the last of the smoked sturgeon Gorlov had insisted upon, tobacco smoke rolled along the ceiling in billows, stirred by polyglot tongues.

When the waiter had cleared our table of the last dish, and we had sent him to instruct the concierge to prepare us rooms for the night, a freckled man in a cavalry major’s uniform brought his tankard over to us, and said in the English of a Scotsman: “My greetins to ye, gentlemen. Ah couldna help b’ notice tha’ one o’ ya is wearin’ cavalry boots and a captain’s uniform o’ the Burgessmeir Campaign. There was a young colonial wi’ a Scot’s name who distinguished himself mos’ harty in tha’ bit o’ fightin’, and Ah’d jus’ like to say, sir, tha’ if tha’ be you, then Ah drink to ye, sir. And if i’ be not you, than Ah drink to ye anyway, for wearin’ o’ the uniform Ah once fought in meself!”

“Kieran Selkirk, sir,” I said, standing and offering my hand; he shifted his tankard to his left, wiped his right quickly on his coat, and shook my hand most heartily. “If I am the one you mean, I thank you. And if not, I thank you anyway, and lift a glass back.”

“Selkirk?” the Scotsman said. “Selkirk it was! Barman! Full glasses to the Highland Horseman and his friend! A toast to Kieran Selkirk!” The barman sent his boy scurrying to fill our glasses, and when we and the Scotsman toasted, others around the room joined in the draught.

“Tam MacFee!” our visitor said, accepting the chair I offered him. Most of the others in the room went back to their own conversations, while several rose and drifted over, within the glow of the fire and within earshot of our table. I sat again and introduced MacFee to Gorlov, who shook hands with the Scot quietly and made no indication that he did not understand English.

“Have ye arrived tonight only?” asked MacFee.

“Two hours ago,” I said.

MacFee wanted to introduce us to another professional cavalryman, a Norwegian named Laarsen, whom we not only knew already but had fought beside in the Crimea. That reunion brightened Gorlov and shifted the conversation to French, in which tongue Gorlov regaled the company with battle legends and delighted in telling MacFee why he sometimes called me “Svet,” a nickname derived from the Russian word for “light”—because, Gorlov claimed, of the mad glow that came into my eyes just before a mounted charge with sabers.

We remained in the room amid further toasts and revelry. I met numerous soldiers, artisans, and merchants, all called from faraway places to the riches of Russia. Gorlov had a jolly time and told more tales, stretching the truth beyond recognition and ultimately devaluing the believability of all that he had said, until I must certainly have seemed a coward, to have been called courageous by as grand a liar as Gorlov.

Gorlov remained boisterous throughout the evening, and was thoroughly happy when at last we took leave of our company and accepted two keys from the innkeeper, who bade us, “Good night, Count Gorlov. And good night to you, too, sir.”

We had climbed halfway to the second floor when it hit me.

“Count?” I said to Gorlov. “Count?”

“You never asked me,” he said sleepily, stumbling slightly on the stairs.








Chapter Five



OUR rooms stood adjacent, off the central part of the wooden corridor. I bade Gorlov good night at his doorway and walked down to my own.

I found a chamber more hospitable than any accommodation I had had in Paris or London. An iron brazier hung in the corner, warming the room with orange charcoal of a smoky and pleasant aroma. The bedding lay turned down, exposing a proper pillow. Beside the bed on a three-footed table stood a candle, its light reflecting against a narrow frosted window, which revealed, upon my scraping away a porthole in the icy mist of its panes, a view of the street. I sat down upon the bed and through the froth of my fatigue drank in the heady brew of having crossed the world, arriving at a destination I had thought I might never see alive.

I opened the bag beside me, and from its depths I withdrew my writing case. Strapped beneath its tin cover was a packet of scribblings of my own authorship: letters begun and never completed, jottings of thoughts that I would share with souls beyond the reach of human postage, the fragments of a diary. But it was not these that I sought. Lying precisely in the middle of the stack of clean sheets at the bottom of the case lay another paper, concealed thus among its fellows. It was a letter of introduction from Franklin to the French ambassador to Russia. Now, having arrived in St. Petersburg, I did what I had not done since the night three months before, when the letter and writing case first came into my hand: I withdrew the epistle and read it.

I replaced the letter in the stack and set the paper back into the writing case.

I undressed, put the dagger beneath my pillow, lay down, and stared into the low flames, unable to sleep.

I felt the weight of my own importance. The responsibility itself did not frighten me; I could do this, I had believed so immediately. Benjamin Franklin himself seemed so sure of it, and twenty-four-year-old cavalry officers do not tend to doubt their abilities.

But now the enormity of what I was attempting stretched before me like the endless forests of Russia. I had made it into the country only by the grace of God and the saber, and that initial step was nothing compared to the distance I had still to cross.

And yet, as I lay warm within that bed in the inn at St. Petersburg, and stared at the wooden ceiling lit by the blue light of the star shine reflected through the frosted window by the Russian snow, I believed I could accomplish it all. I believed because…well, because I believed. I believed in America; I believed in myself as an American. I believed that the child of a king or a queen was not likely to be healthier of spirit, mind, or body than that born of a farmer (in fact, I confess to a prejudice in the opposite direction). Like all men, I believed God thought as I did.

More specifically, I believed that Catherine of Russia also believed as I did, for though she was a queen, she was not born one. She had risen to her position through intelligence and talent, and that fact alone reassured me that she could hear my simple statement, America will prevail, and would believe it.

I burrowed deeper into my bed and tried to take comfort in such thoughts. Soon I was fast asleep.








Chapter Six



THE next morning I rose early, rang for the chamber boy, and washed and shaved in the hot water I had him bring me. Having sent the boy to the laundry with my traveling uniform and soiled linen, and wanting to save my formal uniform for such time as it might be necessary, I dressed in the civilian clothes I had carried in my bag, locked my room, and tapped at Gorlov’s door, intending not to wake him if he were slumbering deeply. Hearing no stir, I left him to his rest and went downstairs.

In the dining room I breakfasted on tea, cheese, and black bread; and, as I had the night before, I felt strangely buoyant, alone and alive in a vigorous world. I returned upstairs to fetch my coat and, still hearing nothing at Gorlov’s door, wound back to the lower floor and out into the street.

Lying as it does in the earth’s northern latitudes, St. Petersburg greets the sun late in winter and loses it hardly at all during the summer—so I had been told in London. It was now eight o’clock, and early April, here on the brink of the Gulf of Finland. The frozen ground whispered forth a mist in promise of thaw, and the yellow morning light colored these vapors like buttermilk. Sleighs slithered through the street.

I was surprised to see Pyotr waiting in his sleigh at the front door. “Good morning!” I called out, trusting my smile to tell him what the words meant. He looked at me expectantly, clearly hoping to be of service, so I happily stepped in. “Tnanski Prospeckt,” I announced. He turned, smiled, and clucked to the horses.

All cities have two faces—their countenance of hauteur in their architectural landmarks, and their grimace of misery in the squalor of their slums—but nowhere had I seen the masks so jarringly juxtaposed as in St. Petersburg. Seeing the ordered architecture of many fine homes, churches, and public buildings, I thought at first that St. Petersburg could be taken for any European city—Vienna, Berlin, Stockholm—but as we skimmed across a wooden bridge spanning the main canal that bordered the German suburb, I saw that we had left Europe behind and had entered Russia again. Unpainted gray houses squatted like solidified fog on the icy ground, their lower halves stained by repeated flooding; rot showed in the planks at the bases, though the structures were not old enough for the saw marks on their upper members to have weathered away. Tsar Peter I, wishing a port for his landlocked country, had beaten back the Swedes and founded this city in a swamp on the shores of a frigid gulf, and for the last seventy-five years the workers who lived in these common hovels I now passed had continued to wage the war against nature that their great Tsar had begun, digging canals, rechanneling streams, draining marsh, erecting great structures. Builders toiled everywhere along the main canals, and they set up a din as if they believed that they could force back the sea and the cold with noise alone. Crews of men, chained together, dragged masses of timbers and stone up to sites where carpenters and joiners sawed and hammered. Engineers shouted orders in German, and supervisors responded by whipping the chained men and shouting in Russian. I assumed these workers to be prisoners and so was shocked to glimpse a group of them, reaching the end of a long pull, shake loose their chains and drag them back to another great bundle of lumber, only to truss themselves up again; they bore the bonds placidly, just as they accepted the lash.

Pyotr drove me to a broad lane that lay beside the Neva, the sky reflecting blue upon the solid mask of ice hiding the river’s deep flow. Between the lane and riverbank rose great houses, square as German town halls, ornate as French snuffboxes. “Nomer pyat,” I said to Pyotr. Number five.

I soon found myself stepping from the carriage, out onto a snowy lane lined by mansions. I stood before a fine residence from whose rooftop flew the flag of France, marking the home of that country’s ambassador to the Court of Catherine the Great.

I approached the door and knocked; as it opened, I began the speech I had prepared: “Bonjour. Je suis Kieran Selkirk. Je voudrais présenter une lettre à Monsieur…”

Then I faltered as I saw that the door had been opened not by a house servant, but by a woman whose tumbling curls of auburn hair framed eyes of luminous green. Her lavender dress ought to have clashed with her coloring; it did not. Her expression, one eyebrow lifted higher than the other, was fixed from the moment I first saw her, and she had chosen it, I was sure, before she spoke to me; but her eyes studied me closely. “Mademoiselle,” I said quickly, and bowed. She stepped back, admitting me into the mansion foyer, and sighing as if she had been welcoming men all day.

“You say you have a letter for my father?” she asked in English that made it clear her native tongue was French. “I will take it,” and seeing me pause, she went on impatiently, “Oh, come, my father is with his mistress. You may trust me!”

With laughter in her eyes, she reached out her hand. I realized then that my embarrassment was a delight to her, and increasing it was a game she was quite used to playing. I said, this time in English, “My name is Kieran Selkirk. From America.”

“Charlotte DuBois,” she returned, with a flirting curtsey that involved scarcely more than a bob of her head. She extended her hand again. “The letter?”

“It is only that it was sent confidentially—”

She plucked the letter from my hand and snapped it open, then read aloud: “‘Please help this young man, Kieran Selkirk, and his friend Sergei Gorlov with necessary introductions for the mutual benefit of our nations.’ Signed by Benjamin Franklin! My, that is impressive!”

She paused at the arrival, visible through the foyer windows, of a carriage discharging a gangling young man with pomaded hair and a Russian uniform. Prancing up the walkway, he entered the foyer without knocking, then seemed confused by my presence, but Mademoiselle DuBois greeted his appearance easily, like the delivery of a piece of furniture. “There you are, Rodeon!” she said. “Go into the parlor and I shall join you in a moment.” She took his arm, tucked him through the parlor door, and shut it behind him, then turned quickly back to me. “I wish I could visit you now, but as you can see I am occupied with a prior appointment. But I will give this to my father. You may…rest upon me.”

She gazed at me for a moment, as if to be sure I took the full meaning of her last phrase, then tucked the letter into her bosom and popped into the parlor, leaving me to let myself out.
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AN hour later, Gorlov, Pyotr, and I sat at a window table in the dining room of the White Goose. Gorlov was gobbling food as I sat berating my own stupidity. “I am such a fool! My glorious letter of introduction—and I let it end up between a girl’s breasts.”

Gorlov looked up. “Her breasts?”

“I didn’t put it there, she did.”

“She put it there?” he mused. “Beautiful girl?”

“Gorlov, you don’t understand at all, you great hulking idiot! I’m a bumpkin, I’ve blundered, I’ve thrown away any chance we have to—”

I broke off as a magnificent carriage drawn by four white horses thundered up and slid to a stop directly outside our window. It was made of padded velvet, with blue tassels flying from its top and along the traces of its team. An envoy—I know not what else to call him—in a cardinal coat with a ruffled collar stretched around his neck like the feathers of a fighting cock emerged and trod delicately through the muck, onto the steps, and into the inn.

This dignified personage moved to the innkeeper’s clerk, who sat at an anteroom desk visible to us in the dining room, and spoke to him quietly; the clerk, struck dumb at the appearance of the envoy, gestured toward the dining room, and the envoy moved to its door.

“Messieurs Selkirk et Gorlov, s’il vous plait!” the envoy sang in a majestic treble, and the whole roomful of diners gawked toward him. The innkeeper’s clerk had scrambled to his feet and now pointed toward me. Walking in a fashion that kept his feet far ahead of his chin, the envoy strode to our table. Gorlov was as mute as I; but worse, he was shocked into immobility, for he sat rigid, hunched over the joint of fowl from which he had just bitten a long tear of roasted meat, his eyes wide and upon the envoy, the meat hanging from his teeth and dripping savory juices down his chin.

With his white-gloved hand the envoy withdrew an envelope from an inner pocket of the cardinal coat and held both hand and envelope above his head. After an eloquent pause, he bent at the waist as if his body possessed that single hinge, and caused the envelope to land on the precise edge of the table. Swinging back up, till the hand was again at its former height, he then found a swivel in his shoulder, and moved the palm down to his waist. “Count Gorlov,” he sang, accenting his parting bow to that worthy with a click of his heels. I admit that I was not entirely unrelieved that this tower of respectability had correctly assumed the man with the half pound of roast chicken dripping from his lips to be Gorlov instead of me, and I was feeling even a bit superior when the envoy said, “Monsieur Selkirk,” made another click and bow distinctly to Pyotr, and let his heels precede him from the room.

Gorlov had not moved even yet, and still held the meat stringing from his teeth. I noticed one small, tentative movement of his jaws, then another, and another, until with a gradually accelerating chewing he sucked the meat up into his gnashing mouth. With each movement of his mandible he seemed to recover his wits a little more, so that by the time he swallowed he was the old Gorlov again. Wiping his lips with his sleeve and taking a quick gulp from his tankard, he cast an eye toward the envelope and said, “From your acquaintance on Tnanski Prospeckt, eh?”

I picked up the envelope and withdrew from it an invitation, engraved in a flowing hand. I read aloud: “The Marquis DuBois requests the honor of your presence for a ball, to be held—” I looked up at Gorlov. “This is for tomorrow night!”

He paused a moment, sniffed, and said, “Ah, well! We aristocrats move quickly! Don’t we, Monsieur Selkirk!”

Of course he said these last words directly to Pyotr.
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IMPRESSED, even smug, with the pace of my progress, I returned to my room, telling Gorlov I wanted a rest. But as soon as I entered, something seemed out of place—or, more accurately, everything seemed too much in place. The room had been dusted, the water pitcher beside the washbasin refilled, the bedsheets smoothed. I noticed, too, that the floor had been swept, and my bag returned to the precise spot where I had left it beneath the table. Something about this precision troubled me. I retrieved my writing box and checked the stack of letter paper.

To alert me to any tampering of the box, I had formed the habit of placing a single sheet of the writing paper out of line with the others. I was sure I had done this again when I handled the box that morning, though I was removing the letter. I saw immediately that now all the pages were in a neat row.

I wondered if I had been wrong about the misaligned page. And yet the possibilities disturbed me greatly. Had someone gone through the box looking for money? For information? Where were my enemies? Who were they?

Wondering at my own steadiness of nerve, I lay down upon the bed. I questioned whether I was letting fear stimulate my imagination. My optimism of just moments before had so suddenly evaporated, and I felt truly tired. I spent most of an hour lying in a dark lethargy, telling myself that the rigors of the journey had caught up to me at last, that I would soon identify the paths through the forest before me, that great opportunity would soon be mine—and doubting it all. When I was nearly asleep, the last vestige of discipline in my thoughts dissolving, I surrendered myself to anticipation of the coming ball, and like a schoolboy began to sort out what I might wear, to imagine whom I might encounter, to wonder how I might present myself and if I might create the proper—

I sprang upright on the bed, paused, and then leapt to my feet. I touched the dagger hanging on the wall peg beside my saber, thought another moment, and ran for Gorlov. Fetching him from his own slumbers, I brought him in bewilderment back to my room. I locked the door and turned to face him. “I’m going to ring for the chamber boy, Gorlov. I’m going to ask him some questions he will not want to answer. I know he speaks French and German. But he is a Russian. And I think we can get at the truth better if we use his own language.”

“The chamber boy? What could—”

“Someone has searched my room. I am sure of it.”

“For what purpose? You carry your money—what little you have—on your person.”

“I do not like snooping!”

Gorlov twisted his brows, squinting as if he thought me carried away. “Listen to me!” I insisted. “Yesterday I gave the chamber boy my traveling uniform and linen to have laundered and pressed.” I pointed to the stand beside the window. “There is the uniform, hanging here now! He came back. He has a key. He could have helped anyone get in and out without discovery. I’m going to ring him up here.” With that, I gave a pull on the bell cord.

Promptly a knock came upon the door, and I opened it to the chamber boy, who said, “Oui, monsieur?” with what I thought special politeness. I told him to come in; he hesitated, then stepped inside, faltering when he saw Gorlov. I locked the door behind him, and he spun round. Then he stood quite still.

I stared at him. He had straight sandy hair over a square Slavic face with a small up-bent nose in the exact center. He could have been no more than twelve. His expression changed as he stood there; he began to look sleepy and stupid.

“Yesterday,” I said in French, “I gave you my laundry. You brought it back clean and left it here. But you let someone else in when you came.”

“Oh, no, monsieur!”

I lifted the dagger from the peg, slowly stripped off the sheath, and tossed it to the bed. I touched the end of my left index finger to the dagger’s point and twisted the blade back and forth. “Yes. You did. And you let someone into Count Gorlov’s room as well.”

The boy looked toward Gorlov, who watched without expression. The boy looked back toward me, and I thought I saw his lip quiver. “Didn’t you?” I insisted.

He had opened his mouth without making a sound and had just begun to shake his head in denial when I jumped at him, clapping my left hand to the back of his head—not snatching hair but merely holding, for I thought that more sinister—and pressing the point of the dagger to the boneless flesh under his chin. My nose an inch from his, I whispered, “I am not afraid to kill boys. Turks are just boys to me, and I have killed many Turks. Who was it? Who did you let into our rooms?”

Through the hand at the top of his spine I could feel his legs quake. He no longer tried to look stupid. He stared straight into my eyes and said, “No one, sir.”

In the periphery of my vision I could see Gorlov shaking his head. He stepped forward, pushed the dagger away, and began to beseech me not to kill the boy. His pleas were so fervent and so at odds with my intention (as I not only had no desire to hurt the boy but was even at the point of accepting his innocence), that I gathered Gorlov wanted me to play up my bloody desires. I did so, stepping back as Gorlov argued, brandishing my dagger as Gorlov spoke to the boy, and casting butcherous looks at both of them. Suddenly Gorlov snatched up the lad himself, lifted him in the air as he had lifted Pantkin, and deposited him sitting upon the bed. Stepping back, Gorlov wiped a hand down his own face and began to speak in Russian.

The boy sat rigid, staring. Gorlov continued steadily. The boy’s eyes darted from Gorlov to me, back to Gorlov, to me again. Gorlov’s resonant voice rose and fell upon the Russian syllables like the dirge of a solitary cello. The boy’s chest heaved, and he began to cry.

The weeping became bitter, uncontrollable; Gorlov, who was bent over with his hands upon his knees, applying some last few phrases to the distraught boy, now raised up, walked slowly over to me, and said, so the boy could not hear, “I told him that you are angry with him not because he has lied to you and betrayed you, but because he has disappointed you. I told him that while all the other foreigners in this inn treat him like garbage because he is a Russian, and of peasant birth, you like him, and said to me—me, Count Gorlov, a Russian you have honored with your friendship—that you thought this chamber boy had promise and might even someday make a soldier. I told him that it was this sense about him that caused you to entrust your uniform to him in the first place, because, whereas other soldiers passing through this inn have hurled dirty uniforms at him, and tossed him filthy boots, expecting him to lick them clean like a dog, your uniforms are special because you are a great soldier. You will allow no one to touch your uniforms, but you put them in his care because of your faith in him. He has betrayed you and that is what has hurt you so deeply.”
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