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				“What else should our lives be but a continual series of beginnings, of painful setting out into the unknown, pushing off from the edges of consciousness into the mystery of what we have not yet become.”

				—Malouf’s Ovid, An Imaginary Life, David Malouf

				“I am thinking of aurochs and angels, the secret of durable pigments, prophetic sonnets, the refuge of art. And this is the only immortality you and I may share, my Lolita.”

				—Lolita, Vladimir Nabokov

			

		

	
		
			
				

				— 1887 —

				The howls of wild aurochs echo deep in the ancient forest as Boris Spiridov spreads his hunting coat over a mattress of leaves and Sabrina Josephine, daughter of a grand duke and favorite in the Romanov Palace, squats down as if she has spent her entire life in this forest. Tall and solid behind her, Boris anchors her weight against his legs, his hands supporting her under the arms. She spreads her knees wide, summons her enormous reserves of strength, and pushes once. A girl is born. A girl with black curls and skin the color of copper. A girl with exquisite golden eyes, one a translucent opal that reflects the depth of her emotions.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter One

				— 1991 —

				Darya Borisovna Spiridova is startled awake by a persistent knock at her front door. Butterflies flutter against her skin, weave their way around her silver curls, rustle under the covers. A cloud of butterflies floats out of the bedroom and into the vestibule.

				Draped in a shawl of fine satin, the cane of Tsar Nicholas II in one hand and an oil-burner in another, she quietly slips across the corridor of the crumbling Entertainment Palace to confront the massive oak door.

				Little Servant appears, carrying a tray of piroshki and a tumbler of vodka. His smile reveals a mouthful of gold teeth that cost Darya a pearl-encrusted cross. “May I help, Madame?”

				She raises one hand to keep him at bay. With the glint of mischief in his eyes and a habit of materializing at the most inconvenient times, the dwarf can be a nuisance. “This one is for me. I will answer.”

				She tightens the shawl about her shoulder, her curls casting shadows in the dim light of the oil-burner as she tackles the many locks and bolts. The door heaves and clangs, then swings open with a great groan, and she comes face to face with a slit-eyed young man in a uniform the color of the Crimean shores.

				“Dobroye utro!” He greets, bowing low, one hand touching the brim of a fox-furred shapka tottering on his narrow, conelike head, the other offering a cream-colored vellum envelope.

				At the sight of the Association’s familiar seal on the envelope, her hand flies to the miniature Fabergé egg she wears on a chain around her neck. The Russian Nobility Association is a ragged assembly of leftover aristocrats, descendants of the Scherbatovs, Golitsyns, Bobrinskois, Yusupovs, and Sheremetevs. Before the motherless Bolsheviks destroyed Russia, these aristocrats would roll their shiny carriages along the Nevsky Prospekt on the way to the Mariinsky Theater or from one palace or another, where, cuddled in furs and dazzling in jewelry, they would spoon pearly Caspian caviar and click champagne flutes with their Imperial Majesties, Tsar Nicholas Alexandrovich Romanov and Alexandra Feodorovna. They communicated in French with their children and Swiss governesses, in English with their nannies and British friends, and in Russian with their servants.

				These exiled aristocrats still dream, plan, and plot to reinstate the monarchy, although they dismiss her own search for the Tsarevich, Alexei, as a mad woman’s last delusion.

				“Spasiba, son.” Darya murmurs her thanks to the ruddy-faced messenger. She steps back to shut the door, but the boy remains rooted at the threshold, enthralled by the 104-year-old woman with mesmerizing eyes, one an orb of cracked opal. Not the type of milky opal mined from the crevices of the earth, but a lucid golden shade, defiant and full of mystery.

				“You are so beautiful, so different!” He hears himself blurt out, his tongue tripping over itself. “Is it true that your opal eye can read the thoughts of animals?”

				Darya aims her cracked gaze directly at him. “Humans too, Golubchik, my dear fellow. I see everything, even what I’d rather not.” At her age, she has learned to accept many things…accept the crack in the opal that was caused by long-ago grief, a tragedy witnessed, a black stain that should never have happened. She has learned to accept the curiosity her eye stirs, accept that her beauty, unmarred by time or misfortune, is an oddity too. So, despite her impatience to learn what the envelope holds, she decides to answer the courageous boy, who reminds her of Little Servant twenty years before, when he appeared at her door with a mouthful of bad teeth and two fat-nosed civets in his arms, claiming his parents had been exiled to “the camps.” He said he did not care that everyone thought she was a sorceress and her butterflies were Romanov spirits. In truth, he said, her eccentricities suited him well, since he was different too. He promised to work hard in return for food and shelter and claimed that his wild cats were trained to pluck red coffee cherries from bushes he promised to plant in her garden, cherries that would yield the most aromatic coffee. She had simply opened the door and let him in. And now, despite his penchant for lighting the fireplaces in her absence, his lengthy silences and the excellent vodka he distills have become agreeable additions to her solitary life.

				She rubs the envelope between her palms and offers the uniformed young man a smile that reveals her own impeccable teeth. “Would you like a bottle of my homemade vodka?”

				He shuffles in place, uncertain of the right protocol, whether to accept or politely refuse. Deciding on the safest course, he replies, “I don’t drink, spasiba.”

				She lets out a rare laugh that originates in her bowels and bursts out into a volcanic mirth. “What a pity! A daily shot of good vodka keeps you healthy. But I understand, boychick, I really do. You are young, untouched by tragedies, drunk on life. Still, if you change your mind, you are welcome to a bottle of my excellent vodka.”

				“Is vodka the reason you look so young… Pardon me. They say you are old, but you don’t look old at all. Are you old?”

				“Old! Wash your mouth, boy.” She cocks her head at him, searches his eyes for some evidence of malice or derision, and finding only the innocence of youth, she adds, “The secrets to my long life are my passions, obsessions, and dreams that have not changed one bit since I was seventeen, living in the Belovezh Forest with birds of paradise and wild animals. If anything, I am more driven today. Go, now, and share this with your young friends.”

				There is more to the secret of her longevity, of course. A chunk of ambergris she discovered on the Crimean shores remains essential to her youthful appearance. And her optimism, this ability to sustain herself on hope and a diet of memories, helps too. Even when the mix of memory and guilt will not be assuaged by the hallucinatory berries in her garden, she refuses to lose hope. Hope that the Tsarevich survived the horror of that long-ago night and, despite his age, remains in good health. Hope that she will, once more, hold him in her arms and cover his face with a million tender kisses.

				“May I ask another question?” the boy says.

				“Ne budet-li, be careful what you ask, young man,” she replies, a puff of butterflies huddling in her cupped hand.

				“Is it true that you were Tyotia Dasha of the Tsarevich, Alexei Nikolaevich Romanov?”

				“The answer is yes. Da! I was his lady-in-waiting, his beloved auntie Dasha. Now, go! Schast’ya i zdorov’ya! Good luck! And remember our Tsarevich in your prayers,” she replies, a cloud of butterflies fluttering around her like ornaments.

				Finding her less intimidating than he was led to believe, the boy exclaims, “People say you are a sorceress and these butterflies are Romanov spirits that keep your enemies away and help you…”

				“You talk too much, son. Close your mouth or you’ll start burping fat toads.” She gives him a gentle push with her cane and shuts the door behind him. She waves away two insistent butterflies that land on the envelope and snaps the cane at a rat that scurries across the hallway to peck at her heel. Other rats come and go, content with meager leftovers. This beady-eyed one is as greedy as every revolutionary Red that crossed her path, every bastard communist and worm-eating antimonarchist who soils his pants at the sight of her.

				She breaks the seal on the envelope and pulls out a vellum note. Her heart loud in her chest, her gaze skips over the gold-embossed inscriptions. Emissaries of the Russian Nobility Association summon her to an emergency meeting at Rostislav Perfumery. Four in the afternoon, sharp. An important matter requires her immediate attention. What could have prompted this tight circle of monarchists to summon her now? She kept an eye on them through the years, following their pathetic failures to find the heir to the throne, her precious charge, her sweet Alyosha, the man who would restore the monarchy. Year after year, one or another pretender to the throne materialized, crooks and impostors with no ties to the Romanovs, not a drop of royal blood in their dry veins.

				She folds the note, reflecting upon her own continuous quest around the polluted Ekaterinburg streets, the traffic-choked boulevards, soot-covered buildings, and stinking buses to scrutinize anyone who might bear a remote resemblance to her Tsarevich, her adorable prince, with melancholy eyes that reflected his suffering. She continues to travel around the country to listen to whoever might claim to have information about a Romanov, meet with one impostor after another, inspect the geography of their faces, and heap ash on their lying heads.

				Little Servant reappears with his tray. “Your breakfast, Madame?”

				She slips the note back in the envelope and frees a butterfly that found its way in. “Not today.”

				“Important news, Madame?”

				“Yes, yes, an important meeting I need to attend.”

				“Right now, Madame?”

				“No, in an eternity. Well, not quite, but so it seems. I will have to be at the perfumery in four hours.”

				“Perhaps Madame would like me to warm up the banya? That always helps.”

				“Yes, thank you. Please do.” She will bathe, shampoo her hair, and enjoy a hallucinatory berry or two, a tumbler of scented vodka to pass the time. She likes the sense of lightness that every immersion in the banya brings. Bathing is a necessary ritual, her daily conduit to the past, all the way back to her childhood and her beloved parents.

				The dwarf hastens to prepare the banya, intent on pleasing his mistress who, unlike others, regards him as an equal rather than a stepped-on cockroach to be swept up with the trash. As long as he can remember, he has been addressed as Little Servant, despite the fact that, apart from his height, the rest of his features are quite large: protruding eyes, hooked nose, shovel-like hands and feet. He likes living here, safe from curious stares, where he can dress as he pleases, in loose, colorful satin pants and shirts that remind him of Backschai village, where he came from. His room, despite the flaking paint and smell of mildew, is opulent by his standards, and he likes to occupy a bed that once belonged to the Grand Duchess Anastasia. He shuffles into the garden with its patch of berries, giddy butterflies, wild civets, and the vodka distillery where he ferments black figs, molasses, cumin, and currants. And he walks the same path the Tsar and Tsarina had walked seventy years before.

				Set in the center of five acres of land, perched on a hill overlooking the city below, the Entertainment Palace is where Nicholas II and Alexandra Feodorovna held symphonies and ballets after a long day of formal responsibilities. Once surrounded by groves of birch, linden, and cedar, the landscape now chokes with robusta and hybrid arabustra bushes Little Servant planted when he came here with his wild civets.

				The civets continue to breed and multiply. They creep among the bushes at night and pluck coffee cherries, chew off the fruity exterior, and swallow the hard innards. Every morning, Little Servant steps out into the garden and separates, from the many clumps of civet dung, the beans that have been refined by the civets’ gastric juices. Then he embarks on brewing the rarest of sweet coffees with the aroma of vanilla and chocolate.

				This miraculously preserved backdrop that masks the ruins of the Bolshevik Revolution and years of civil war is the only imperial residence the communists and antimonarchists did not confiscate, for fear of the multiplying butterflies they regarded as the lingering spirits of the Romanovs.

				Little Servant steps into the banya, a bathhouse built decades ago that, apart from the missing roof, remains in acceptable condition. Testing the water and finding it warm and pleasant, he stirs in a generous amount of essence of eucalyptus and orange blossom, stacks towels, and places a jar of scrubbing salts and birch whips close by. He picks five hallucinatory berries from the garden and arranges them on a decorative fig leaf in a bowl. He goes to fetch his mistress.

				“The banya is ready, Madame,” he formally announces.

				She emerges, tossing her shawl behind and stepping out of her nightgown as Little Servant picks them up and folds them carefully on his arm. He observes her immerse herself in the aromatic water, admiring the miracle that she is. Her muscles are firm, her skin the shade of cloves of cinnamon, her golden eyes reflecting the splendor of a woman who is secure in her beauty. He never tires of searching the Entertainment Palace for something that might explain the secret of her eternal youth: an elixir, an incantation, a magical herb. Perhaps something that might add a few centimeters to his height.

				He has wondered more than once whether the secret of her youth might be related to the fragrance emanating from the ever-present miniature Fabergé egg slung from a gold chain around her neck. It is a superb piece of jewelry, no larger than his thumbnail. Deep green enamel dotted with brilliant diamonds and pearls in the center of which is the likeness of a beautiful red-haired woman. When snapped open, its bold, inebriating scent is like a lover’s playful slap.

				Little Servant restrains Darya’s hair with a scarf and adjusts a pillow behind her head. He fetches the bowl of berries. She drops two plump, shiny ones in her mouth, sucks the nectar, savors the familiar bitter-tart taste. She calls out to Little Servant to bring back the bowl of berries he is carrying away.

				“Be careful, Madame, freshly picked off the vine and quite potent.”

				“So much the better,” she replies, plucking an obstinate butterfly from the bowl and collecting the rest of the berries, enough to keep her excitement at bay until the meeting this afternoon.

				Darya rests her head on the pillow, sighs contentedly, and shuts her eyes to imagine a time 104 years ago, a time before her birth, a time when aurochs roamed wild in the Belovezh Forest and Sabrina was a woman free of care.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter Two

				— 1887 —

				Grand Duke Boris Spiridov raises his binoculars to his eyes and gazes at an endless vista of forest rich in game—stag, elk, and bison—dotted with meandering streams and sandy paths, ancient oaks, pine, and white firs. The imperial entourage is expected at his Belovezh Estate in eastern Poland, and Boris, second cousin to Tsarevich Nicholas Alexandrovich Romanov, looks forward to the excitement of the chase and the pleasure of spending time in the company of the ladies.

				A vast expedition has been planned to hunt the elusive aurochs, a fierce species of European bison, raised and maintained for the hunting enjoyment of the young Tsarevich. In the last year, however, the cunning aurochs have multiplied, trampling the delicate nesting grounds of the rare birds of paradise the Tsarevich dispatched to the forest. The birds, with their lacy plumes and dazzling shades, are on the brink of extinction. And the Tsarevich is not pleased.

				Boris gallops from one hunting lodge to another, calling out in his authoritative voice how the serfs should prepare the lodges, adorn them with carefully selected artwork, bring in provisions, disperse fire logs, clear the brush, and mill oats to mix with meat as hound forage. As for how to prepare the private lodge of Princess Alix of Hesse, the Tsarevich’s companion, he is at a loss. What added amenities would a woman require? A net over her bed to keep the mosquitoes away? A bouquet of flowers and a box of chocolates? Recalling her long reddish hair, he makes his way toward the main lodge to fetch the set of silver-backed hairbrushes that had once belonged to Catherine the Great and which he had acquired at auction.

				At dusk, he is back in the saddle, straight-backed and alert to the slightest sound carried on a gathering breeze, a red cravat carelessly tied in a loose bow, his shirt and billowing sleeves as white as the dolomite cliff towering behind him. He hears the gallop of approaching hooves, followed by the wooden roar of wheels, snippets of speech, and then the ring of laughter.

				Boris flips the reins and canters toward the source of laughter.

				The imperial entourage advances like thunder. Tsarevich Nicholas is on horseback. Princess Alix Viktoria Helena Luise Beatrice of Hesse and Rhine is on his right, riding sidesaddle on a honey-colored stallion from the imperial stables.

				Wearing oversized earrings and bright-colored scarves, flung about her neck as if to gift wrap her laughter in her throat, is the red-haired Sabrina Josephine, the daughter of the Duke and Duchess of Corinin, a small European principality known for its two mines that supply Europe’s royal families with the much-coveted pink diamond.

				A large contingent of serfs clad in scarlet livery are followed by dozens of trunks and a hospital on wheels, a mobile kitchen, the master of hounds to his majesty, and large packs of borzois, grooms, and falcons.

				Ninety-eight huntsmen—aristocrats and Romanov grand dukes—rein their Arabian thoroughbreds into a trot to keep at bay the churning dust gales, an inconvenience to the ladies.

				Sabrina adjusts a shotgun slung over her shoulder and reins her dappled steed into a trot to keep pace with the princess. “My dear Alix, are you tired? Perhaps you might want to rest. How far are we?”

				“Not far, not at all,” Princess Alix replies. “It is my back, you know, as always. But how are you, dear? Your cheeks have no color. Apply some rouge, tuck your hair behind your ears…yes, the right side…good. I shall personally introduce him to you. You will be pleased. Grand Duke Boris Spiridov is of royal blood and a fine gentleman at that.”

				Sabrina struts her steed closer to the princess. “Don’t be upset, Alix, but I’m more interested in the hunt than in the grand duke.”

				“I don’t know what you see in this sport, my dear. Perhaps this time you’ll find the grand duke more interesting than shooting aurochs. Promise to withhold judgment until after you meet him.”

				“I shall,” Sabrina replies, steering the steed away from a clump of daffodils.

				Farther back, behind the serfs and the thoroughbreds, Jasmine the Persian Dancer—invited by Boris Spiridov to entertain the imperial entourage in the evenings—is astride a brown stallion. Her muscular thighs hug the saddle; her white-knuckled hands grasp the reins. Her dark hair, studded with sparking rhinestones, is braided on top of her head and covered by a veil the color of the sky. Her dulcimer accompanies her in a leather box on the back of a mule.

				She is furious, her heart an aching rock in her chest. Throughout the trip, hundreds of ravenous male eyes have been trailing her every move, the flip of her wrist sending the horse into a canter, the sway of her ample buttocks on the saddle, the wink of a date-black eye behind her veil, the flash of her ankles when her pants ride up. Yet, to the Tsarevich, she is nothing, stone dead, as if she never was. As if he did not recently shower her with gifts and adoration, did not enjoy numerous quiet evenings at a secluded café, where they held hands and gazed into each other’s eyes, discussing poetry, Persian music, the many enchantments of the dulcimer, and how he, the Tsarevich, Nicholas II of Russia, feared the inevitable day he would have to occupy the throne.

				And now, here he is with his German consort, whose frail legs, Siberian smile, and mournful gaze would banish the germ of any passion before it has a chance to bloom. Jasmine aims her stare at the Tsarevich, lifts her veil, and wraps it around the braid on top of her head. Even seated as she is on the saddle, a head taller than Alix of Hesse, he refuses to take note of her. But she will not go unnoticed, the dancer vows. She did not travel for days by train and on mule from Azerbaijan to Russia to be tossed aside by any man, not even the heir to the Russian throne.

				Sabrina retrieves her lorgnettes from the saddlebag and gazes at a man on horseback in the distance. He seems alert, waiting, his red cravat and hair flapping in the breeze. He canters straight toward her, coming into clearer focus, wild fair hair, sunburned complexion, reins clasped in hands as solid as a blacksmith’s. Sabrina removes the rifle from her shoulder and lays it on her lap. One hand grasping the pommel, the other resting on the rifle, she tilts her head and gazes intensely, mercilessly, at the advancing Boris Spiridov.

				His stallion comes to an abrupt stop in front of her, nose to nose with her steed, its flanks heaving, front hoof pawing the ground as if to charge. Boris holds her gaze. This red-haired woman, who rides as a man does, wears no gloves to protect her hands, her large earrings a riot of colors. He takes count of her every feature: the rounded lines of her cheeks that blush under his gaze, her mischievous green eyes that do not shy away, her languorous smile that frames the corners of her lips like tiny question marks.

				She acknowledges him with a slight nod.

				He lifts his hand to the brim of an invisible hat, flips the reins, and changes course.

				The Tsarevich and his beloved Alix are his guests, and they must not be kept waiting. He canters on toward the German princess, helps her down from her stallion, and welcomes her with a kiss on her hand. She offers him one of her rare smiles. She gestures with a great flourish of one hand toward Sabrina. “My dear friend, Princess Sabrina Josephine of Corinin. You must know her father, Duke Joseph Leon IV of Corinin.”

				“Yes, my lady, I certainly do. We hunted together in Peterhof,” Boris replies, leading the princess toward the Tsarevich, who hands the reins to his groom and walks toward Alix. The Tsarevich is a man of strong build, not tall. The eager expressions in his eyes are readable to everyone. He longs to have Alix to himself, to show her around the grounds, to introduce her to the birds of paradise. But most of all, he wants to hold her in his arms and assure her that despite her Lutheran upbringing and his parents’ strong anti-German sentiments, he will marry her one day.

				Boris greets the Tsarevich with a bow and a kiss on each shoulder. His cousin is not as tall as he, but his strength and energy make him a worthy adversary in their hunting expeditions, so much so that, in his eagerness, the host has sent word out that the hunt tomorrow will start at an earlier hour than customary.

				Princess Alix pulls out a gold-embossed box from her purse and hands it to Boris. “I meant to give this to Sabrina, but it was forgotten in the excitement of our journey. Be kind enough, Grand Duke Boris, to assist her with the lock.”

				Boris bows his respect to the princess. “My honor, of course, if it will please my lady Sabrina Josephine.”

				Sabrina is on the saddle, caressing the shotgun on her lap, a feral glint in her eyes. She gestures toward the box in his hand. A gentle, persuasive tilt of the head asks what he is waiting for.

				Boris opens the box to find a superbly crafted miniature Fabergé egg necklace, encrusted with pearls and diamonds, resting on velvet. He takes his time to snap the egg open and admire the image of Sabrina Josephine’s profile hidden inside. Clicking it shut, he loops the delicate gold chain around two fingers and walks toward the red-haired woman. He grabs her around her waist and, with one powerful motion, lifts her off the saddle, setting her down to gaze into the depth of her teasing eyes. He reaches out to lock the chain behind her neck, their breath mingling for a fleeting instant, before the catch snaps shut and Sabrina turns away to thank Princess Alix.

				The guests are led to their lodgings, where cotton-gloved footmen welcome them with warm piroshki, jellied ox tongue, and brandy-laced tea. Tomorrow will be a long and strenuous day, and rest is essential for the imperial entourage.

				For Boris Spiridov, tomorrow is already alive with the scent of the redheaded woman.

				***

				At dawn, the blare of hunting horns echo through the forest. The earth gleams with early autumn dew. The leaves are a kaleidoscope of reds and oranges. Sunrays warm the sandy paths, and winter chill is a fading memory. The serfs have cleaned the fireplaces in the imperial lodges and started new fires. The pantries have been stacked with provisions: grape leaves stuffed with nuts and dates, buttermilk pancakes, fresh caviar from the Caspian, port, brandy, herb-scented vodkas, and cases of 1787 Château Lafite.

				Paths have been cut through the enclosures and shooting positions set up. Packs of dogs and houndmen were dispatched to cut off the aurochs from behind. Falcons, trained to ignore the birds of paradise, have been flown against smaller prey: hares, squirrels, and all types of birds. Having sensed looming danger, many of the wild animals and their litters have retreated deep into the shadows of grand oaks and pine.

				The imperial party in hunting attire—coats cinched with leather belts, pants tucked into knee-high boots—pour out of their lodges onto a vast clearing spread with silk carpets and set with tables brimming with delicacies: beef stroganoff, sturgeon, black caviar, red blinis, stuffed suckling pig, and pelmeni pastries with reindeer meat roast. Serfs, grooms, and servants replenish the food and serve all manner of libation.

				Boris Spiridov’s large-eyed, strong-backed hounds, having rested for three days and been kept inside the day before, yelp excitedly at the aroma of biscuits and mushrooms frying in butter. Hot mead and spiced brandy are ladled into jewel-encrusted cups, and toasts are raised to the young Tsarevich and his honored guest.

				Princess Alix of Hesse is not fond of hunting. She would much prefer to spend her time introducing herself to the birds of paradise, stroking their colorful feathers and feeding them ripe figs and grapes. But with this massive hunt about to take place and aurochs on the loose, she decides not to stray too far from the main lodge, remaining behind with other women, servants, children, and their nannies. Conveying her prayers and good wishes to the men, she gestures to her lady-in-waiting to walk back to her accommodations.

				Sabrina Josephine emerges from her lodge, followed by her long-haired borzoi. She wears a leather skirt cinched at the waist with a brass-buckled belt, the hem grazing heavy riding boots, her oversized earrings shimmering like aspen leaves, her silk blouse draped low to reveal her plump cleavage. She lingers at the threshold to gauge her surroundings, her dismissive gaze gliding over man and beast as if none is worthy of her universe. Shouldering her rifle, she strolls to a table and pours herself a cup of mead, which she raises, wishing everyone long life and victory. She drinks the libation, hands the cup to an attendant, then crosses the clearing and, undaunted by the dangers ahead, walks deep into the thirty-thousand-acre forest that is alive with birdsong, the chatter of insects, and the snorting and whinnying of thoroughbreds.

				Boris leaps off his mount and hands the reins to his groom. He steps away from the ranks of men and follows the woman whose laughter had echoed in his chest the entire night. He is responsible for the safety of this bold woman, a guest on his estate, and he will make sure no harm befalls her.

				He quickens his step as she vanishes behind one tree then another, surefooted and swift as a lioness in familiar territory. He pursues the flash of her gold earrings, the blaze of her curls, the flip of her skirt as she appears and disappears from view like a cat on the prowl. She whistles to her dog as she crosses a clearing of decaying leaves, an undergrowth of aspen, and splashes across a shallow pool, the hem of her skirt darkening with mud. For an instant, he loses sight of her, and then a beam of sunlight catches the silver glint of her rifle. His silent steps hasten toward her, his rifle at the ready, alert to the distant cry of hounds and rising voices of huntsmen on the scent.

				Then silence. He freezes in place.

				Sabrina has anchored the butt of her rifle against her shoulder, the barrel pointed slightly to the left. Her borzoi’s ears are pricked, a low growl emanating from him.

				Boris comes down on one knee, releases his safety catch, and points the barrel of his gun with the precision of a veteran hunter.

				The metallic click of the safety catch sounds explosive among the gathering of trees. Sabrina glances in his direction, a silent warning for him not to interfere. The cunning aurochs will allow no more than a single shot. A wrong move, an accidental sound, could be fatal.

				The raging animal emerges from a narrow path between two massive firs. With his harplike horns, flaring nostrils, and fur dark as obsidian, he lumbers toward Sabrina.

				She aims her rifle and fires a single bullet between the animal’s eyes. An excruciating howl reverberates through the woods, alerting the huntsmen that the first aurochs has been felled. The animal shudders, disturbing the wet underwood and raising the stench of decay. She finishes off the aurochs with a second shot.

				Cheeks flushed, face beaded with perspiration, a drop of blood blossoms on her lower lip, which she has bitten in her excitement. She pulls out a hunting knife from her belt and slowly, calmly, approaches the aurochs and severs the right forehoof, a strong, clean cut through skin, bone, and sinews.

				Boris steps out from behind the trees and strides toward her. She holds his gaze, reaches out for his hand, and places the forehoof in his palm, closing his fingers around her trophy.

				He wipes her lips with his thumb, raises it to his mouth, and licks her blood.

				She lets loose laughter that hums like a hundred harps. The moment she saw him on his black stallion with his wide chest and big hands against the backdrop of that great cliff, she knew he would belong to her.

				She unbuckles her belt, lifts her skirt, and tucks the hem into her waist.

				Boris falls to his knees and slides his hands up her thighs to her linens and slips them low, his caressing tongue between her breasts as she eases herself onto him and the humid carpet of moss and earth.

				***

				Nine months later, mother and father hold their newborn daughter in the Belovezh Estate they have made their home since the day of the imperial hunt. Half-naked among pine trees, comfortable with the wild animals and a population of aurochs that continues to diminish since Sabrina and her borzoi arrived, they gaze at their daughter until the half dome of the sun rises above the jagged edge of the dolomite cliff and the skies turn into a fury of colors.

				She is beautiful, they whisper to one another. Look at her golden eyes, they murmur. But God works in strange ways. What, they wonder, is the Lord attempting to tell them? Why is their daughter born with an opal eye? Not dull and lifeless as mined opal can be, but gold-colored, vibrantly translucent, observing them with the unexpected wisdom of second sight.

				Boris tells Sabrina that this child, their daughter with an opal eye, must be a punishment for some unknown sin he might have committed. Sabrina will not hear of it. She is certain that their daughter is a blessing that will further embellish their love.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter Three

				— 1894 —

				Sabrina Josephine holds her seven-year-old daughter’s face between two hands and kisses her on her opal eye. “You are special, my darling. Different than other girls. You’ll change our world one day. This I know. But to do that, you’ll have to keep evil at bay. Come, I’ll teach you a secret. Turn and spit three times behind your left shoulder to ward off the evil eye.”

				Darya plants her hands on her hips, cocks her head, and replies that she does not believe in the evil eye or any other such superstitious nonsense and that she will certainly not spit like a fool behind her shoulder. She is unaware that in a few hours, she will do just that, and in ten years, she will spit not only in the face of bad luck trailing behind, but here, there, and everywhere, each time she is ambushed by a looming sense of foreboding.

				Sabrina adjusts her rifle behind one shoulder, bunches up her ruffled skirts, and plunges her suede boots into a stream running the length of the Belovezh Estate. Her carefree laughter peals about the forest as she wades across the stream, water hissing and splashing around stones and boulders. She skips past a rock, down one corner, winds her way around a pebbled path, then climbs a set of planks set to divert the stream toward a wide meadow. She does not care that her suede boots are darkening with mud, water rising up her legs and the hem of her velvet skirts. She likes all manners of stylish attire but also this freedom, the Belovezh Forest, and to live as one with wildlife, lush vegetation, birdsong, and the call of animals. Home for more than seven years, this is where she and Boris continue to plan vast hunting expeditions for the pleasure of Nicholas II, who is the Emperor now. And to his wife’s endless joy, the billing and cooing birds of paradise, with their vibrant colors, flowing feathers, and penchant for procreation have multiplied, their love chatter bouncing around the forest. The demanding females are drawn to the most eccentric costumes: the goldie with its narcissistic mating cry that sounds like a trumpet, the Carola parotia with its wiry whiskers and exaggerated courting rituals, the ribbon-tailed astrapia with its cumbersome diaphanous tail that has a way of attracting numerous mates, and the whispering blue bird of paradise with its modest ways that is especially endearing to Empress Alexandra.

				Sabrina gestures behind with an open palm to Darya, who quietly slips her hand into hers. They walk like that together, hand in hand, ducking under branches of ancient oaks and white firs spread out in all directions. A squirrel scurries past, startling them both. Darya does not like to be surprised. She would rather know what is around, be prepared for the unexpected. Their surroundings become spare, almost bare, a sliver of sun appearing between congregating clouds until, wet and satiated from their long walk, they step out of the stream and into an open meadow dotted with tiny daisies, all types of foliage, and beaten-down wild herbs.

				Darya pulls her hand out of Sabrina’s. “Look, Mama! Why are they all staring?” A distance away, in the center of the meadow, all types of animals—deer, rabbits, squirrels, foxes, even rats—have emerged from their hiding places as if summoned by order of the Emperor himself.

				“Remarkable,” Sabrina mutters, struggling to conceal her alarm. “Why would all these animals come out in full view in this open field when they are surrounded by predatory beasts?”

				But this is not what concerns Darya. She is certain they have come out to punish her, come out as one to reprimand her for being a bad girl, for doing something very wrong. 

				“Do you see it, Mama?” she asks Sabrina, turning up to the sky as if the darkening clouds hold an inexplicable threat.

				Sabrina detects nothing. All she sees are clouds the shade of metal, hanging low and heavy in the horizon. But she has learned to trust Darya’s instincts, especially when it has to do with animals. She has learned early on that Darya, with her gaze that can travel far and bore into hidden places, can see things others don’t.

				“A storm is on the way, darling. We better return before the animals become nervous and Papa sends a troop looking for us.”

				It has happened before to Darya, this sense of fear that makes her self-aware as if she were standing outside her body, observing herself with critical eyes and not liking what is revealed. Or is it the way the animals glare at her with their kohl or red-rimmed eyes and the rest of their faulty design, which leaves all their proportions disturbingly out of balance. Long or short, skinny legs folded at awkward angles. Thick or thin twitching whiskers. Piercing eyes of all shapes that grab and hold her in a condemning grip.

				Then she sees it. A deer in the center of the crowd, splayed in an awkward position, its gaze fixed on her.

				“Mama, look,” she cries out. Even from this distance, she can tell that all four hooves are skinned and raw as the bloody chicken livers their cook fries with red peppers and heaps of diced onions. She runs around the meadow, kneels to check one plant after another, breaks a flower off the stem, yanks an herb by the roots, tastes and sniffs the leaves. “Weeds, just weeds!” she complains, crushing a flower in her fist.

				“Dasha! Stop digging in there,” Sabrina calls out to her daughter. “Now! Before something bites your fingers off.”

				“Oh! Mama, can’t you see it needs help?”

				“What, darling, what needs help? Be careful, I said!”

				But Darya hears nothing but the faint reverberations in her head, the secrets of identifying hawthorn berries, calendula leaves, lavender petals, and arnica in the forest. How to extract their essential oils to create a healing paste.

				Sabrina shakes the water off her skirt, adjusts the rifle over one shoulder, and tightens her wide belt. Her loop earrings dance in a fury of copper shades as she runs to catch up with her daughter, who has cut a path through the animals and is already kneeling by the deer.

				“It happens in the forest, Dasha, because of the carnivorous pitcher plants. They secrete a sticky substance that lures the animals into a puddle of enzymes and acid that eats into their skin and flesh. It’s a wonder this one escaped. There’s nothing we can do but put the poor soul out of its misery.”

				But Darya will not hear of death. Neither will beast nor nature. The surroundings become still, paralyzed, stilted and heavy with what might happen if Sabrina fires her rifle. Not one leaf or petal moves. The birds of paradise are mute. The drone of insects has ceased. Not one single roar or warning grunt can be heard from the aurochs. Sabrina does not notice the frozen surroundings, but Darya does. She records the stillness. Suffers a sharp pain in her opal eye. Fear squeezes her insides, crawls up to claw at her throat, and rises to coat her tongue with the pungent taste of ash. This is the moment she will always remember, a moment of discovery when bad luck might have crept up on her from behind, cold and silent and hair-raising.

				She turns and spits three times behind her left shoulder. “There, Mama, will this kill the evil eye?”

				Sabrina locks the rifle and slings it back across her shoulder. “This is what I’ve been told, Dasha. I see you’ve become a believer.”

				Darya touches her opal eye. “Is this the evil eye, Mama?”

				“Oh, darling, don’t say that! On the contrary. It’s magic. The reason you are different in a beautiful way. I could hardly bear to think that part of you might be living in the dark.”

				“But what is wrong with me, Mama? Why is my eye different?”

				For a fleeting instant, Sabrina wonders if her daughter is being punished for the sin of her parents, for their having consummated their relationship out of wedlock. But her daughter was born of love, Sabrina muses, and as such, she must be rewarded, not punished.

				So, in the forest, surrounded by all types of beasts with obstinate glaring eyes and a sickly deer with skinned hooves that Darya cures with a soothing touch and a concoction of healing plants—Sabrina tells Darya, “I don’t know, my darling. I don’t know why you were born with an opal eye, why you are different. I wish I knew. What I know is that you are our special blessing, mine and your father’s. You are magic, my darling. You will change the world one day. That’s all I know. Perhaps one day you’ll find out the truth.”

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter Four

				— December 1903 —

				Sixteen-year-old Darya has been summoned to the Livadia Palace, the summer residence of the Imperial Family. The Empress is not well. Dr. Eugene Botkin, the court physician, has determined that in addition to sciatica, the Empress suffers from an inherited weakness of the blood vessels, which can lead to progressive hysteria. He has ordered her to visit the Nauheim spa for a cure, but the Empress will not hear of it. Convinced that nothing short of a miracle can cure her, she refuses to follow Dr. Botkin’s orders, take medication, or be subjected to any further medical procedures.

				In a letter to Sabrina Josephine, the Empress acknowledges she has been ill nearly all the time. She can rarely appear at formal events, and when she does, she is afterward long laid up. Overtired muscles of the heart, her letter states. “I have rested,” the Empress writes, “but am not cured. I need to get well for the sake of my family. I have decided to travel to Yalta to rest at my beloved estate. You wrote that Darya Borisovna seems to possess a healing touch. Perhaps she might heal me too. Bring her to me.”

				Having traveled to Yalta by train for long, dreary hours, surrounded by nothing but the flat emptiness of the Ukrainian steppe, the lush Yalta panorama is a welcome sight as Darya and her parents make their way to the Livadia Estate. Stretches of beach glitter like crushed glass. A replica of a Greek boat on shore is reminiscent of a long ago past, when Greek sailors settled here to sell handmade gold jewelry that remains buried in plains and ancient burial mounds. All around the pine-lined boulevards, venders hawk red garlic, the popular snack of the region. Families stroll under the shade of ancient zemlyanichnik, the red-bark, broad-leafed evergreens. The tropical park of Prymorsky looks down upon the dark waters below, unaware that in less than two decades the entire political and cultural geography of the region will change and a statue of Lenin will be erected here.

				Darya flips her shoes off and digs her toes into the warm sand. Suddenly her mouth fills with the taste of bitter ash. It has happened before. Each time she feels a sense of foreboding, originating in her belly and rising like bile to coat her tongue.

				“What is it?” Sabrina Josephine asks. “Is it visiting the Empress?”

				“I’m not certain, Mama,” Darya replies. “I think I am ill myself.”

				Boris presses his thumb to his daughter’s wrist to count her pulse, checks her eyes and the color on her cheeks. Her pulse is fast, but other than that she seems to be in good health. “Come, it’s nothing that a moment’s rest won’t cure,” he says, leading her to a seaside bench.

				They sit there, all three, facing the sea. Darya is in deep thought, fearing she will fail to help the Empress. It is true that she has cured animals such as the deer with the skinned hooves by applying a concoction of leaves, wild flowers, and roots and the aging borzoi with valerian roots steeped in chamomile. She also treated the scurvy that inflicted the grooms with a pomade of beeswax and essence of lemon peel, relieved the stable hand of miserable spells of hay fever with syrup from the sap of trees, and eased the ache in her father’s muscles after a hunt with salve from the marrow of exotic flora and fauna crushed with feverfew leaves and chickpea paste. She had even saved her father from the lethal venom of the fierce snake. But it is different with the Empress. The problems Her Majesty suffers from seem to stem from her heart. This is what Boris and Sabrina say. This is what all the newspapers claim. What does she, Darya, know about the human heart?

				Sabrina unlocks her necklace, cups her hands around the jeweled Fabergé egg, and tells her daughter that it has helped her at times of difficulty. Snapping the egg open, she says, “Come closer, darling, and inhale.”

				The marvelous scent emanating from the enameled belly of the egg strikes Darya with unexpected force. Against her will, she finds herself reaching out as if to touch some pockets of past pain, some powerful emotions she does not yet understand. She is crying uncontrollably, eye-stinging tears that startle Boris and Sabrina.

				“Why, darling?” Sabrina asks. “Ambergris is pure magic! Take advantage of its healing potential.”

				But Darya is inconsolable. She tells Sabrina that the scent evokes the woman who came to her last night in her sleep. She appeared at midnight like a warning, teetering at the fringes of Darya’s dream. Appeared with a certain unnerving calmness, a prayer book in her hand.

				I am the Ancient One, she said. I come to you from long ago and far away. I will be here to guide you, warn you of looming misfortunes, of births and deaths and blessings. She held her book up and told Darya to see her name inscribed in fiery letters. Do not be afraid, the Ancient One encouraged. Come closer.

				But Darya did not move. “This is not my name,” she whispered.

				You are both women, the Ancient One replied. Then, one by one, she lifted the churning veils concealing her to reveal a dazzling smile.

				Darya was comforted. The woman had a kind face. Then, as suddenly, her features began to soften and melt and drip. Her windblown blouse and skirt, which Darya had found beautiful, began to stiffen, shrink, and tighten like metal chains, hampering her fluid movements. She walked with great difficulty, as if fighting tidal waves, struggling ahead toward a ritualistic fire into which she disappeared. Darya startled awake, chilled to the bone, her opal eye throbbing in its socket.

				“Listen to the Ancient One, darling,” Sabrina advises her daughter. “Pay attention. She must be wise beyond our understanding. What was the other name in the book the Ancient One showed you?”

				“I don’t remember, Mama, I was scared. My nightgown was stuck to my body when I woke up. I felt like a prisoner. I couldn’t breathe.”

				Sabrina presses the jewel into Darya’s hand. “The scent calms me, maybe it will do the same for you. It was a gift from the Empress when she introduced me to your father. Come, darling, look at the valuable piece of ambergris embedded here. The scent is still strong after sixteen years. Cherish it. You can’t find it anywhere. Once gone, even the Empress won’t be able to replenish it.”

				The Livadia Estate is resplendent under the warm sun, brimming with pine clover, its lush parks sloping toward the Black Sea with its iodine-rich breezes. The imperial summer home occupies most of the peninsula, nineteen kilometers west of Yalta, where the southern coast of the Crimea spreads over the shores of Mount Moghabi. The unfortunate death of the Emperor’s father, Tsar Alexander III, in the smaller palace here, prompted Tsar Nicholas II to set a future date to raze both palaces and replace them with ones better suited to the taste of the Imperial Couple.

				For now, gardeners are busy pruning, shearing, clearing the ponds dotted with water lilies, scooping out a stray leaf, petal, or dead bee from the pond. Cossacks on horseback patrol the perimeter of the park. They wear red tunics, sabers swing at their sides, and black boots flash in sunlight. They raise their ushanka caps to salute Darya and her parents.

				The Byzantine-style Church of the Exaltation of the Cross looks down upon the palaces below. A flock of boisterous crows circle above the Greek cross on top of the steeple as if mourning a death. The taste of ash is thick in Darya’s mouth.

				On the horizon, whale humps bob on the surface of the Black Sea. Boris Spiridov tells his daughter that the ambergris in the jeweled egg she now wears around her neck comes from a sperm whale like the one out there. “Did you know that sperm whales suffer from terrible indigestion, sweetheart? Their belching sounds like volcanic eruptions that echo around the hills and startle the people.”

				Darya smiles for the first time that day.

				She is unaware that in a few years, once the construction of the new Livadia Palace is completed, she will walk the same path and explain the same phenomenon to her beloved young charge, the Tsarevich, Alexei Romanov.

				Empress Alexandra Feodorovna is in her private chambers, playing Bach on the piano. Maria and Anastasia, the four- and two-year-old grand duchesses, flank her on the bench. They are all in white, encircled by luscious folds of whipped silk and organza. The embroidered silver threads in the Empress’s sleeves and high collar are dazzling; the pearls around her throat and diamond-studded golden red hair are magnificent.

				Margaretta Eagar, Irish governess to all four grand duchesses, stands behind the piano, ready to take the children away for their afternoon nap before settling down with her newspapers.

				At the sight of guests being led in, Miss Eagar claps twice, announcing nap time. But the grand duchesses hop down from the piano bench and run toward Darya, who whisks them up into her arms. The Empress holds on to the piano and pulls herself up to greet Darya and Sabrina with a hug. Boris bows and plants a kiss on her hand. He steps back into the shadows, relinquishing the arena to the ladies. His main responsibility on this trip is to look after the safety of his wife and daughter on the long travel here and back home.

				The Empress is indeed ill, Darya muses, appearing frailer than she has seen her on previous occasions. No color on her cheeks. Even her eyes have lost their gray-green spark. Darya’s heart turns into a painful fist in her chest until the Empress begins to chat with Sabrina.

				“Here you are, my dear missed friend. Come make yourself comfortable. How radiant you look. And you, Boris Spiridov, you must be tired, but Nicky is expecting you. He holds smaller meetings these days as he finds discussions and opinion exchanges more useful in small groups. Four ministers just left, so join him in the study. He is eager to take you for a swim. I have not been good company to my poor family these days. And you, dear Darya, how are you? Olga and Tatiana are here. They’ll be happy to see you. I like that necklace on you; it brings back fond memories. Come, Sabrina Josephine, tell me all about your latest hunting adventures. We so enjoy the expeditions you arrange. And my birds of paradise? Are they well? No longer bothered by those vicious aurochs, I assume.”

				The butlers serve cups of hot tea with cakes and English biscuits, sweet vatrushka, and sweetmeats set on small white-draped tables. Although it is not yet suppertime, an extra table is set with blinis and fresh caviar.

				Darya dislikes caviar, nor can she bear to have hot tea, but to please the Empress, she accepts an offered cake, takes a bite, and offers the girls a bite each. What she craves are the wild berries heaped in a bowl on top of the piano that the imperial children pick for their mother.

				Maria taps on Darya’s necklace and attempts to open the enamel egg. Anastasia pulls on one of Darya’s black curls, coiling it around one finger, then another. Darya wraps her arms around them, gives them an affectionate squeeze, plants a kiss on each of Maria’s blue eyes, which the family affectionately calls Maria’s saucers.

				Anastasia reaches out and pokes Darya’s opal eye.

				The pain sends Darya reeling.

				“Anastasia! No!” The Empress scolds the two-year-old. “You hurt Darya.”

				Her eye on fire, Darya attempts to catch her breath. There she is again, the Ancient One, somewhere on the fringes of her pain, no more than a shadow, a fleeting imprint behind her eyelids. She is saying something, whispering words that Anastasia’s whimpering snuffs out.

				“Don’t cry,” Darya attempts to soothe the child. “I did this once too, because I thought it didn’t hurt. But it does.”

				The Empress orders the children to nap. She kisses the tip of her two fingers and touches them to her daughters’ cheeks, sending them away.

				Finally, Sabrina asks the Empress about her health. “Not well, my dear, not at all. And the family is making it more difficult for me to recuperate. I suffered a miscarriage, my dear. Terrible. And Nicky’s sisters are insinuating that the pregnancy was psychological, blaming Philippe Vachot. Poor chap, he’s an innocent mystic who’s been doing everything in his power to influence the gender of the baby. But alas! It was too early to know. Xenia went so far as to call it a minor miscarriage, and the other sister spread rumors that it was a hysterical pregnancy. So hurtful, my dear. I wish people would not meddle in my affairs.”

				Sabrina shifts her chair closer to the Empress and drapes an arm around her shoulders. “My poor Alix. I didn’t know. How you must have suffered. When did it happen?”

				“Six months to the day. We were devastated.”

				“You must come to us then, as soon as you’re well enough to travel. The Belovezh air will do you good.”

				“Yes, I promise. Now, tell me about yourself and all about Darya Borisovna. How is she doing in her studies?”

				Sabrina tells the pleased Tsarina that Darya is fluent in English now and explains how well she is doing in her spiritual studies. So well, in fact, that in a short time she has become more knowledgeable than the mystic the Empress dispatched to the Belovezh Estate to counsel and hone Darya’s healing powers.

				“Come, my dear. Come closer.” The Empress gestures to Darya, sitting quietly, attempting to ignore her eye, which only makes it throb harder.

				Darya takes the offered seat next to the Empress, suddenly content to be here, content to be close to the unexpected warmth emanating from the Empress. Darya’s heart settles. The Empress is not ill. Lonely, perhaps, and craving the company of her friend. It is not easy, after all, to be disliked by her in-laws, who consider her arrogant and aloof and regard her as a German with an atrocious French accent who lacks the necessary vitality to produce an heir to the throne. In return, the Empress, in the spirit of the Orthodox faith, only trusts the common people who believe in the inalienable right of the autocratic system, not the aristocracy with their lack of faith and depravity and their unending criticism of her ways. They even critique her taste in art and clothing, which they find middle class and less than imperial, and they go so far as to count with lurid interest the number of times the Empress smiles in public.

				The truth, which Darya has heard from her mother, is that when the Tsarina was six years old, diphtheria assailed her home, the palace in Hesse Darmstadt. Within a few weeks Alix lost both her mother and sister. The tragedy caused the cheerful, sensitive, and obstinate little girl to withdraw, a habit reinforced by the Victorian tutelage of her grandmother, Queen Victoria of Britain. Even now, years later, the Empress seldom allows anyone into her private shell, and when she does, it is only to a cherished few: her husband, her daughters, her friend Sabrina Josephine, and perhaps Darya now, who finds herself explaining to the Tsarina how the mystic has taught her to create healing unguents with the plethora of herbs and minerals found in the Belovezh Forest: angelica for pleurisy, bayberry for the chill, black walnut to purify blood, chestnuts to arrest convulsive coughs, and black haw to tone the female reproductive organs.

				“Fascinating! Come, Darya. Come with me to the prayer corner.” The Empress goes to the back of the room and kneels in front of a wall of icons illuminated by candles. “Let us pray together. You, too, Sabrina, join us. There’s power in numbers.”

				Sabrina sweeps her skirts up, raising the scent of earth and pine and patchouli, the forest scent that has become a second skin. She lacks the patience to stay still and pray, longs to explore the hills on horseback or join the men for a swim in the sea. Hers is a life of activity, riding, hunting, and loving. Prayers are imparted on the run.

				The three women bow their heads as the Tsarina murmurs her prayers. The Empress is preoccupied with the list of healing salves Darya just mentioned, unable to concentrate, even as a crowd of saints of all sizes, shapes, and colors view her with mournful eyes. She is adding and subtracting days to calculate the date of her next menstrual cycle, reflecting on the many times she has not only disappointed Nicky but an entire empire. She turns to Sabrina, rests her hand on her arm, and glances questioningly toward Darya.

				Sabrina knows her friend, understands that her modesty holds her back from communicating freely in Darya’s presence.“Darya is ready, Alix. I’ve taught her everything I know, and what I have not, she is learning from her animals. You may discuss any subject you please.”

				The Empress gazes at Darya, not a hint of her inner conflict reflecting on her face. “The herbs you mentioned, my dear, have you come across others perhaps that might induce the female to produce a boy?”

				Darya is unable to conceal the many clashing emotions that creep up into her eyes, turning them deeper gold. She is overwhelmed with a feeling of joy, replaced by unimaginable sadness, and as quickly by a sense of indistinguishable uncertainty, as if she is about to open a door and step into the unknowable.

				“Yes, Your Majesty, I can name a number of herbs that might help a woman produce a boy. But you don’t need any, Your Majesty. You are with child. A boy. An heir to the throne.”

				A shadow of a smile brightens the Empress’s features. She rises to her feet with a sense of unexpected solidity. She stares into the distance, fingers touching the pearls at her neck, raising the brilliant string, an absent motion as if she is dreaming a better future.

				It would take another twenty days for the Empress to believe that she is indeed with child and to allow herself a sliver of hope.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter Five

				— 1991 —

				Darya Borisovna braves the smoke and commotion of Ekaterinburg and walks toward Rostislav Perfumery, where emissaries of the Nobility Association await her arrival.

				She wears a wide-brimmed bonnet woven with golden braids and a fawn mantle trimmed with decaying ostrich feathers. She aims her cane like a weapon at the hostile streets, blaring traffic, belching factories, and rushing pedestrians. She averts her gaze from the wooden cross erected on the site of the Ipatiev House, the spectacle of which has been chipping at her heart, breaking a piece off every time she passes. For seventy-three years the house where the Imperial Family was slaughtered stood here like a filthy wad of spit on the face of the Soviet government, before being demolished fourteen years ago. Now rumors abound that the government intends to build a memorial Church-on-the-Blood here to commemorate the Romanovs.

				A legacy of shame taints Ekaterinburg, infusing generations with the need to forget. Brains have become dense and murky. The Romanov executions are regarded as a legend rather than a stain on the canvas of history. Generations seem unable to conceptualize facts, a nation feeding on folklore. Darya, with her elaborate hats topped with faded, artificial flowers and her flounced gowns of the Romanov era, is an unwelcome reminder.

				How in the world did she not realize then, not until it was too late, that a volcanic brew of discontent bubbled under them all? Such ignorance, she berates herself, such lack of judgment to invite that wandering monk, Grigori Rasputin, to court. By the time she realized what she had done, the revolution had spiraled out of control. The Bolshevik Red Bastards deceived the people with a grand illusion of a Soviet state, set brother against brother, executed countless millions, and left a ravaged Russia in their wake. The end of the Romanovs, the Bolsheviks had supposed, their relief echoing across seas and oceans. But they were mistaken, the enemies of the monarchy, they certainly were. There is a reason why she survived that black night in the basement in Ekaterinburg. A reason why the Tsarevich has survived too.

				The bells of the Church of the Trinity announce four o’clock. She arrives at the perfumery and takes a moment to collect herself.

				The store window is packed with shiny bottles nestled in crushed satin the color of the Siberian aquamarine brooch the Tsarevich Nicholas gave his fiancée three months before their wedding. Yes, Darya remembers well the excitement with which the Empress showed her the signed initials of Fabergé workmaster Henrik Wigström on the brooch. She wore it often. The Tsar enjoyed seeing his beloved wife bedecked in imperial regalia and shimmering in jewels. He insisted that his massive collection of gifts to her be carried in large hardwood boxes wherever the family traveled.

				A “Store Closed” sign dangles behind the perfumery’s glass door.

				It is not surprising that the meeting is held here.

				Rostislav Alekseevich Dalevich is a staunch monarchist. His perfumery is the hub of all types of political rumors that have to do with the Romanovs. He is also a craniometrist and a forensic anthropologist, whose expertise the government often seeks.

				Rostislav is Darya’s most important link to the outside world. He is the man in possession of the latest news. Together they have mourned the rise of Bolshevism and atheism and celebrated Leningrad’s vote to take back its rightful name, St. Petersburg. They followed with skeptical interest as Communism came to an end two years earlier, Germany was reunified, and Boris Yeltsin administered the dissolution of the Soviet Union.

				She lifts her necklace and takes a deep breath from the Fabergé egg, the emanating scent evoking delicious memories of her mother.

				Darya braces herself and rings the bell. The door is unlocked from inside, and Rostislav ushers her into his sun-splashed perfumery with its floor-to-ceiling windows, chrome walls, and immaculate glass counters. Bottles of varying colors sparkle on shelves and counters. Crystal, silver, and Lalique stoppers of different shapes and designs—seeded with turquoise beads, onion-shaped church domes, mythical forms—adorn bottlenecks. Plants, herbs, and flowers are immersed in clear cylinders filled with alcohol, undergoing the process of enfleurage for extracting essential oils.

				She follows the perfumer across the shiny linoleum floor, averting her gaze from his scarred profile, caused by an accident in his youth that consumed half his face, leaving the other side as smooth as a baby’s bottom.

				It happened when his father, a forensic anthropologist, went mad in the years of anarchy, ordering his son to study the science of examining cadavers. But Rostislav wanted nothing to do with malodorous, putrefying bodies. He liked to distill the essence of flowers, to measure and weigh and mix all types of petals to compose aromatic formulas. One day, finding his son’s nose poked into a fistful of rose petals, the father had, in a burst of rage, hurled a bottle of acid at the boy. Just like that, the left side of Rostislav’s face was burned into a permanent grimace.

				Now, he leads Darya into a room with pastel wall-to-wall carpeting and whitewashed walls, aluminum chairs, and a round table on which a bottle of champagne chills in an ice bucket.

				Two men, emissaries of the Russian nobility, and a woman, executive secretary of the association, rise to greet her. She acknowledges them with a brief nod and takes her seat among the few who have the courage to face her, the few whose political ideology resembles her own. She studies the group, their expressions and mannerisms, stares intently at their unflinching gaze to determine their honesty. In these unstable times, when people are either afraid to talk or have no qualms about convicting innocent citizens, everyone is suspect. Having concluded that they are neither on God’s side nor the devil’s, she addresses them with guarded anticipation.

				“What can I do for you?”

				The executive secretary tugs her skirt over stout knees. “Thank you for granting us a few minutes of your time. As you know, the last six years have brought a change in our country with glasnost and perestroika—”

				“An important junction in our history,” the younger man adds, pomaded hair and aristocratic forehead glistening in the white light from the great windows.

				Darya struggles to stop her opinions from bursting out of her mouth. She has no faith in glasnost or perestroika, is certain that not even a single Baltic state has truly become independent. The full dissolution of the Central Committee of the Communist Party will not happen until each and every godless Communist is buried upside-down like rotten radishes.

				The silver-haired, square-jawed emissary coughs twice and lights a cigarette. His voice is raspy. “It’s time to stabilize Russia. Unify our national identity. Fill the ideological vacuum the Communist regime left.”

				“How, may I ask, do you intend to achieve that?” Darya asks, a note of impatience creeping into her voice.

				“What do you propose?” The gray-haired man throws the question back at her.

				A bitter smile appears on her face. “Need you ask? To reinstate the monarchy, of course.”

				“Exactly! And this is our intention.”

				She aims her incredulous gaze at them. “Good heavens! Is this the truth?”

				“It certainly is. We have been planning for years. In fact, preliminary preparations to reinstate the monarchy are in progress as we speak.”

				Darya gasps, digs her fists in her pocket. “Then you must have someone in mind for our next Tsar.”

				“Possibly,” the executive secretary replies. “And that’s the reason we called this emergency meeting. Rostislav Alekseevich, please explain the rest.”

				The perfumer abandons his seat, adjusts his jacket about his wrestler’s shoulders, and begins to pace the room. “This is classified, you understand. Please refrain from discussing it until the government makes a decision. Seven days ago, Boris Yeltsin authorized the opening of the Ekaterinburg grave believed to be the burial site of the Romanovs. I was asked to appear at the government morgue to help a group of forensic anthropologists identify the recently exhumed remains.”

				Darya doesn’t know what to do with her hands, her wild heart, the many clashing voices in her head. She had, for years, mapped the plan for a day such as this as she went about looking for the Tsarevich, imagining how she would greet him, embrace him, ask for his forgiveness. The quest became her life’s goal, the nucleus of her universe. It kept her alive in hope of purging the sins she committed in her past life, so much so that the thought that he might have perished with the others did not occur to her. And now Rostislav is telling her that the remains of the Imperial Family have been disinterred. What if the Tsarevich is discovered among them? What if her life’s quest to find him proves to be nothing but an old woman’s pitiful longings? She finds a hallucinatory berry in her pocket, is about to drop it in her mouth, but decides against it. She cannot escape into the past, not now.

				With great relish, Rostislav continues to recount the events of the last few nights, every detail down to the decor of the morgue, where the walls are the color of urine and he keeps on dropping bonbons in his dry mouth to mask the taste of death.

				“It was terrible, I tell you! Dreadful beyond belief. The bodies were chopped to pieces, burned in sulfuric acid, and buried for decades in a shallow grave. The bones were no longer sheathed in flesh, of course, but had to be boiled clean before the meticulous labor of identification began.” The next six nights Rostislav had dined in the morgue while the bones boiled in large vats that emitted the stench of decay. He chewed on a piece of bread rolled around a slice of cured ham, periodically setting his plate on the pot handle, where steam kept his meal warm. He conducted a silent discourse with his father. He had become a forensic anthropologist, he boasted to his long-gone father, but not any ordinary cadaver-poking anthropologist. He was examining the remains of the Imperial Family. Every now and then he checked the bubbling brew of remains and popped yet another bonbon in his mouth.

				“It’s hard enough to identify the two hundred and six bones in the human body. But nearly impossible to recognize chemically degraded bones that were exposed in a shallow grave for seventy-three years. For hours we reconstructed shattered thigh bones, bayonet-crushed skulls, burned and disintegrated vertebrae. Quite difficult, but in the end, we managed to provide tentative, preliminary results. More needs to be done, of course—sample preparation, DNA extraction, PCR amplifications, extensive DNA tests using samples from relatives—to prove the authenticity of the remains. Before conclusive results are announced and even then—”

				“To the point, Rostislav Alekseevich,” Darya interrupts. “We don’t have all day.”

				“The remains,” he replies, “belong to the Romanovs.”

				“Are you certain?” Darya asks. “Swear on your mother’s grave!”

				“Please, Darya Borisovna, do not insult me.”

				Darya stands up and walks to the great windows, the bright light sharp as razors. She has an urge to pray, but to whom? To what? The windows face the backyard, where carefully delineated beds of daisies, magnolias, begonias, and lilies sprout as colorful as the bottles displayed inside. When did spring arrive? Will next year be different? Will she notice the change of seasons? Rejoice at the blooming flowers? Feel the autumn leaves crunch beneath her feet? Feel the first fat snowflakes piling on the brim of her hat? She turns to face the perfumer, her throat dry, her tongue heavy. She wets her lips and asks the question she has been avoiding for seventy-three years. “Did you identify the remains of Alexei?”

				“This is what I’m getting to, Darya Borisovna. You are making me nervous; can I ask you to sit down?”

				She stands paralyzed, unable to move, until he approaches her and asks if she is all right, if he can offer her a glass of water, which makes her let out a loud sigh, because she realizes that nothing will calm her now, not even Little Servant’s potent vodka. “I don’t want water, Rostislav. Just answer my question.”

				“Your answer is that I have no doubt, no doubt at all, that the bones of the Tsarevich, Alexei Nikolaevich Romanov, heir and Grand Duke of Russia, were not among the remains!”

				All eyes are on Darya, and it takes a moment for her to process the good news and another moment for her muscles to function again. Going to the small table, she grabs a flute of champagne, raises it in a rare gesture of joy, and drinks it in three quick gulps. She seizes the perfumer’s hand and gives it a few affectionate squeezes. “Thank you, Rostislav. You confirm what I knew all along. Here, have some champagne!”

				The executive secretary pats her lips with a napkin. “You should know, Darya Borisovna, that we received a recent telegraph informing us that a claimant to the throne has been living quietly in Russia.”

				“Where?” Darya cries out. “Right here? The Tsarevich himself? His son? Grandson perhaps?”

				“You may find that out for yourself. Being the only surviving member of that Imperial Court, you are best suited to confirm, or refute, this person’s claim. A meeting can be arranged.”

				Darya clutches her cane, the contours of her body acquiring a new youthfulness. “When? Where?”

				“As soon as you are ready to travel to the estate of Grand Duchess Sophia Sheremetev.”
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