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�He felt as though he carried within himself all that remained of the honor of men.�
�Joseph Kessel, La R�gle de l�Homme
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RUSSIA AND THE CAUCASUS IN THE TIME OF JAMAL EDDIN
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CHECHNYA, DAGESTAN, AND GEORGIA IN THE TIME OF JAMAL EDDIN
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� TO THE READER �

The story of Jamal Eddin Shamil, eldest son of the third imam of Dagestan and Chechnya, a man caught between two cultures, two faiths, and two loyalties, is true. I have chosen to write it as a novel in order to more fully flesh out�in dialogue, action, and sequence�the fruits of my three years of research in Russia and the Caucasus. The reader can be certain that the dates, the sequence of events, and the actions of the main characters cleave to the facts and closely follow the sources that I uncovered in the archives.
At the end of the text, the reader will find a small glossary of Caucasian terms, a list of main characters and place names, and a short bibliography.
A.L.


PROLOGUE
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Not Ours, Nor Theirs

A Plain in Greater Chechnya
Thursday, March 10, 1855
As the coffin of Czar Nicholas�I descends into the crypt of the Romanovs in Saint Petersburg, two groups of horsemen gather on the banks of the Mitchik River, in Chechnya.
On one side of the river stand the warriors of the imam Shamil, the Lion of Dagestan, who has been resisting the Russian invader and decimating his immense Christian army for the past thirty years. The sounds of the horses� pawing and the clicks of loaded rifles are the only signs of his troops, most of whom are hiding among the trees of the forest, which ends abruptly at the riverbank. The imam�s personal guard stands in a row along the shore. With their long beards, shaved heads, and lambskin hats and black coats, sabers slung bandolier-style across their shoulders, and banners held at arm�s length, they are the warriors of Allah. They surround four heavy canvas-covered wagons, which reveal no sign of life within. A splendid white stallion in silver-trimmed tack, riderless, paws the gravel at the riverbank nervously. Beyond the thoroughbred and the wagons, the Caucasus Mountains rise, massively and majestically, along the horizon, toward the sky.
On the opposite bank stand the Russians. With considerable effort, their three regiments have just finished dragging their cannons to the summit of the only hillock on the plain. All of them, soldiers and officers alike, are aware that they will be advancing shortly with no cover at all. There are no bushes, not even any shadows on this side of the river, only an empty plain that descends gently to the water.
Shamil�s Muslims are in a position to fire at them at will. Indeed, the Chechen horsemen are the ones who chose this spot for the meeting, mercilessly exposing the Russian troops. In the event of an incident, they are prepared to cross the Mitchik and massacre the flower of the army of infidels.
Three generals of the Russian army�all Georgian princes�sit tall and still in their saddles on the facing hill, a fourth officer, a young lieutenant wearing the blue of the Vladimirsky Lancers, at their side. Like the three princes, the young man is looking through his binoculars to zero in on the warriors on the opposite bank, the other world. He searches for the master of this strange ceremony, the imam Shamil. The Montagnard is waiting farther up, away from his troops, seated beneath a huge black parasol. The young lieutenant sees only his shadow.
An unseasonably hot sun shines on the ragged branches of a dead fir tree, a lone tree on the Russian shore, halfway between the Muslim and Christian camps. This is where the exchange will take place.
Both armies are still. No one moves, but all are tense, ready to attack.
This morning, though, no blood must flow.
On the other side of the river, thirty-five Dagestani and Chechen Montagnards begin to ford the river, flanking the four wagons with their mysterious loads. The wagons teeter, threatening to overturn, as the wheels sink into the rocks and mud of the riverbed.
But from sandbank to islet, they manage to get across. The first wagon reaches the dead tree.
One of the imam�s horsemen breaks ranks, waving a banner to signal that the meeting may now proceed.
The princes and the young man ride down the hill.
Four abreast, they make their way across the plain, followed by their aides-de-camp and thirty-five soldiers. And by a convoy of four other wagons carrying forty thousand rubles and sixteen Chechen prisoners.
The ransom.
The two enemy groups are face-to-face, each warily watching the other�s every move.
As the princes reach the tree, they can barely make out the figures of the twenty-three women and children huddled inside before the Chechens close ranks around the enemy wagons.
They will not allow the Russians to approach the hostages. These are the princes� wives, sisters, sons, daughters, and nieces, whom Shamil kidnapped the previous summer and has held in captivity for over eight months.
Bargaining chips.
One of the imam�s sons, a formidable warrior of twenty, pale and nervous, greets the princes with a hand held over his heart. He delivers an interminable speech in a language none of the four understand: Avar. The interpreter translates only the bits and pieces he finds essential.
�My father wants you to know that your women return to you as pure as lilies, protected from all eyes like gazelles of the desert.�
Joy, anger, and a burning desire for vengeance cross the faces of the princes, who stiffen. They nod without comment.
The lieutenant slowly leaves the Russian contingent. He guides his mount forward and bows to the imam�s son, his brother.
Without a flicker of recognition in either of their faces, Shamil�s two sons embrace. They have not seen each other in sixteen years. This cold greeting leaves them both trembling.
The Chechen horseman holding the banner presents the lieutenant with a cherkeska, the traditional uniform of the Caucasus, and asks him to put it on. The puzzled young man, who has forgotten his mother tongue, turns to the interpreter.
�The imam wants to see his eldest son dressed only in the clothing of his country,� the interpreter explains.
Dismayed, the young man protests, �How can I get undressed here, in front of everyone?�
�The wishes of the imam are law. You will learn that no one disobeys your father. No one.�
He dismounts. The Chechens press around him, forming a dense circle that hides him from the view of the others.
He cannot, must not, keep anything of his Russian past; nothing. Not his boots or spurs or epaulets. No more bright colors, no more purple and gold. One by one he undoes the buttons of his uniform and unbuckles his belt. He unties the decorative silk cords, whose copper tips glint in the sun.
The circle opens and he emerges. His transformation into a Chechen warrior is complete.
The young man is now identical to the horsemen who surround him: he wears a black knee-length coat with cartridge belts across his chest and soft leather boots; his slim waist is cinched tightly with a leather strap, and a dagger is tucked into the waist. They recognize him as one of their own. Well-built like them, he has their noble bearing, their agility, and probably their stamina too.
But beneath the heavy lambskin hat, the former lieutenant�s face is pale, his features more drawn than ever.
His regimental companions, his boyhood friends, the comrades he grew up with at the Russian court, gather round him one last time.
One of them unbuckles his baldric and hands him his own saber.
�Take it, as a remembrance.�
Choked with emotion, the lieutenant�s friend tries to joke, �But please, don�t kill any of ours with it!�
�Not ours,� the young man replies, his expression serious. Devastated by this farewell that he knows is definitive, he repeats, �Not ours, nor theirs.�
He leaps into the saddle on the white horse that was brought for him, the purebred that had been pawing the ground at the riverbank, the mount that will take him to the shadows where Shamil awaits him.
Far from this spot, the imam trembles too, with love and fear and impatience. His beloved son was torn from him by his enemies so long ago. How had the Russians brought up his son, the proud little eight-year-old boy he had been forced to surrender as a hostage? Has the eldest son of the imam Shamil become a giaour? A dog of an infidel? A renegade? A traitor?
Before going to prostrate himself at his father�s feet, in keeping with Muslim custom, the young man looks at the wagons carrying the captive princesses. Standing there in silence, the women seem to have been transformed into statues. All are dressed in rags and veils.
Through the long foulards that cover them, they look intensely at their liberator. They know him. They danced the mazurka with him at the court balls of the Winter Palace. Beneath the layers of fabric, their faces are streaked with tears of relief, gratitude, admiration, and pity.
They know how he was torn from his people and brought to Saint Petersburg by force. They know he has built a life for himself in Russia, that he is now a well-read officer, fond of the music of Glinka and French poetry. They know the czar considers him a favored son, a member of the imperial family, a lieutenant in the Russian army, to which he belongs completely.
They know that his renunciation of this world whose values are now his own is the only thing that has saved their lives.
They know as well that Czar Nicholas left him to choose freely. The young man could have refused this exchange. And that at this very hour, the imam�s son is sacrificing his very existence for them.

One of the three princesses knows other things as well. She knows that once, long ago, he loved her.
Watching him approach, she remembers the whispered secrets they once shared, when they were together.
The image of this horseman in black, running toward a destiny he rejects, reminds the princess of another, of the little boy fate had thrown into a universe he never should have known. It was sixteen years ago. A Chechen child rode down a mountain path, through the boulders, between his father�s eyrie and the Russian army camp. Behind him, the cadavers of his tortured people rotted, unburied, among the ash-colored rocks. He did not cry. He had kept his dagger and his saber. He would kill them all. Full of pride, hatred, and fear, the little boy had reached the camp of his executioners.
And now, today, he must return upon the same path. He must go back to his childhood, his reluctant steps forward taking him back. All he has lived for the past sixteen years, all he has learned at the hands of the invaders, he must forget.
He must unlearn everything, again.

He rides before the captives, and for a fleeting moment, their two worlds are one. The women are indistinguishable from one another. And nothing distinguishes him, a Chechen horseman, from their captors. Except that he is searching among the veiled women for his first love. His eyes finally come to rest upon the one he instinctively knows, beneath the shawls, is her.
He passes next to her and reins in his horse.
No words can express what the long look they exchange does: the adieu of Varenka, hostage of the imam Shamil and daughter of a Georgian prince, and Jamal Eddin, hostage of the czar and son of the imam.

Book One
The Years of Apprenticeship Among the Horsemen of the Caucasus
1834�1839

La ilaha illa Allah
There is no god but Allah

�Oh, savage are the tribes that haunt these gorges.
Liberty is their god, and War their only law!
Loyal in friendship, even more loyal in vengeance
[�] For them, Hatred is as boundless as Love.�

� Lermontov, Isma�l Bey



CHAPTER I
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Without Limits

Ghimri, a fortified village in Dagestan
September 18, 1834
For those unfamiliar with the mountain, the path was impassable. The dogs, the sheep, even the goats hesitated to venture out on it. But old Bahou-Messadou traveled it back and forth between the village and the spring several times a day. She had gotten into the habit of going to fetch water before dawn, before the call of the muezzin, before the other women were up, when no one was around to witness the difficulty she suffered moving around in the early morning.
With a jug on her head and her veil held between her teeth, she walked into the darkness, feeling her way along with uncertain steps and a shaky distress that had filled her entire being ever since her son had left again, a visible sign of her emotional state. She knew from habit that her ankles might loosen up halfway down the path, but that her hips and knees would feel stiff all the way to the well. Only when she leaned over the coping to get hold of the rope, stretching her sore muscles to catch the bucket and, finally, hung over the coping with all her weight to bring the water up, would her joints loosen up. Concentrating on her chore would take her mind off her thoughts�the snatches of sentences, the accusations overheard or dreamed, the memories, the plans, even the prayers.
On the way back, head held high, the weight of the huge copper ewer compressing her spine, her limbs relaxed, she would walk with her back straight. No one would ever guess that Shamil�s mother carried a heavy heart full of apprehension.
Bahou-Messadou couldn�t put a finger on this unnamable burden. It had started a few days before, with the news that the second imam had been murdered, his assassins punished by a vengeful Shamil. She should have felt proud, even light-headed with joy. Her only son, born sickly and puny, had emerged as the spiritual guide and military chief of all the Caucasian Muslims, and all this thanks to his own valor, the fervor of his faith, his superior mind, nobility, and beauty. Today Allah had conferred upon him the supreme honor, the most sacred of powers. At this very moment at the mosque of Ashilta, Bahou-Messadou�s village, home of her ancestors, Shamil was being consecrated imam. The third imam of Dagestan and Chechnya.
The first had been killed here during a Russian attack two years ago. The second, yesterday, by renegade Muslims. This morning, Shamil would take their place as the shadow of God on earth. Why wasn�t she beaming with pride and joy? Any semblance of either was so mitigated that she felt guilty. Allah permitted�indeed Allah ordained�her to rejoice on this day. What was wrong with her, that her feelings were so unusually reserved?
Perhaps it was because of what she heard and sensed here in Shamil�s absence, in the elders� attitude toward him, in things she had heard around the well. She would deal with the women�s gossip later.
For the time being, she needed to be alone in the silence of the night.
Bahou-Messadou knew that Shamil�s most ferocious adversaries were here at Ghimri, the aul, or mountain village, where he had been born, grown up, and gotten married. She knew that his community had voted against him when all the others had selected him as imam, and that his peers would have blocked his path had he wanted the consecration to take place here. She knew also that Shamil had broken their resistance with iron and fire. Was that why her son had emptied his own village of the faithful, dragging his troops four hours� journey away to Ashilta, his chosen rallying point? Was it to avoid another bloodbath at Ghimri? Was that the reason?
Or was it because he was waiting for the men of Ghimri to openly betray him? Then he could break them, bring them to their knees, and force them over to his side. Was it a test? If so, Bahou-Messadou feared the consequences. She glanced around her.
It was a black, starless night, though she could see the reflection of the moon on the eternal snows across the mountain chain. The mountains. Their mass pressed into the tiny figure of Bahou-Messadou, closing in on every side but the left.
On the left was a drop into the void.
She heard the roar of the Avar Koysu, the raging river that rushed through the bottom of the chasm, and the soft, familiar sound of the pebbles that rolled beneath her thin soles and fell straight to the bottom of the gorge. Shamil was a good son who looked out for her, and he disapproved of her trips to the well in the black of night. But she did not need the daylight to know the number of steps between the ledges that hung over the path, which hung so low that the women had to bend over beneath the rock face to creep past. Bahou could smell the humidity of the rocks where the cliff face jutted out, she could feel the wind blowing about her feet, and she could hear the dull, muted roar of the river. She would slide the jug down from shoulder to belly and crouch down, holding the water close to her.
Nonetheless, had one of her grandchildren ventured out before the call of the muezzin to follow her here, she would have pinned his ears back.
Her thoughts returned to the village. When all was said and done, Bahou-Messadou was wary of Ghimri, even though she had lived there for forty-five years. She looked up to see the dawn piercing through the clouds that hung over the terraces of the aul.
Even though Ghimri was in the south, perhaps even farther south than Ashilta, the sun would not reach the hamlet, even on this clear September day. What Bahou-Messadou disliked most about Ghimri was the cold. How would they keep warm this winter, when Shamil had forbidden cutting down a single tree from the forest below? Not so much as a branch or the trunk of a beech tree or an oak, not even the bark of a chestnut tree. He saw the forest as vital, the best rampart to stave off a Russian assault. Bogged down in the branches, the Russian soldiers would become easy prey. As long as the forest was there, he said, the warriors of the Caucasus would be invincible, so he had issued strict orders that it be preserved everywhere. Anyone who touched it, even to gather wood to build a house or make a fire, would be punished. A felled tree would cost the offender a cow; two, his life. That was yet another source of discontent.
She paused a moment to catch her breath on the uphill climb. The village was so high up the mountain that the air was thin. She slid the jug over to her other shoulder, an action she never would have undertaken in public, and for good reason. Twisting the small of her back caused a flash of such sharp pain that she could not suppress a grimace. She continued up the path now, grumbling in her placid, quiet way. She groused about her body, which was no longer able to contain its suffering. The fear that someone would discover this made her avoid people�s gazes in Ghimri.
But why hadn�t Shamil taken the whole family to Ashilta? Why not move there once and for all? Because Ashilta was too far down the mountain? Too close to the Russian lines, too easily accessible? Regardless, he had still chosen the mosque of Ashilta for the ceremony of investiture. She herself had grown up in the shadow of its walls, and she believed what they said: the mosque at Ashilta was the greatest, the most beautiful, and the only one left standing. The mosque at Ghimri had been beautiful too, but the Russians had razed it to the foundations after desecrating the place with their excrement.
She glanced anxiously up at the overhanging rock. All she could see was a slab, barely distinguishable by its color, slightly darker than the uniform ash gray of the mountain. On this dark September morning, Bahou-Messadou imagined the village as it had been two years ago. She thought she could see the tiny one-story houses, like cubes with flat roofs, that served as the thresholds of the houses above them, piled one upon the other like boxes, arranged in an open circle like an amphitheater.
The first and largest row of buildings hung on the cliff, facing the void. The last was tucked up against the summit of the mountain. In between was a jumble of balconies and terraces, with a minaret and a few doorless, windowless lookout towers, a labyrinth so tightly constructed no stranger would ever venture in.
Everything, even the steep, narrow, tortuous alleys too narrow for two horsemen to pass, seemed designed to discourage the visitor and drive back the invader. In fact, with every fortresslike house defending the one just above it, the village could only be taken by assault.
Shamil had left nothing to chance. He had had the ramparts reinforced and had towers and redoubts built. Conscious of Russian artillery power, his choices were all motivated by a single question: despite all his preparations, could the infidels� cannons reach his eagle�s nest? His chief, Khazi Mullah, the first imam, had reassured him. How could the Russians drag their heavy cannons up to these heights? How could they hoist so much weight up paths made for guerrilla warfare, trails so vertiginous that even the animals avoided them?
Of course, the Russians had taken these questions into consideration as well. Unfortunately for the men of Ghimri, they had found answers.
As the sun rose, Bahou-Messadou looked out upon a landscape she knew all too well: a field of ruins, charred rocks and squat tree stumps. It had been two years ago yesterday, or perhaps tomorrow. What would happen if these pigs descended on the village again while Shamil was gone?
She had no illusions. If the Russians took the second path, high above the river and just as dangerous, there would be no sharpshooters or horsemen waiting to ambush them. They would find only the silver river of the Avar Koysu at the bottom of the abyss; the gray, overhanging cliffs; and the birds of prey hovering over the invisible herds. No one would block their path. They could take over the wells, the towers, and the tiny fields they had already burned to the ground. They could make themselves right at home. The family chiefs who had not followed Shamil to Ashilta would pay them allegiance. No holy war would take place at Ghimri.
And yet once, not so long ago, the men of the Caucasus had loved their freedom so fiercely that no young woman would have accepted a husband who had not laid at her feet the heads of a dozen infidels, their hands nailed to her father�s door.
Bahou-Messadou despised her neighbors� cowardice. In her clan, those who favored peace were called the hypocrites. Somewhere deep inside, though, she pitied their weakness.
How could the survivors resist the invaders when, two years ago, such valiant warriors as Khazi Mullah, the first imam, and Shamil, who was then his lieutenant, had not been able to?
The Russians had decimated their ranks with weapons unknown to the village. They had blown up the mountain, dug into the cliffs with explosives, and climbed vertically from one ledge to the next, hoisting their cannons with pulleys and winches from one level to the next. Their soldiers had dropped like flies under fire from Shamil�s troops, and they had suffered great losses, but no matter. As the casualties fell, others took their places. The Russian army had an unlimited reserve of officers, soldiers, and serfs. Shamil said they had tens of millions of slaves.
So the war was lost before it had ever even started, the hypocrites argued today, and for a dreadful reason: it violated the Koranic proscription to combat an enemy superior in number. Shamil and his men were four hundred against thirty thousand. Thirty thousand Russians had swept down upon these boulders, spreading death and devastation. And since then, the corn and the barley no longer grew in the small fields and the children cried with hunger. The rocks had turned the color of ashes, and no wind or rain washed them clean. The soot that coated everything formed a dark, greasy layer over the snow. Was this the victory God conferred upon those who served Him?
Day by day the rumors swelled. Shamil was not one of the chosen. He was weakening Islam. He displeased God.
In the silence of the night, Bahou-Messadou could no longer ignore their words, and she wondered. To her son, resisting the Russians was all about crushing everyone who opposed the holy war. But wasn�t this fight against the teachings of the Koran?
Allah have pity on Bahou-Messadou�s presumptuousness! How could she, an old, ignorant woman, dare to think such thoughts when Shamil was opening the path to Salvation?
And yet, she was incessantly tortured by doubt. She prayed for the pardon of her son and the pardon of Allah; she did penitence by carrying burdens that crushed her body and spirit. She brought the water from the ravine and pushed and dragged loads of earth and stones far too heavy for her for the reconstruction of Ghimri. She worked in the fields and did all the domestic chores that the men of the clan would not lower themselves to do, repeating the gestures for which Allah had created her. The men had their weapons; their role was to live up to the honor of fighting and killing and dying courageously. Hers was to lighten their woes and support them on their journey through life.
Bahou-Messadou walked past the ruins of the old well that the Russians had poisoned by throwing carrion and cadavers down it, past the watchtowers and the first courtyard. As always when she neared the village, she held her head high. She tried to straighten up fully, and God punished her for her pride. She bumped into a rock. The jug slid from her shoulder, and she hadn�t the strength to hang on to it. The ewer clattered onto the ground, the copper clanking over the rocks. She rushed to pick it up and stood listening for a moment, afraid a dog�s barking might wake up the women of the village.
But no, the shepherds� dogs were out prowling around on the mountain. And the others, those that had guarded the meager store of fruit and the chickens, had been killed. All was still silent. She patted the ground to measure the extent of her mistake.
The water trickled down in thin rivulets. In her mind�s eye, she watched the tiny streams of lost purity rush down the incline.
It reminded her of a vision even more disturbing, of thousands of dribbles of purple trickling down to her feet, bathing them in a bloody puddle. The memory washed over her with a wave of nausea. But it hadn�t been blood that had stained her pants to the ankle; blood would have been purer, more noble than this vile poison. It was wine, all the stores of wine that Shamil had forced his people to spill, entire casks of it, denouncing each other and repenting the sin they had committed by making alcohol as they poured it down the hillside.
How long ago was that? Seven years, eight? In any case, it was long before the Russians attacked the village and burned the arable land. At the time, Shamil wasn�t yet thirty. Bahou-Messadou approved his actions wholeheartedly�her husband had been a drunk, like his father before him. But the vineyards, why had he destroyed the vineyards? The most beautiful vines in all the Caucasus grew in Ghimri. Shamil had ripped them up by the roots, removing even the temptation to offend God. Nothing was left, not a single stock, not even a shoot.
She could see him, standing there in the midst of the terraced plots. She saw him, splendid and colossal, digging in the soil with his sword, the soil that had been carried up here, plot by plot, on the backs of women. Her mother, her grandmothers, her ancestors, all of them had labored to accomplish this, at pains only Bahou herself could appreciate. She had been shocked by the destruction of the fruit of such great effort, repeated generation after generation.
She understood that it was a symbolic gesture. And she knew what it signified: the replacement of the old order, the order of men, with the new order of the Sharia, the law of God, which demanded the purification of souls and unbridled war against the infidels.
Her mind returned to the question that nagged her incessantly: what if the inhabitants of Ghimri chose to reject a spiritual guide they had not elected?
They held him responsible for all their misfortunes. It was Shamil�s raids, and those of the like-minded first imam, also from Ghimri, that had provoked the fury of the Russians. Other auls, infinitely easier prey, had not known such massacres for a simple reason: Shamil had not lived there.
What if they sold him to the infidels? Why not? There was a price on his head.
By the evening of the attack in 1832 when the first imam had been pronounced dead, Shamil�s worth had increased tenfold. Today, on the morning of his consecration, the price on his head had multiplied a hundredfold. Unlike the others in her camp, Bahou-Messadou was not proud of the fact. She blocked out the thought of how pleased the Russians would be to capture the man who had slipped through their fingers two years ago, only to resurface and set fire to all the villages that had gone over to the Great White Czar.
Her thoughts wandered, going over all the potential pitfalls of the future.
If they couldn�t get their hands on Shamil himself, the hypocrites of Ghimri could give the infidels his family�his mother, his sister, his wife, and his two sons�in exchange for peace.
As soon as the muezzin called them for prayer, the elders would certainly meet to discuss the possibility. Bahou-Messadou had no illusions about the fate that awaited her, and Fatima, and especially little Jamal Eddin, the eldest of Shamil�s children and his heir, if the villagers should decide to hand them over. Worse than capital punishment, they would be forced into exile. And perpetual bondage.
Slavery in the midst of the giaours? The thought of such a betrayal filled her with revulsion. If there was one state no Muslim man, woman, or child could tolerate, it was slavery.
�God does not listen to the prayers of slaves,� Shamil roared. �No one can allow himself to be taken alive by the infidels.�
Bahou knew he was not haranguing his horsemen. It went without saying that none of them would ever surrender. These orders were destined for the ears of his mother, his wife, and his sister. When they could no longer resist, they must kill their children before killing themselves. Death was preferable to captivity, the greatest of all disgraces.
But first, he fully expected them to prove their worth by taking as many of those pigs as possible with them.
Bahou-Messadou ran her free hand lightly over the handle of the small dagger that she carried hidden beneath her tunic. It was nothing unusual; all the women of Dagestan wore a kinjal tucked into their belts.
She was not afraid. Her fate was written, and what would be would be. She had no fear for herself. She only worried about protecting her grandsons and all those dear to Shamil. Losing the water this morning was a bad omen.
She set off again down the path to the well, with the same measured steps, thanking Allah in his mercy that not a soul in Ghimri had witnessed her weakness and her mistake. She had known that this day would be difficult, but her journeys back and forth gave her a sense of peace. She felt at home here, on the path to the river.
The night and these desolately rocky surroundings�the peaks that loomed, somber and threatening, the raging river at the bottom of the ravine, these abysses so black that bats flew there in the middle of the day�this was all she knew. She loved the impassable massifs that had shaped the men here for so many centuries, even if their immensity made unity among the different villages impossible. How many times had she heard Shamil repeat that Allah desired the union of the �believers� of the Caucasus, and that their union could only be achieved through their faith in God and respect for his law. He said that there were hundreds of thousands of Muslims in the mountains, most of them in Chechnya and here in Dagestan. Of the thirty tribes of Dagestan, 125,000 people were Avars, like themselves. But among the Avars, the Darghis, the Laks, the Lesgiens, the Chechens, and the Inguches, no one spoke the same language. There were forty languages in Dagestan alone. How could they ever come to an understanding?
There was always Arabic, but only the mullahs and the religious leaders spoke it. She herself did not understand it. She knew how to listen, though, and she was interested in the people who lived in the villages around her. When Shamil returned, whether from battle or after delivering a sermon, he always came to see her, because he knew he would find an attentive ear. How could they achieve union, he pondered, how could they unify for freedom and the glory of God, if not by marching together in the service of Allah?
On this point, he had convinced her. The believers could not revive their power, their influence, their prestige, or the grandeur of their past and resist the infidels unless they returned rapidly to their faith and its original principles, the laws dictated by God in the Sharia. The Muslims had no choice. Catastrophe was imminent unless they reestablished the laws of God everywhere. The coming of the Russians and the propagation of their corrupt ways threatened all with defilement and extinction.
Shamil�s confidence in the wisdom of his old mother flattered Bahou-Messadou. But what advice could she give him? She knew the holy war began with oneself, within oneself, with the reconquest of purity and the return to God. There was no other way. Through sermon and example, Shamil must convince those who remained unconvinced on this point. And if his eloquence was not enough, he must use force.
It was this war that Bahou feared above all. The terror her son bred within his own ranks, the death and destruction he wrought among his brothers against all who did not follow him�could that war ever end?
This was the price of freedom, in Ghimri, in Ashilta, and in all the villages of the Caucasus.
And now?
Dawn was about to break, and Bahou was still on the mountain path.
And now? What was happening in the mosque at Ashilta? Had Shamil succeeded in asserting himself as the supreme leader of the entire Caucasus? Had the tribes joined together under the authority of the Montagnard, whose stronghold had been razed by the Russians? Had he triumphed over the powerful Chechen Hadj Tasho, who had made the pilgrimage to Mecca and considered himself more worthy of the title of imam? Bahou-Messadou was counting on the influence of Shamil�s spiritual mentors, the courage of the faithful, and Shamil�s own deft handling of the situation.
But would he be able to return to Ghimri to save his family?
She set down the jug carefully, and propping it solidly upright with a handful of stones, she sprinkled a few drops of water on her henna-tinted right hand, then on her forehead and her face.
Then, steadying herself, her right side, shoulder, and knee jutting out slightly over the void, she knelt on the incline, facing southwest.
Forehead against the rock, eyes closed, the old woman listened to the echo of her prayer, the one that she had repeated all her life. She murmured fervently,
I bear witness that there is only one God
I bear witness that Mohammed is the messenger of God
God is Great, God is Great
There is no other god but Allah.


Far above her, the cry of the muezzin awakened the believers.

�Neither Russian cannon, nor the imam�s saber! Death to the heretic! Death to false prophets!�
As she reached her home, the spectacle before her confirmed Bahou�s fears. In the courtyard, children circled around her daughter-in-law, chanting the words they had probably heard in the madrassa, their Islamic school. Fatima, dumbfounded, had not had time to react. Draped in a brown veil, her water jug tied to her back, she had just stepped out to go to the well.
Her two little boys followed her. Barefoot and in rags like the other children, they had close-cropped hair and wore old, rust-colored shirts that fell to their ankles. She could count on the feistiness of Jamal Eddin, her eldest son. He shouted louder than all the others and kicked and punched anyone within reach.
He looked about six, but he was actually much younger. Tall, slender, and dark-haired like his mother, he wouldn�t let anyone give him a hard time. Behind him stood his little brother, a toddler who copied his sibling�s shouts like an echo.
Bahou was struck to the core. Her sense of foreboding was confirmed. She knew danger was imminent.
She hesitated, trying futilely to measure the gravity of the situation. The upheaval of the last few days had made it impossible for her to get her bearings, leaving her in a state of confusion.
A few pushes and shoves were probably all that her grandsons were in danger of receiving this morning. But tomorrow? Or even later today?
She knew that she didn�t need to go to her daughter-in-law�s rescue; Fatima was quite capable of taking care of things herself. Though she looked soft and frail and unassuming, anyone who dared to criticize her husband or touch her children soon discovered another side of her character. Shamil had chosen his spouse judiciously. Bahou would have preferred a girl from Ashilta, but he had chosen the eldest daughter of the surgeon in the neighboring village of Untsukul. He had not been mistaken. Fatima gave him sons and worshipped him, supporting all his actions. She was such a good wife that he wanted no other. Though he always made a point of coming to see his mother before returning to his wife, Bahou knew how deeply he loved Fatima. Bringing him joy and peace, she was the incarnation of happiness in his life. Bahou understood the significance of the insults directed at her and at Jamal Eddin.
In the two years since the mothers and grandmothers of Ghimri had returned to the village, jealousy had sprung up among the women in the seraglios. Why were their sons, daughters, and husbands dead? Why was the imam Khazi Mullah dead? Why had they all been murdered during the attack? All except Shamil?
He should have perished with them. His family too.
Of course, no one dared deny that he was courageous. The strength and bravery of Bahou-Messadou�s son was legendary. He had resisted until the very end, killing more infidels than even the bravest of Ghimri�s defenders. Pierced by a hundred blows, he had fought to the end. And so? What difference did that make? He had not died a martyr, like their own loved ones, so he had contravened the precepts of Allah that promised paradise to those who truly served Him. The dead were the brave ones, not Shamil. His partisans could sing of his prowess and tell of his last-minute escape�a spectacular leap over the heads of the Russian soldiers. What his followers persisted in calling his �Death Leap� did not constitute divine intervention. On the contrary, the villagers interpreted his survival, when his 399 warriors had been slaughtered, as a pact with Satan. The faithful elsewhere in Dagestan considered the miraculous preservation of his home, when all the other homes of Ghimri had been burned to the ground, to be further proof of Allah�s protection. The inhabitants of Ghimri knew otherwise.
The old women remembered that, when Shamil was a child, he would often disappear into the mountains, to the back of the caverns with the giants, to meditate upon the loss of the believers. Only the devil�s disciple would have dared to wander near the sulfur fields of Arakhanee, where tongues of fire welled up between the rocks and wreaths of smoke rose from hell along with the stench of sulfur.
They told of Bahou-Messadou�s son, born left-handed, sickly, and scrawny. In those days, his name was not Shamil but Ali, Ali the Southpaw, Ali the Impure, and he was a sad sight indeed. Frequently susceptible to fever and evil spirits, he did not learn to ride or shoot or participate in games like the other children. Poor Bahou, these hypocrites moaned, poor thing, between a drunk for a husband and a sickly child, luck certainly hadn�t smiled upon her. And then one day when Ali was seven, she wrapped him up, naked, in the pelt of a sheep she had skinned herself. She left him lying in this bloody sheepskin for seven days and seven nights. Then, among the hundred names of Allah, she chose a new one for him: Shamil, he who embraces all. Though still left-handed, when Shamil changed his name, his nature changed as well. He began to grow like a weed and secretly trained to develop the skills of an athlete. But God was not responsible for this transformation. No, it was the giants who had fashioned him in their own image�a colossus.
Bahou didn�t care about the jealous old ladies and their silly stories that blended the outrageously false with a grain of truth. Nonetheless, she was wary when such gossip was echoed in the conversations of the men in the council of elders. If Shamil had been here, they wouldn�t have dared speak that way!
More children came running down the hill toward Shamil�s house. Squat and unexceptional, it was in the middle of the village and had remained intact, with its ground floor stable, its mud walls that had flaked off in places, and its ladder. Its wooden balcony was supported by two pillars that had been scorched black by the flames. The fire had gone right over the roof, sparing the family�s few possessions�the big cushions on the benches, the carpets decorating the walls, all of Shamil�s books, and the precious manuscripts of his Sufi mentors. Even Muessa, his beloved cat, named after Mohammed�s, had been spared, not a hair singed. Surely this was proof that Allah watched over them.
Bahou hesitated. Amid the chickens, the firewood, the nuts and little bouquets of herbs drying on the terraces, the crowd of angry matrons was growing. Ghimri was like a huge stairway she would have to climb against the tide. She had a few words for the elders, and those words could wait no longer.

The village sages were stunned when Bahou-Messadou barged through the council door. No woman had ever dared force her way in.
A dozen men with trimmed medium-long beards sat cross-legged on the narrow platform that ran along three walls, facing the mountain. On the remaining side, the room opened out onto a wooden balcony, a sort of open loggia supported by thin pillars planted in the boulders overhanging the void. Bahou had known them all for nearly half a century, but she defied all custom by bursting in on them. Her behavior was inexcusable. She uttered the words that, in the Caucasus as in the Orient, were the equivalent of a talisman. Azh dje ouazhek: I am your guest.
This phrase, which every traveler pronounced when asking for hospitality, placed her under their protection. As long as Bahou was in their dwelling, each member of the council must guarantee her safety. The moment she left to go home, she would cross the threshold of their domain and her fate would be in God�s hands. They could slit her throat or shoot her in the back. But she would have said what she had come to say.
Eagle-nosed, gray-bearded, his lower lip split by an old wound whose scar extended all the way down his neck, the tall and noble patriarch Urus-Datu sat in the center.
�Salam Ala�koum,� he replied in Arabic to her request for hospitality. Peace be with you.
The old man touched his forehead, lips, and heart as Bahou-Messadou answered him with the same words and gestures. A murmur of discontent went round as she advanced to the center of the circle.
Bahou-Messadou was blinded by the daylight that struck her full in the face. It took her a few seconds to identify the old men who sat before her. There was Sa�d Mohammed, the qadi who lost all his sons in the massacre at Ghimri. And Kural Mohammed Ali, the muezzin, her own nephew, who might take her side.
Bahou-Messadou was in no hurry now, and acted as though no urgent danger threatened her. Time seemed suspended as she silently scrutinized these austere horsemen with their craggy faces and sparkling eyes, her relatives. She knew they were all brave. Noses broken at the bridges and the scars of blows on their brows, across their cheekbones, and down their cheeks were proof of the violent combat that each had experienced in the past. Why were these men ready to make peace with the enemy? Did the yoke of Shamil weigh that heavily upon them?
Their expressions were far from amiable. She sensed the resentment of these men, some of whom she had played with as a child. At the time, boys and girls had not been so strictly separated. They had been forbidden to mingle beginning only a decade before, under the rule of Khazi Mullah, the first imam. It was he, her son�s friend and mentor, who had outlawed dancing and music and all the secular gatherings where men and women could meet, and he who had demanded the sequestration of the weaker sex in seraglios and the wearing of the veil when they went out. Barely ten years. Bahou-Messadou respected Khazi Mullah�s teachings to the letter.
Frankly, the imam�s imposition of another veil hadn�t made much difference. It was just a scarf, a sort of handkerchief that covered the mouth up to the nose, knotted at the back of the head. All it took was a dip of the chin to put it on or take it off. For the rest, she had kept her mother�s long, straight shirt that revealed the bottom of her pants. It had been white in her youth, then red, the color for married women. Now that she was old and a widow, it was blue. It had no pockets. Pockets had always been forbidden.
In addition to Khazi Mullah�s kerchief, she wore another scarf, which covered her forehead down to her eyebrows, and, on her head, a long white shawl draped over her entire body, covering her to her ankles.
Nonetheless, the moment she walked in the door, everyone recognized her. Even draped from head to foot, the familiar figure of Bahou-Messadou had not changed. Her posture was still noble and erect, her manner dignified.
Of course, time had made her a bit rounder, perhaps a little stooped, but she had put on no discernable weight as was often the case with age. And if she was imposing, it was not due to her height or her weight, as was the case with her daughter. It was something else. Her eyes. All one saw was her eyes.
Instinctively she tried to hide their brilliance, blinking slowly like a cat and softening their flame beneath a coat of tears. But Bahou-Messadou�s eyes flashed. Joy could make them sparkle, anger or attention darken them to almost black. The members of the council knew this predatory look, this fixed stare, the eyes� clear but indefinable color somewhere between green and gray. The look of Shamil.

With a habitual gesture of her chin, she dropped the kerchief that covered her mouth. One of the few privileges of her age, Bahou-Messadou did not have to hide her beauty or avoid tempting the devil. She was permitted to reveal herself, unveiled, before the hypocrites. One privilege she did not enjoy was that of the first word.
She stood there silently, waiting for them to ask why she had come. Fed by surprise and hostility, the silence went on and on.
She noticed that they rolled their amber prayer beads between their fingers, like all good Muslims. Their shaven heads were covered, as the prophet wished, as a sign of respect for God. All of them wore the papakha�a tall hat of black sheepskin. Not a single one wore the turban of the followers of Shamil.
The very fact that none of them had tied a white sash around his papakha made the biggest statement of all: their opposition to the consecration of Shamil as supreme leader. It was also a means of preventing the Russian spies, who understood the significance of the turban, from mistaking them for the disciples of the imam, his murids.
For the Sufis of the Naqshbandi order, the word �murid� designated the pupil of a spiritual guide. The Russians, however, had broadened it to mean rebel, warrior, and fanatic. Since the arrival of the first imam, the Murid Wars were, for the Russians, simply synonymous with gazavat, the holy war.
Every head of family took special care to avoid confusing �murid� with �Montagnard,� well knowing the danger any mix-up might cause. The Russians couldn�t tell one from the other�or didn�t bother to do so. The turban was the only mark that distinguished the warriors of Shamil from the other men of the Caucasus.
They wore identical hats of black sheepskin and the same long, collarless coat, one lapel crossed in a V over the other, the cherkeska. Tightly cinched at the waist, it fell in folds to their boots. They all wore rows of cartridge belts, ghizirs, across the breast, which held powder and simplified reloading the pistols they carried at their waists. All were armed with kinjals.
They valued the dagger in particular and wielded it like a saber. It was a straight knife about two feet long with a double-edged blade that was striated with grooves for the blood to run down. Bahou-Messadou used it to cut the throats of stray dogs, slicing their necks elegantly, without transpiercing them, in contrast to the giaours, who stabbed their victims in the belly with bayonets.
The Montagnards also carried shashkas, slightly curved scimitars, and on their backs, muskets that obliged them to stand up straight.
None of them would have considered parting with a single piece of this heavy arsenal, not even for an hour sitting at the council. An unarmed man was not a dead man; he was a man without honor.
Sitting with their legs tucked under them, their prayer beads around their wrists, they were ready to attack, so it was a relief when the head of the council, Urus-Datu, pointed at Bahou�s bare face.
�Immodest woman, is this how you obey your son�s commandments?�
�My son commands only what the Koran dictates: that believers respect their elders, and that you listen to what they have to say.�
Ullou Bek, whose sharp tongue she had feared from the first second, interrupted her.
�Shamil does not respect the elders. Shamil respects nothing.�
Bahou particularly disliked him. She sensed that whatever vestiges of prestige she retained were worthless in his eyes. He did not come from the village. Richer, younger, and more oriental, he had slightly slanted eyes and full lips beneath his moustache. A quick glance at his splendid white papakha and the chasing on the silver cartridges decorating his cherkeska distinguished him clearly from the others.
He had the same emaciated face, the same aquiline nose and high cheekbones, the same height and slender build of the Montagnards. A neighbor from the East, he had been invited to sit with the council. Since he hadn�t the power to throw her out, he simply ignored her. This woman counted for nothing. He took up his discourse at the precise point where her unexpected arrival had interrupted him.
�Shamil cares nothing for our laws, Shamil does not respect tradition. What right has he to scorn the adats, our laws of the elders, which have settled our conflicts since the beginning of the world? What right allows him to keep us from respecting the law of blood and vengeance, the kanly that commands us to avenge our insults and our dead privately, without the intervention of the qadi? He declares that our debts of blood decimate our families, our communities, and our tribes, and prevent us from uniting as Muslims. Lies! Honor dictates that we take a life for a life, but Shamil wants them all. All for him alone, not for the glory of God, but in the service of Shamil.�
Ullou Bek knew how to influence his audience. Your lives, Shamil wants them all, he wants them all for himself. At Ghimri, this was a sensitive point. Here the inhabitants were born free and equal; their sole governing authority was this annually elected council. Even the infidels called some of the mountain communities �democracies� or �republics.� Ullou Bek, however, was a khan who governed in sovereignty over his province. His title and his prerogatives had bought him the support of the Russians, who pretended they sought to deal only with a noble. They had immediately dubbed him a �prince� and conferred upon him the rank of major in their army. He was a sellout.
Bahou-Messadou hadn�t been mistaken. The presence of Ullou Bek was proof of the enormity of what was at stake at this meeting.
Suddenly addressing her presence here, he looked her squarely in the eye.
�Your son does not order us to act according to the commands of the prophet. Your son takes himself for the prophet!�
This phrase provoked such an outcry that Bahou knew she had lost. She was not up to dealing with such a dreadful accusation of sacrilege and impiety.
Ullou Bek waited for things to calm down before going on. �Shamil named his cat after Mohammed�s cat. He divulges his proclamations on little bits of paper, like Mohammed. Shamil wants to think he is the reincarnation of Mohammed on earth.�
Bahou-Messadou had no answer.
�Ullou Bek is right,� the men all cried out at once. �Shamil�s election at Ashilta is illegal!�
She was overcome with emotion. She could no longer follow the discussion or even register the meaning of their comments.
�Several different living imams cannot coexist in Islam. The only spiritual chief of Islam is the Ottoman sultan.�
Ullou Bek. She should listen only to Ullou Bek, to his arguments, his deductions and conclusions. They were the real source of danger.
�The Ottoman sultan, the only imam we recognize, signed a peace with the Russians. If we continue to fight the Russians, we are flouting the authority of the legitimate imam, the sultan.�
�My son respects the authority of the Ottoman sultan,� Bahou insisted heatedly. �He worships him.�
Her clear, metallic voice, distinct from all the others and trembling with emotion, cut through the melee. For a moment, all were silent.
The head of the council pointed at her again.
�Speak,� he ordered her.
Bahou, once again speaking in her usual measured tones, seized the occasion to prevail. Outwardly calm, she repeated, �My son worships the authority of the sultan. But Sheik Jamaluddin, his revered guide, told him that the sultan�s authority cannot extend to our lands. He said that the sultan�s authority can no longer be felt in our mountains, for the infidels have cut us off from the rest of Islam.�
She chose her words carefully, measuring their influence and subtly shifting the attention to someone everyone in the room respected, the major figure absent at this assembly.
Sheik Jamaluddin al-Ghumuqi al-Husayni, Shamil�s guide in the apprenticeship of knowledge, passed for a direct descendant of the prophet. He spoke fifteen languages, including Arabic, and forty mountain dialects. He could recite the entire Koran as well as the four hundred adats Ullou Bek had referred to earlier that constituted the social code of the communities. He was the incarnation of the highest religious authority of Dagestan, the greatest spiritual guide, or murchide, of the Naqshbandi order. Bahou had not lied; Shamil worshipped him. He worshipped his wisdom and knowledge, heeded his advice, and listened to all he said.
The elders could rage all they liked. But at this very moment in the mosque of Ashilta, the approval of Sheik Jamaluddin confirmed the legitimacy of the election of his pupil, as chosen by the troops.
Bahou-Messadou drove her point home.
�You should elect a third imam so you won�t be left to yourselves, without a spiritual guide. That is what Sheik Jamaluddin said.�
�There was a time when Sheik Jamaluddin held an entirely different point of view!� Ullou Bek exclaimed.
The head of the council intervened.
�What do you know of Sheik Jamaluddin, woman, other than the fact that the first of your descendants bears his illustrious name? I myself heard him forbid your son to take up arms. Back then he said that, even if we were prepared to fight the infidels, a religious leader who preached the Tariqa in a mosque should not do so.�
�Sheik Jamaluddin changed his mind,� Bahou insisted.
�And do you know why?�
�Yes, I do.�
�We�re listening.�
�Because the believers owe allegiance to no one. To no one!� She enunciated each word explicitly, looking Ullou Bek directly in the eye, a breach of propriety that, in such extraordinary circumstances, all the men ignored. �No one but the faithful who are favored by Allah.�
�That is to say,� Ullou Bek countered, his words dripping with sarcasm, �to your son.�
�To the mullah who possesses both the wisdom of the religious science of the Tariqa and the military talents of a warrior chieftain,� she corrected him.
�Shamil is not that man! Shamil is not favored by Allah. He wants absolute power so that he can take our property. Look what he did with the treasure of the khans of Avaria!�
At last.
Bahou-Messadou took a deep breath. Finally they had broached the subject that had been on all their minds, the object of all their worries: the treasure of the khans of Avaria. Now they would evoke the real reason for this discussion, the reason that made them fear Russian reprisals and gave rise to this urgent need to make a decision. The events of the last month justified their questions. The upheaval of the past two days demanded they find an answer.
Today, September twenty-fifth, the muezzin would call the faithful to the second prayer of the morning.
Four weeks ago, on August twenty-fourth, Shamil had left Ghimri with all of his men to join Hamzat Bek, the leader and second imam, who had taken the place of Khazi Mullah, slain during the attack. They had left to conquer Kunzakh, the capital of Avaria, a community under Russian subjugation, six hours away on horseback.
Hamzat and Shamil had taken the city and all the property of the ruling family. They had decapitated the khanum, the widow of the khan, who had been the infidels� ally. They had executed all of his followers and massacred his three sons.
Hamzat Bek had then moved into the palace, with all their treasure. Shamil had returned home to Ghimri. That was five days ago, on September twentieth.
The same evening, a messenger came to Ghimri to tell Shamil that Hamzat Bek had been murdered by Hadji Murat, the foster brother of the heir of one of the khans. He had stabbed Hamzat in broad daylight in front of the mosque of Kunzakh, then fled.
Within the hour, Shamil had called a meeting of Hamzat Bek�s warriors to elect a new imam.
�But Shamil,� they had said, �we already have a leader. It�s you.�
He had refused their offer twice, but twice more they voted for him. Time was short, and vengeance could not wait.
Shamil had finally accepted their choice, but not without demanding that each of them make a solemn oath to obey him, in blind faith and absolute submission. He then gathered his murids together and galloped off toward Kunzakh.
There, he sacrificed all the prisoners, confiscated the treasure, and kidnapped the last child of the khans, a boy of eight. The ruling house of Avaria, once the realm of the Russians, seemed to have been definitively wiped out.
The plunder and the child had been loaded on mules and sent to Ghimri, where the boy had been strangled in public, his body thrown from the bridge over the Avar Koysu. The coffers of booty had been carried to Bahou-Messadou�s home. This had all taken place the day before yesterday.
Shamil had immediately left for his investiture and the official consecration by the heads of all the tribes of the Caucasus at the mosque in Ashilta. Just yesterday.
And tomorrow the Russians would attack with a vengeance and try to recover the treasure.
How could they deal with this threat? Perhaps by taking the imam�s nearest as hostages?
They could be used as barter.
Either in negotiations with the Russians or, later on, in negotiations with Shamil himself.
No matter, as long as Ghimri was able to keep the wealth of the ancient capital of Avaria.
That was what Bahou-Messadou had come to talk to them about, the treasure that Shamil�s Polish soldiers, deserters from the czar�s army who had converted to Islam, were guarding at this very moment in the outbuildings of her apartment.
As it happened, she did not have time.
All of them could hear the clamor in the village below as a breathless messenger burst into the room where the council was meeting.
�The Russians are coming!�

CHAPTER II
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Sabers in the Torrent

Ghimri
September 25, 1834, at midday
The Russians. The members of the council greeted the news in stony silence.
They made not a move and uttered not a question, which was unusual for these fierce and vivacious old men, so adept at eloquence and irony. Discipline of body and mind prevailed as they demonstrated the impassive dissimulation of long habit.
They barely shifted their backs from the wall. Their heads held high, their palms remained at their knees. No one moved a muscle. The black line of their hats seemed to have been traced upon the red background of the carpet. The looks in their eyes revealed nothing. Not agitation nor contemplation of danger, nor the excitement of imminent combat. Even the expression in Bahou-Messadou�s eyes, now glassy and half-closed, had become vague.
Everything seemed so serene that the messenger was suddenly ashamed of his own precipitation. He took a deep breath and decided to deliver the most urgent information deliberately and calmly.
�They have crossed the Avar Koysu at the Devil�s Bridge. They are taking the lower path. There are a hundred of them and they are four hours from here. They are burning every aul in their path.�
Urus-Datu thanked him with a nod.
Then Urus-Datu turned to the muezzin and, in a single concession to the danger at hand, asked him to issue the call to the second prayer of the day. This was a ploy learned from Shamil, who had not hesitated to advance the ritual time for prayer by a few dozen minutes during difficult negotiations in order to gain time. The decision of the elders, to resist or surrender, could only be made after turning to Allah.
The pale September sun was far from its zenith when the muezzin appeared on the balcony. But invoking the name of the Lord brought neither relief nor serenity this time. No one in Ghimri listened, except for the council.

The women ran all over the place, yelling as they gathered their possessions, rounded up their children, and grabbed their chickens. Experience had taught them that they had no choice but to flee. To escape with their meager possessions by the peaks and the steep slopes that led down to the river and hide deep in the forest, where they would listen and wait. The giaours were afraid of being ambushed in the woods, and perhaps this would discourage any chase. Maybe this time they would decline to die from the single shot of an invisible assassin, especially when the prize was so unappealing�a few chickens and women who were so worn out by successive pregnancies, back-breaking fieldwork, and daily chores that, at twenty-five, they looked twice their age.

The same turmoil reigned in Shamil�s seraglio. Bahou-Messadou�s daughter, the heftily built Patimat, rushed back and forth, stringing on her bracelets and necklaces, hiding the rest of her jewelry and the silver plate beneath the loose floorboards, at the bottom of a hole where they had been safe two years ago when she had fled to the forest.
That was all she had salvaged from the first attack. Her husband and son had both been killed.
The five Polish deserters who guarded the treasure at Bahou�s home loaded the khans� chests on mules from the stables. Like the women, they knew what the advent of the Russians meant. They knew what followed submission to the czar and the annexation of a country to the empire, for less than four years ago, they had seen how the Russian army had reestablished order in Warsaw. They knew all too well how Nicholas�I smothered revolts and treated the vanquished.
All former officers, they had been humiliated, stripped of their ranks, and deported to the Caucasus, where the peasant-soldiers starved them and forced them to take on the most degrading tasks, treating them worse than serfs. Thus they paid for their taste for liberty in the service of the conquerors, dying courageously for a cause they viscerally rejected, the triumph of the Russian Empire. Until the day when, with nothing to lose, they had gone over to the enemy.
The Dagestani imams could count on their hatred. Every one of these men would consider it a joy and an honor to massacre those who had tortured them. Knowing as they did the fate that awaited them if captured, they never allowed themselves to be taken alive.
Shamil�s assignment of the Polish soldiers to his mother�s house had been a carefully calculated move.

�Where is Bahou-Messadou?�
Fatima, ready to leave, ran up the terraces of Ghimri toward the assembly room, the youngest of her two sons strapped to her back.
�Have you seen Bahou?� she asked the panicked women anxiously, one after another. �Is Jamal Eddin with her?�

At the muezzin�s call to prayer, the council members rose to perform their ablutions and pray. God would tell them how to behave toward the invaders. They left together and headed toward the mosque.
It was then that Bahou-Messadou committed her second mistake of the day. She left with them.
She had scarcely crossed the threshold when Ullou Bek turned to Urus-Datu, the head of the council.
�Now�s the moment. Take her,� he said. It was a suggestion more than an order.
Bahou was astounded.
�No servant of Mohammed would show such a lack of respect toward someone who is old and poor.�
�You�re not as old and poor as you pretend to be, Bahou-Messadou.�
�And you�re not a true Muslim, Ullou Bek. The infidels pay you, and you serve them like the dog you are,� she snapped back.
�Yes, they pay me. And they�ll pay all of you, if you take a step toward them. The first to do so will receive the best treatment and the finest gifts. Those who linger will receive less. Go welcome them at the gates of the village, go with your women and children, go to them freely. They�ll ask nothing of you, except that you live in peace with the Great White Czar. What do you have to lose?�
Bahou-Messadou straightened up to her full height and threatened the men of Ghimri. She knew why they hesitated.
�The vengeance of Shamil! Remember what he did to the khans of Avaria and the people of Untsukul, and all those who surrendered to the Russians.�
�The Russians will defend you. If you are protected by the power of the Russian cannons, Shamil cannot harm you.�
�Will they defend you the way they defended Kunzakh and protected the khans there?� Bahou answered, with more than a little irony.
�As they are avenging the khans of Avaria at this very moment, taking back the lands that belong to them. As they burned the villages of Arakhanee, Irganai, and Akulgo as a reprisal for Shamil�s actions at Kunzakh. As they will burn Ghimri and kill you all.�
�Don�t listen to Ullou Bek. The Russians have sent him here to lull you with his words. They�ll kill you anyway. Since there aren�t enough of you to defend the village, you should burn it yourselves, run with what remains of the harvest, and join Shamil. Then the giaours will find nothing to eat, drink, or steal here.�
Old Urus-Datu was still skeptical.
�What about the treasure?�
�The Poles will take it into the forest with us.�
Ullou Bek shook his head back and forth in disapproval with a low whistle.
�In the forest,� he said with scorn. �The Russians will follow you, and believe me, they�ll catch you. But if you offer them something amounting to a bargaining chip��he gestured offhandedly toward Bahou-Messadou��something they�re interested in, then they�ll offer you something in compensation. If not��
He raised a hand toward the ruins of the mosque and the charred watchtowers.
Bahou-Messadou spit on the ground at his feet.
�If you�re afraid, Ullou Bek, give your saber to the women and hide beneath our veils.�
In a lightning gesture, the head of the council blocked the khan�s kinjal in midair in its trajectory to behead her.
�Take her away,� he ordered. �Throw her in the pit with the other hostages.�

The pit, which the giaours called �Shamil�s well,� was just outside the village. It consisted of a hole that had been dug vertically into the rock face, with an entry hatch. It had been the titanic work of Russian prisoners, whom Shamil considered his slaves. He forced the hardest of tasks upon them, with the ultimate purpose of exchanging the wealthier ones, the officers, for exorbitant ransom.
These captured men from raids on the Russian forts and the villages that had surrendered to the infidels, hostage taking, horse thieving, and the theft of arms and livestock�all this made up the treasure of Shamil�s war chest.
Shamil despised luxury and ostentation and was not interested in acquiring wealth for himself. His life was based upon piety, discipline, and austerity. Though he was keen to acquire, personal interest was not an element of his greed. Unlike most of his fellow citizens, he had never intended that the treasure of Kunzakh serve his personal needs or desires. The booty was a tool, nothing more, a means to resist. He counted on using it to buy the favor of the tribal chiefs and to pay his spies, the Armenian merchants, and the Polish soldiers he recruited in the forts. He planned to use it to acquire the rifles that the English adventurers, determined to impede the czar�s march toward India, had offered to the Chechens and the Cherkesses�for a price. He wanted to bargain for horses in Kabarda, a city famous for its swift and hardy stallions, so that he could establish a network of intertribal messengers. And he wanted to have a medal struck to honor the heroism of his murids and compensate them for their feats of courage. He wanted to take care of the families of the wounded and the dead. And much more. From the least significant decisions he made to the most brutal cruelties he committed, all were motivated and justified by his dream of a strong and free Muslim state.
The Russian prisoners languished on the straw of Shamil�s well with eight hostages from Untsukul, the neighboring community he had punished for treason. These prisoners� fathers had been decapitated, and following the traditional treatment of friends and relatives of traitors, the executioner had gouged out their eyes. As for the infidels, blinded by years of reclusion in the tomb, they dug each day a little deeper; their hunger, thirst, and exhaustion were such that they could barely stand up. This was the little group Bahou-Messadou was to join in the stinking obscurity of the pit. She well knew the fate reserved for enemy families.
To add to her pain, she was informed that her daughter-in-law, who had looked everywhere for her and finally come to the mosque, had been taken too.
Fatima followed her down the long ladder, the toddler still strapped to her back. The little boy wiggled, furious at being bound up like a baby.
Face-to-face in the dark, the two women peered at each other in the obscurity, crying out as one, �Jamal Eddin is not with you?�
�Calm down,� Bahou soothed, �he probably ran away with Patimat.�
The Russian prisoners, excited at the prospect of imminent freedom, paid no attention to them. But the blind captives of Untsukul, the village where Fatima had grown up, recognized her voice. They crowded forward to chase the two women, eager to get their revenge for Shamil�s cruelty. They rushed at them, their hands feeling for the one who carried the baby. She flung them off and backed away. As they groped for the child, two of them felt something warm and wet on their palms. It was their own trickling blood. They had grabbed two blades with their hands.
No one had thought to take away the women�s kinjals, and they used them now against the men, who were not armed.
Suddenly the thunder of hooves above them vibrated through the air of the cavern, and they heard gunshots. Everyone stood still and listened. Nothing. There was not another sound. Once again they were cut off from the world.
Then once again they heard cries, this time what sounded like orders. The trap opened and the ladder was thrown down.
�Descend.�
The sudden brightness prevented them from distinguishing who stood at the edge of the hatch. A stocky, veiled figure struggled above them. It was Patimat, Shamil�s sister. She fought them all, calling the hypocrites traitors, swearing that Allah would not let their crimes go unpunished.
Bahou was afraid the elders would throw her daughter into the pit.
�Descend!� she cried.
Patimat�s foot had barely touched the straw when Fatima accosted her.
�Jamal Eddin?�
�He was with the Poles.�
�They took him with them?�
�The Poles don�t know the mountain. As if they could cross the Avar Koysu on mules!� Patimat�s lip curled scornfully. She had never understood why her brother kept renegade Christians under his roof and let his son play with them.
�Ullou Bek captured them.�
�All five?�
Patimat nodded. �All of them, with the treasure.�
Everyone here knew what that meant. By now, their heads were swinging from the pommel of the bey�s saddle.
�The council decided that no one is to leave Ghimri,� Patimat continued, breathless. �Urus-Datu is preparing to meet the Russians. He is going to negotiate with them, with Ullou Bek as intermediary. The women and children are to stay behind, to welcome them to the village.
�As for Jamal Eddin, I don�t know,� Patimat said, her tone sharp with fury and anxiety. Her voice was hoarse, with the guttural inflections of the women of Ghimri. Unlike the other women, though, Patimat was tall like her brother. She shared his ardor, his piety, and his authority. Since her husband�s death, she had ruled over Shamil�s seraglio. Her passion for him was limitless, and she only differed with him�and only in the intimacy of their private quarters�on one point: his insistence on austerity. If it had been up to her, she would have established the power of the house of Shamil through the possession of fine arms and beautiful clothes. So she devoted a good deal of energy to adding to her collection of fine fabrics and kinjals with chased handles, squirreling away all the spoils she could find under her bed. As for her brother�s enemies, her hatred for them guaranteed her family�s safety here in the pit, at least for the time being. The punishment of the Untsukul traitors struck her as far too lenient. They deserved much worse for having made peace with the infidels. Patimat had also kept her dagger and fully intended to use it.
The three women sat down. More than by the stench of the place, they felt sullied by the proximity of the Russians.
Bahou-Messadou had taken her grandson on her lap and cradled him softly. She rocked him to and fro, chanting a variation of the �Ballad of Shamil,� the war song his horsemen sang as they left for battle, in the metallic voice that was hers alone.
Awake, people of the mountains,
Bid farewell to sleep,
Unsheathe young sabers and draw your kinjals,
I call you in the name of God.


She invented new verses out of old lyrics, varying the rhythm and droning away.
Patimat rocked beside her, her eyes closed. As her mother�s threnody went on and on, she relived the dark days in 1832 when cannon fire had destroyed Ghimri. From the forest where she hid, by the river, she had imagined what was happening in the aul above as she listened to the death chants of the last survivors.
In their gutted home, her husband and their very young son had stood with the rest of the warriors, sabers drawn, ready to fight the enemy hand-to-hand. Following tradition, each murid had taken his belt and tied his thigh to that of the man next to him, forming one body, a bastion of flesh. They would fight together and die together as one. Praying in unison, they asked God to forgive their sins, chanting the shahada as Bahou was just now:
There is no other god but Allah.
La ilaha illa Allah.
The earth will be consumed by the fire of the sun,
The mountains will have melted,
Before we shall lose our honor in combat.
There is no other god but Allah.


When the infidels finally surrounded them, they leaped upon them, howling in vengeance, and cut them to pieces.
Patimat, Bahou-Messadou, Fatima, and all the other women standing on the ruined ramparts of Ghimri had watched them fight the Russians, hand-to-hand. They saw their men force them back to the ledge, grab them, and throw themselves into the abyss, taking the enemy with them in a final, fatal embrace. They had seen them fighting even in midair, falling in a slow spiral with the infidels in their arms before all were crushed, with a dull thud, on the boulders of the torrent below.
We were born the night the wolf howled, Bahou-Messadou continued to sing softly.
We grew up in the eagle�s nest,
We owe our dignity to our people and our mountains,
There is no other god but Allah.


That evening, Patimat remembered, the village had been taken. Only two refuges remained.
She recognized in her mother�s song the call that had resounded through Ghimri that evening, a raucous cry that had come from the forest. It was Khazi Mohammed Mullah, the first imam, rallying his murids.
Shamil had so respected this man, his friend and mentor, that he had named his second son, the boy now drowsing in Bahou�s arms, Mohammed Ghazi in memory of him.
Of all four hundred warriors, only a dozen were left to answer his cry. But the battle had continued. Someone was still firing from one of the refuges. The Russians tried to take the house, but they fell like flies, one after another. Their officers ordered them to clear it out with the cannon.
The explosion reverberated throughout the forest. At last, calm reigned over Ghimri.
From the river below, the women could smell the acrid odor of fire and hear the crackling of flames and the cries of vultures, already come to hover over the mutilated bodies.
And then.
Sitting in the straw next to her mother, Patimat never tired of listening to Bahou-Messadou�s litany of legends. Recited even in the forts of the Russian lines below, the images themselves were so familiar to the Montagnards that they had the feeling they had all lived through the events.
And then the last of the warriors, a colossus with a piercing stare, his beard tinted red with henna, had sprung from the heart of the inferno. He stood immobile for a moment on the threshold, as though giving the infidels time to aim, and then, bounding suddenly like a wild animal, he leaped over the heads of the soldiers who were ready to slaughter him. In the same motion, he beheaded three of them with the saber in his left hand just as a fourth ran him through with a bayonet. The blade penetrated his chest to the hilt. He seized it, tore it from his breast, and killed the soldier. In another gravity-defying leap, he bounded over the wall and disappeared into the shadows.
This warrior, the sole survivor, was Shamil.
Listening to Bahou chant the ballad of her son in a low murmur, Patimat�s courage, faith, and hatred were renewed.
Oblivious to her surroundings, Fatima saw and heard nothing. Anguish pressed upon her heart and turned it to ice. She thought only of her lost child. She longed only for the warmth of Jamal Eddin against her breast.

The little boy, squeezed into an opening in the rocks, watched the long line of figures in white threading their way arduously up to the promontory, pulling their mounts behind them. Fascinated, he looked at the saddles laden with equipment as they scraped against the rock surface of the ledges and the animals who refused to advance. He watched as horses fell into the abyss, taking their loads with them. Like his father, Jamal Eddin loved horses and weapons. He inspected the rifles, sabers, bayonets, and grenades that hung from the soldiers� belts as the disembodied boots tramped by his hideout at the level of his nose.
He saw Urus-Datu and the khan approach the entrance to the village, accompanied by the muezzin and carrying a white flag.
He listened attentively to their long discourse, the interpreter�s translation, the discussions and answers in a foreign tongue. Nothing escaped him, not old Urus-Datu going back and forth between the army and the village, not the soldiers who set up their tents and lit fires. He was intrigued by a golden object placed upon the fire. It was round and shiny and seemed heavy. A samovar. Inhaling the perfume of the tea that they poured into their glasses, Jamal Eddin was suddenly thirsty.
Instinct told him to stay put. He was not afraid. He was used to going without and to sleeping alone. For nearly a year now, since he had begun to ride, he no longer lived with his mother. Custom dictated that a boy not be softened by women, so he lived in the house next door with Yunus, his father�s companion at arms. Yunus, also his tutor, was at this very moment at Ashilta.
No, Jamal Eddin was not afraid. But Yunus had warned him that if the Russians took him, they would scalp him, as was standard practice. They scalped the shaved heads of both the dead and the wounded. Jamal Eddin had seen cadavers his father had bought from the infidels to bury in the cemetery here. The foreheads of all the murids had been cut, the scalp stripped to the crown with a knife.
Their skins swung at the end of a banner, there in the camp, a standard for the Christians. Like the severed heads of the Poles that the khan had waved in his face before Jamal Eddin managed to escape from him a short while ago.
The child fell asleep.

On this evening of September 25, 1834, he was the only one to sleep. In the officers� tent and in the council room, the heated discussions went on until dawn.
By morning, the elders had agreed upon their duties and their demands. At ten, the Russians ratified the commitments of the two parties. At noon, the interpreters drafted a treaty with the following terms:

1.�Each of you may practice your religion, and no one may object to your rites.
2.�You will not be conscripted into the army by force, and no one will turn you over to the law.
3.�All the lands of Avaria, situated on the plateau where you lived before the rebellion of 1832, will be returned to you.
4.�You will govern Ghimri yourselves, according to your adats and the Sharia.
In exchange:
1.�You will swear by Allah never to break the peace you are signing today.
2.�You will give us three of your sons as hostages, and you will give us back all the Russians you are holding as prisoners.
3.�You will return the treasure of the khans of Avaria to us.
4.�You will hand over the imam Shamil and his entire family.

These two last points preoccupied the elders, who continued to discuss the terms of the contract in the privacy of the council. Some mentioned, not without concern, that they were not holding Shamil, only his women. As for the bounty�it was out of the question to give it to these dogs!
Urus-Datu pointed out that the infidels had no idea what was included in the treasure of the khans of Avaria. It would be easy to keep a portion of it. The most pressing thing was to save the harvest and ensure the immediate survival of the aul. As for the rest, patience and craftiness would get their due.
A promise from these pigs was not to be taken seriously.

To the Russians, the eight clauses seemed satisfactory, all the more so since, among all the officers, none was authorized to sign such an accord.
General Kl�ge von Klugenau, one of the two generals who had destroyed Ghimri before, was busy with skirmishes around Kunzakh and had no intention of coming here. He had only dispatched this contingent to facilitate the passage of his superior, Major General Lanskoy, who was on his way from the fort at Temir-Khan-Chura, the Russian base twenty-six miles from here. Lanskoy planned to bring his cannons along the path across the mountain ridges.
So much the better if the skill of the scouts resulted in the pacification of these �savages,� as the general staff called the Montagnards with arrogance and contempt. If little Lieutenant Rostkov�s empty promises led to their unopposed surrender, the capture of the imam, and the recuperation of the booty, perfect.
And if not, no matter. The piece of paper was worth nothing.
Nonetheless, there remained one last detail to settle, one about which Lieutenant Rostkov remained intransigent. The villagers must come to his territory, outside the village, and lay down their weapons. All their arms, without exception, must be handed over to the officers. Then they would proceed with signing the treaty.

It was not the light of day that woke Jamal Eddin but the cries and insults of the infidels as they yelled orders at the elders. An army of Montagnards, a formidable mass, was marching straight toward their camp.
The elders had put on their longest cherkeskas and softest leather boots, and proudly wore their heavy, black sheepskin hats pulled down over their foreheads. Their chests shone with silver cartridge belts they had filled with powder. Along with their kinjals, some wore several pistols in their belts and carried their sabers as bandoliers and their muskets on their backs. They presented themselves not as the vanquished, but as warriors, equal to equal.
The Russians continued to bellow their strident orders, but the child no longer paid any attention to them. They seemed unreal, like puppets. He could not understand what they said, nor what was going on. He recognized the gray beard of Urus-Datu, the emaciated figure of the muezzin, the score of men who had not followed his father. What were they doing? Had they come to give themselves up? Or were they here to defend the village, as Shamil had ordered?
He looked toward the village gates, where the women and children stood silently. His playmates, his enemies, their sisters, the mass of veiled girls and babies, the entire population observed the scene from afar, as he did. He could not pick out his mother and his little brother in the crowd. Crestfallen, he searched for Bahou-Messadou, whose presence always reassured him. She was nowhere to be found.
The wave of anxiety that washed over him made him catch his breath. For the first time since the khan had killed the Poles and he had run for cover, he wished Shamil were here. His inner voice begged him to come. He knew instinctively that he hadn�t the right�a Montagnard should cope by himself. Better than any other child, Jamal Eddin knew how Shamil�s son, the son of a Dagestan horseman, should behave.
The Montagnards had stopped a few feet away from the soldiers. The boy watched the Russians maneuver about to encircle them. He glanced at one group, then the other, then back at the village, hoping to see his mother and grandmother appear between the two watchtowers.
Powerless, his throat dry, clutched by a sense of foreboding he could neither define nor control, he watched the khan Ullou Bek translate the harangue of the lieutenant in the flat cap. When he had finished, old Urus-Datu answered the officer, proudly and directly.
�A man without arms is not a man. We have come to make peace, but we shall remain armed.�
No interpreter was necessary to understand the pantomime that followed. The lieutenant ordered all the Montagnards to throw down their kinjals, sabers, and pistols, here, at his feet.
�Come on,� he pleaded, �be reasonable. Give us your arms and no one will be harmed.�
The Montagnards hesitated. The muezzin was the first to come forward, silently offering his kinjal to the officer closest to him. Two, three, four others did the same, containing their rage and hatred.
One of the officers leaned over to whisper cockily in his comrade�s ear, �When we�re done disarming them, all we�ll have to do is take off their women�s pants.�
�When we�ve relieved them of their trousers, everything will be just fine,� his friend chuckled softly.
Did Urus-Datu, the head of the council, understand the gist of the insult from the expressions on their faces? He had been one of the most fervent partisans of submission. But when it was his turn, he refused to give up his pistols.
�To allow oneself to be disarmed is to allow oneself to be dishonored,� he said firmly.
The exasperated lieutenant launched into a new speech, explaining that it would be fruitless for them, for anyone, to resist the power of Russia.
�We know that Russia is strong,� the patriarch countered. �We know it is impossible to oppose Russia, we know that Russia will exterminate us with no trouble in the event of a revolt. We even know that one day or the next you will kill Shamil. We know all of that. But we cannot give you our arms.�
He hammered out the last phrase, word by word, as though this would make its import sink in, �We cannot do it!�
Jamal Eddin saw the Russians take aim at the old man. He turned halfway around to look at their rifles.
�Or else, yes, we can,� he concluded, raising his gun to aim at the forehead of the soldier who had made the tasteless joke, �like this!�
He shot the man at point-blank range, then casually threw his smoking weapon at the lieutenant�s feet.
What happened next made Jamal Eddin crouch lower in his hiding place.
A hail of bullets ricocheted off the rocks, all the way to his hole.
When the fusillade was over, he crept forward to take a look. The elders were lying about on the rocks where they had fallen. Ullou Bek lay among them, bathed in his own blood. Not a single Montagnard remained standing.
The women cried out. A second deafening salvo eclipsed their cries as they fell to the ground between the two watchtowers. Those who fled toward the mountain were shot in the back. The others were chased through the village. Their hatred, fear, and horror of the giaours intact, they defended themselves, pitifully, with handfuls of pebbles. They would not let themselves be taken.
When they could find no more rocks, they grabbed the blades of the bayonets aimed at them, pulling them off to slit the throats of their children. Then, using the bodies of their dead children as the ultimate weapon, they hit their assailants with them before stabbing themselves too.
Jamal Eddin heard the wails of the villagers in agony, the cries of the babies and the old people in the alleyways, broken by the explosions of rifle shots as soldiers shot blindly at anything that still moved.

�Who�s shooting?�
At the bottom of the pit, they heard the gunfire.
�Who�s shooting?�
The crackling of the fusillade spread hope and panic among the prisoners.
The Russian prisoners shouted, their faces turned up toward the hatch, trying to get the attention of their compatriots, whose voices they heard above.
Fatima, Bahou, and Patimat, hands pressed against their hearts to keep them from pounding, did not cry out. But they too peered up at the rays of light that filtered through the planks of the trap. Who was shooting? Shamil?

On the mountain ridge path, General Lanskoy�s soldiers, arriving at a forced march from the fort of Temir-Khan-Chura, were listening too. They, too, stopped and wondered who was shooting at Ghimri. Had the detachment of scouts General Klugenau sent to meet them been attacked? Every day spies had confirmed and reconfirmed that Shamil was not at home. Had he returned?
The men picked up the pace, hoping to arrive in time to relieve their comrades. They advanced on foot but had great difficulty restraining their horses and their cannons on the steep inclines.
Ahead, they saw that the aul was in flames.
The troop finished its vertiginous descent on the double.

Looking over the piles of corpses, General Lanskoy was quite relieved to learn that the carnage had cost the life of only one officer.
A veteran of Russia�s army in Poland, he had little experience with this kind of war. But he had read the reports of his predecessors and concluded, just as they had, that the Montagnards of Dagestan and Chechnya were incapable of listening to reason. The only way to civilize them was through terror. The law of strength was the only one that they were capable of understanding or respecting. The Russians had to act on this premise and then, applying the precepts of old General Yermolov, conqueror of Napoleon and first viceroy of the Caucasus: �Destroy the harvest. Kill the livestock. Burn the homes. Kill the women and children. Take hostages.� For the past twenty years, this tactic had proven effective.
Lieutenant Rostkov had no difficulty justifying the gun battle and the ensuing fire. The elders had more than deserved their fate. In place of the treasure of Avaria, they had proffered a few baubles. As for their imam, whom they had feigned to have in captivity, ready to deliver into Russian hands, they had lied. Shamil was nowhere to be found. These Montagnards were incorrigible, forever inventing ruses to rob and cheat the conqueror.
The general ordered his troops to recuperate the coffers of bounty and destroy what was left of the village with mortar fire. Then they would go on to Kunzakh, which he planned to take back from the fanatics.
Hardly three hours passed between the massacre and breaking camp.
The army started off, led by the general, with the lieutenant bringing up the rear. Both were satisfied with the current state of things. The frost that threatened now would probably make their return impossible before spring. No matter. At this altitude, corpses took a long while to decompose, and this was ideal. Even if Shamil�s murids took several weeks to return, they would still recognize the faces of those they had lost. Before such evidence, they would be forced to admit that there was no other path than the laws of civilization that were being offered to them.
As they rode past the remains of the watchtowers, the soldiers in the rear guard heard the cries of prisoners in the well, outside the village gates. They hastily pulled the Russian captives from the hole, leaving the others. But the indigenous militia that had guided General Lanskoy this far�the �pacified,� as they were referred to at the forts�insisted that the rear guard liberate their own relatives, who had also been imprisoned by Shamil.
It was they, the blind of Untsukul, who brought the three women left at the bottom of the pit to their attention.

Jamal Eddin instantly recognized the figure they dragged up from the pit. His grandmother. He lunged toward the opening of his hideout in an instinctive desire to go to her. His gesture caught the attention of Bahou-Messadou, who spied his refuge with an eagle eye and shot her grandson a piercing look. She was fully aware of the location of his favorite hiding place, having pulled him out of it by his ear more than once. He was on the brink of leaping out, but her look suddenly stopped him. The order was clear, her expression dark: better to kill yourself than be captured! He understood and drew back. He saw them haul his aunt out. As always, Patimat screeched, keeping the giaours from approaching her or touching her, shouting insults at the men of the indigenous militia, spitting in the faces of the pacified. He saw his mother bent over Mohammed Ghazi as she held him in her arms, trying to protect him. They were thrown at the feet of the lieutenant and his soldiers who were bringing up the rear.
They didn�t even have a chance to appreciate the value of the captives just delivered to them.
A new salvo of gunfire mowed down all the men standing on the plateau. This time, it was the Russians who would not rise again.
Hundreds of horsemen sprang from the boulders, shouting the name of Allah in an immense roar. They thundered down from the ledges, clambered up from the ravine, appearing out of nowhere and firing into the crowd. Bahou-Messadou, fascinated, paid no attention to the men around her, dropping like marionettes with their strings cut. Her eyes were everywhere, seeking Shamil.
Her daughter grabbed her by the elbow and dragged her into the shelter of the ruins by the watchtowers. Fatima followed them at a run, her child clutched to her. Jamal Eddin saw their veils disappear among the boulders. Already his attention was elsewhere.
The horsemen ran straight across the rock planes, ignoring the trails, jumping over crevasses and precipices. The horses; the child stared at their horses.
Barrel-breasted, with hooves grinding rock and pebble and sparks shooting from their iron shoes, the horses� beauty and power was stunning. Their manes were long, their tails silken, their coats lustrous, their nostrils on fire.
He felt their warm, damp breath above him and inhaled the mingled odors of sweat, dust, and leather as they passed over his hiding place. Their round flanks were covered with froth.
Charging with sabers drawn and pistols raised, the horsemen swept through the crowd, shattering the rifles the soldiers hastened to load, slicing the officers from crown to saddle with a vertical blow. In a single charge they reached the towers, then turned around to take the Russians from the rear. Standing in their stirrups or crouched over their horses� necks, the men were seized by a hatred so fierce that it not only inspired their combat but was somehow akin to joy.
Their love of arms was entwined with a passion for these equestrian games as they rivaled each other in skill, speed, and ardor.
To Jamal Eddin, nothing distinguished this cavalcade from others he had witnessed, for man and beast had trained together on this ridge for generations. They knew all the traps, every rock and hole. They knew how to leap into their saddles and take off at a full gallop, how to cross the walls of the enclosure and the watchtower in one jump, how to hang down from the saddle, head at the belly of one�s mount, jump a precipice, get back in the saddle on the other side, and leap over the torrent once again. Jamal Eddin had grown up with one dream: to one day become such an amazing horseman, capable of the impossible, in unendurable climates and for unlimited distances. To become a djighit.
What could this cumbersome army of invaders do, stuck between the gorges of the Avar Koysu and the peaks of the Eperlee? How could they possibly fend off these hordes of centaurs?
Lithe, fervent, and quick, the natives could withstand the rigor of long marches and the intensity of attacks. Unlike the cumbersome convoys of Russian columns, they traveled light, without stocks of food, tents, samovars, or cannons. Even on long journeys across vast distances, they carried no supplies. Extremely frugal, they ate just what they needed to keep them going�a drink of water, a few greens, a little cheese. Raid after raid, they had a single purpose: to kill the most enemies, steal the most livestock, kidnap the most hostages. The terrain, the time, and the season were all immaterial. One rule and one only governed their choices: surprise the adversary.
They were never where the enemy expected them to be. When the Russians thought they were at Ashilta, they were at Kunzakh. When they thought they were at Kunzakh, they were at Ghimri. Speed, endurance, and ruse were the backbone of their skill. Their attacks were as brief as they were unpredictable, never lasting more than two or three hours. An electrifying charge. A sudden retreat. They disappeared as one body, leaving all in their wake breathless and terrified.

This was the state of General Lanskoy�s troops at the moment. Of the seven hundred troops that had accompanied him from the fort at Temir-Khan-Chura, two-thirds lay decapitated, their right hands already cut off. The few survivors, under the command of a wounded, inexperienced leader untutored in the technique of raids, scattered far and wide. The Chechen horsemen made a game of chasing them, letting their unbearable terror build before their kinjals sliced through the air, decapitating them midflight.
This time, the butchery was endless. The assailants did not retreat. After all, they were home. The Russians had no choice but to escape by clambering up the mountain to the ridge path, leaving the treasure, their cannons, and all their supplies below. To flee at all costs. They had not counted on the relentlessness of the most furious of the Montagnards, the one who struck with his left hand.
He had heard the echo of the fusillade earlier and wondered who was firing at Ghimri. He felt a pang of anguish as he recognized the sound of Russian rifles. Now that he was here, he would decimate these swine, down to the very last one.
With his pale gray eyes, translucent skin, and copper-colored beard, the horseman looked like a man of the North. This was no longer a young djighit eager to race but a wild animal of thirty-five, in full possession of all his faculties and talents. Taller than the other horsemen, more lithe and more powerful, he wore the same long, black coat cinched at the waist, the same purple boots that hugged calf and ankle. And on his head he wore the black sheepskin hat, draped with an immaculate, pleated turban, a panel of which trailed down his back and blew in the wind.
All were stunned by his elegance, his nobility, and his ferocity. Jamal Eddin had picked him out from afar. He loomed all the larger as he was riding a small horse the boy did not recognize, swift, rapid, and gray like his father�s eyes.
This time Bahou and Fatima wouldn�t stop him. Bounding forth from his hole, the little boy ran across the battlefield as fast as his legs would carry him. Barefoot beneath his long, rust-colored shirt, he zigzagged like a fox between the cadavers and the horsemen, running toward the one he called, deep down inside, by the same legendary name as the others: Shamil.

The horseman had seen him. Leaving the victim at hand to the vengeance of another, he turned and galloped toward the child. Without reining in his horse, he bent over to grab him, holding him tight as he placed him before him.
No one else would have dared to do such a thing. No one.
In a world where demonstrations of affection were a sign of weakness, a man�s kindness toward his progeny was considered undignified. Simply taking a baby in one�s arms to play with him was interpreted as a lack of virility, a dishonor only women could permit themselves to commit. In such a harsh world, Shamil�s patience with little ones and his love for children and cats remained a great mystery to those who were faithful to him.
Facing his father in the saddle, Jamal Eddin glowed with pleasure as he answered the questions Shamil murmured in his ear.
Intimately entwined, father and son raced toward the towers, blindly pursuing their path, to the surprise of all on the battlefield.
Yet no one would have thought to criticize the mullah�s behavior. He was the guide, the religious and military chief, the third imam of Dagestan and Chechnya. It was he who had led them to victory. He was, above all, the only one here to have found his loved ones alive and unharmed. Allah had spared his family. For the second time. This was clear proof that Shamil was favored by God. For the chosen one of the Almighty, anything was possible.
Even tenderness.
Ghimri
September 27, 1834, at daybreak
The odor of rotting flesh made her want to gag. Bahou-Messadou walked down the path to the water, this path that, for the first time in her life, she had not taken the day before.
A blackish liquid streamed across the ledge, making it sticky, and her steps were uncertain as she navigated her way through the oozing muck. Flies landed on her forehead and buzzed around the jug, settling on her veil, her hands, and the hem of her pants. Their agitation unnerved her, causing her to watch her steps carefully. If she had felt sick at the sight of the wine that had trickled over the ridge long ago, it was nothing in comparison to this nauseating slime that trickled between the rocks now. The blood of the beheaded infidels, the blood of the hypocrites, the blood of the elders, of women and children and all the innocents of Ghimri seeped into the striations of the rocks, flowing down to the riverbanks where it stagnated in great pools. Even the river was turning purple. Even the spring seemed cloudy and impure, not fit for ablutions.
The night of the massacres�just last night�her son�s first act had been to pray. His second was to honor the dead. His third, to punish. The gorges of the Avar Koysu resounded with the cries of the hypocrites and the pacified who had led the Russians here. Their horribly mutilated corpses rotted, unburied, between the two watchtowers, an abject lesson to those tempted to go over to the infidels.
General Lanskoy, one of the few who escaped the massacre, had returned to the fort at Temir-Khan-Chura, more dead than alive. The spies later declared he died of fright, succumbing not to his wounds but to jaundice. The others lay at the bottom of the abyss, among the bats that flew through the obscurity of the chasm below Ghimri. Shamil had had nearly a hundred of the dogs thrown off the cliff, delivering them to the eagles and vultures below.
Men from the neighboring communities, women and children of Arakhanee, Irganai, and all the auls that the scouts had razed on their way to Ghimri, had arrived en masse to help dig graves and join the murids. They participated in the funeral ceremonies with chants and dances that lasted through the night on the roof of Shamil�s house. It was another miracle: his house was still standing, perfectly intact. The cannons and the flames had not touched it.
The shouts of the believers blended with the wailing of the mourners and made the few survivors in the pit shiver in fear. Prisoners of the Caucasus, the new Russian captives were perhaps the only ones who understood how little their Christian arrogance had convinced the local population. On the evening following the massacre, Shamil could thank the invaders. Their brutality had served the holy war, driving the last waverers into his arms.
Compelled to choose between two parties, both capable of decimating their ranks, the Montagnards much preferred men of their own blood and faith. There was nothing to be gained by befriending the infidels. The Russians tried to buy their submission, but they never kept their promises and they never paid. In twenty years, they had proven their duplicity, paying both rebels and pacified in the same way, murdering even their own partisans. They had even shot the khan, Ullou Bek.
Terror for terror, in the eyes of the people, the yoke of Shamil was the more worthy. Serving God and fighting for their freedom epitomized all that remained of Muslim honor. The imam was right.
In her mind�s eye, Bahou saw him as she had yesterday evening, standing on the roof at his full height of six foot two, facing the mountain as he led the mourning and addressed the crowd.
�I have come to you with the Koran and the sword, and I will lead you. Take comfort, the day of deliverance is at hand. This world is a carcass, and he who would win it is a dog, but we shall rid it of the infidels for good, as it is written.�
After the horrors of the day before, she finally allowed herself a mother�s pride. Never given to vanity or coquetry, she nonetheless reveled in his beauty. She admired Shamil�s naturally noble carriage and the elegance of his clothing, as she had last night at the funeral ceremonies. She liked the lighter coat he wore, which was a deep black. She loved to see his white turban shine in the night, his arsenal glinting at his belt. Her son�s weapons were such sacred objects that not even Fatima was allowed to touch them. He took pleasure in cleaning them himself. But on those rare evenings when he was at her house, he left the privilege to Bahou.
A vague smile crossing her lips, she relived the moment when the murids had cheered him. The time of bad omens, when she had spilled the water and feared that Shamil might not be able to return to save them, that morning seemed long ago. Today she was confident. Allah watched over them. She no longer doubted that her son enjoyed divine protection. She saw as proof the ultimate and unexpected resistance of Urus-Datu, which had saved them from the worst fate. Had the Russians not slaughtered the elders, Shamil would have been compelled to avenge their betrayal of his children, his wife, his sister, and his mother. He would have had to strike the elders in the flesh, along with all of their descendants, their sons and grandsons�even those who had opposed the hypocrisy of their fathers by following him to Ashilta, the bravest of the brave. The families of the elders would then have sought vengeance, taking a life for a life, pursuing the blood relatives of Shamil from one generation to the next, extending their reprisals far beyond Ghimri. It was the law of kanly. This was the evil that Shamil feared and fought everywhere, the vendetta that was capable of tearing his Muslim brothers apart.
Bahou knew that her son�s real battle was not the one he led against the Russian invaders, but the struggle against disaffection among the believers. They had elected him. What had he to fear in the future? She imagined the echo of the chant she had heard in the night, one voice, in unison, crying �Shamil, imam!� And his answer, ringing out in all its power over their voices.
�Be strong,� he thundered. �Be vigilant. Prepare your weapons, fortify your villages, and mortify your flesh, for soon you will mortify that of your enemies. We shall nail their hands to our doors, their heads will roll down our mountain slopes, and the rivers will run red with their blood.�

Fatima followed her mother-in-law down the path to the water. She too was replaying in her mind the scene she had witnessed the previous evening.
Like Bahou-Messadou and the other women of Ghimri, she did not usually attend any public gatherings, not even the djighitovkas, the famous equestrian games held outside the town gates. She had never seen her husband�s remarkable litheness as he nudged his horse into an instant gallop beneath the posterns, nor had she ever heard him harangue the crowds. Until the day before, she had only known of his reputation for powerful eloquence.
Yesterday had been the first time, and it still struck her like a revelation. True, she knew that students from Koranic schools far away came to listen to him preach at the mosque. Like them, no doubt, she was impressed by his passion, his authority, and the fire of his conviction. But at home, Shamil was given to silence and rarely raised his voice. By nature he was a man of few words, but in the privacy of their room, she could scarcely shut him up. She never tired of hearing him whisper the tales of his adventures in her ear, as he had that night when he returned from battle. Fatima knew the words relieved his tension. He told her of his admiration for the imam Khazi Mullah, his dead friend, the story of their first victories and defeats, his hesitations about the future and his doubts about decisions he must make. He always ended with the same question.
�What do you think?�
She was too humble and too clever not to sense the direction in which his instincts were leading him. She tried to follow him along the paths he had already outlined, confirming her approval of decisions he had already made.
�Fatima, what do you think?�
The very few times she had hesitated or expressed doubt or disagreement, he had asked her to explain her reasons. She dared to do so, revealing her concerns. He teased her about her fears, but he always listened.
But yesterday, when she had seen him on the roof like a gigantic dark shadow hovering over his murids, she had been taken aback. It was the shadow of God on earth. This morning, this strange impression lingered, one that Bahou absorbed as well with the same surprise and pride.

As they reached the courtyard, the two women found Patimat plucking the chickens found beneath the rubble with exaggerated vigor, obviously fuming with ire.
Her stoutness was a sign of her status; it also kept her from having to go down the mountain to draw water or work in the fields. Instead she was mistress of all domestic chores, a distribution of roles that no one dared to challenge. Shamil�s return necessitated a thorough housekeeping. She must reopen the reception rooms and prepare big meals for visitors from neighboring villages and the na�bs, the leaders of his army. But the Russians had slit all the sheep�s throats and burned all the stores of barley.
This morning, though, Patimat was not grousing about the material problems of the household. Her brother had just ordered her to pack up everything for a move from Ghimri. They would leave the village tomorrow. To go where? No answer. She knew where this new caprice came from. Really, Shamil was far too receptive to his wife�s influence. A man like him! For years now, Patimat had been encouraging him to take a second wife�advice that did nothing to improve relations with her sister-in-law.
Absorbed in her thoughts, Patimat said nothing to the peasants whose villages had been destroyed; anonymous figures, slumped beneath their veils, they silently gutted the chickens at her feet.
To leave Ghimri, the burial place of their ancestors, the cemetery where her own husband rested? Winter was coming, and the Russians would not return for a while. Why go into exile with no threat on the horizon? Bahou would be all for it; she had always hated Ghimri. The prospect of this maternal betrayal was the ultimate irritation. Yes, of course the old lady talked about marrying her off to a man of Ashilta. And negotiations with his relatives, the visits it would require of Bahou, and the preparations for a wedding could not be carried out from here. No matter, Patimat could wait. She was in no hurry. Her brother still needed her, more than ever, in fact. Fatima let her children run all over the place. She would be incapable of overseeing the organization of the seraglio and the apartments of the new imam. What would happen to Shamil�s precious manuscripts, his speeches, and his weapons, to all that he treasured, without Patimat? What would happen to the Koran that he had inherited from Khazi Mullah, whose iron fittings she polished, and that she wrapped up in the finest material every night?
Her legs spread wide, her head in a cloud of feathers, Patimat relived the spectacle she had witnessed yesterday. She too had seen Shamil on the roof and listened to his impassioned words, equally impressed by his wisdom, his power, and his beauty.
�We are the refuge and the protectors of the true believers, the terror of the infidels and of irresolute minds. Obey our law and heaven will endow you with all its beneficence. Your worldly goods will be respected, your safety ensured. I say to the hypocrites who persist in their obstinacy, I shall obtain by force what they have refused me in good grace. My warriors will descend upon their auls like black clouds. We shall leave fear and destruction and bloody footprints in our wake. My words may carry little weight in their hearts; my acts, however, will convince them.�
Remembering this speech, Patimat smiled to herself. If the murids acclaiming her brother had known his faults and weaknesses as she did, they would have been too surprised to believe them.
She knew what the legend did not say, what the words to the �Hymn to Shamil� left out. She could have told them how the story of the �Death Leap� ended, and of the hero�s flight into the mountains the day after the first attack on Ghimri.
Forgetting the ordeals of the believers and the service of God, the third imam of Dagestan had fallen asleep in a conjugal embrace, cradled in the loving arms of his wife. And that was the secret of the disappearance he had never wished to explain. His wife had held him captive in a shepherds� hut for six months.
Fatima could go on all she liked, the hypocrite, about the shepherds who had come to get her at the home of her father, the surgeon of Untsukul. She could tell how they had brought her to Shamil, who lay hidden and wounded in their little hovel. She could talk about the sores that covered his body as he spit blood from the lung that had been pierced by bayonets. She could go on about how her father had nursed him back to strength. Fatima was still from Untsukul. And the people of Untsukul were still traitors and sellouts. By their charms and their drugs, they had sought to bewitch the man known everywhere as the Lion of Dagestan. Patimat preferred to pardon with a smile today, but the thought that the great Shamil had barely escaped infamy by abandoning the fight still made her burn. It was she, poor little Patimat, a widow, who had found the strength to make him hear the call of duty.
�Just imagine,� she sighed, �if I hadn�t been there.�
With this sigh she greeted her mother and her sister-in-law, who had just put down their ewers against the two thin posts that supported the roof. She tossed the last plucked chicken into the copper pot and got up, dusted off her tunic, and, in case no one had heard, asserted, �Yes, what if I hadn�t gotten involved!�
The look she exchanged with Fatima confirmed that they understood one another. It was the same look that had passed between them on the terrace the night before. It expressed the same pride, the same joy in belonging to this man�and the same provocative expression. Each was convinced that she had saved Shamil from the other.
Patimat�s incessant insinuations always hinted at the episode at the shepherds� hut, and her veiled references filled Fatima with anger and fear.
�If this harpy had not interfered,� she thought, �perhaps Shamil would have had some peace of mind.�
When the shepherds had led her to the pitiful body of her husband, Fatima had had to fight the spirits who sought to push him over the edge. Day and night she had battled the spirits of evil, trying to pull him back to her, to life. And Allah had allowed the miracle to happen. The fever broke, and Shamil lived. The nightmare of almost losing him was followed by three weeks of blissful convalescence, a period suspended in time and space. She had never felt that Shamil was afraid of offending God by cherishing her so. In fact, his narrow brush with death had made him more peaceful and softened his character; he no longer worried about the future and felt newly free to love her.
Then, in a great flap of veils and clinking of bracelets and earrings, Patimat had appeared out of nowhere. Beating her breast, tearing her veils, wailing loudly, she had made a scene before her brother that Fatima would never forgive.
Patimat had dared to say that it was Shamil�s fault that their people had lost everything. She had lost everything, her husband, her son, her home, everything. And what was he doing about it? He was lounging around, playing sick. You could see the ruins of Ghimri smoking from the opposite bank of the Avar Koysu, Khazi Mullah was dead, their mother was holed up in a grotto, and the Russians were searching everywhere, shouting, �Where is Shamil?�
And what was he doing? Nothing. The great Shamil was doing absolutely nothing.
Leaning on one elbow, livid, with a flicker of madness in his eyes, he allowed Patimat to go on and on. She knew the violence of his wrath. Contradictors beware, Shamil could not stand being criticized. She continued to spit her accusations in his face. Shamil wasn�t worthy of carrying arms, because he had to rely on his own sister to teach him what service to God and the honor of men demanded. He heard her out, fascinated, without interruption. By the time Fatima finally pushed her out the door, the damage was already done.
The fever returned, and with it hallucinations. With his visions came the myriad anxieties that had already pushed him to the edge of the grave once. Shamil did not return as he had before. This time he returned from hell, stripped of all serenity and joy.
Fatima knew of the wounded man�s questions for Allah, of his fear at not being able to perform his ritual ablutions, of his terror at not being able to say his prayers, of the dreadful guilt he felt at having betrayed and lost the confidence of Allah. He let himself believe that the Almighty had reopened his wounds merely to protest the ostentatious wealth of his sister, the silver bracelets and necklaces of precious stones that she always wore. He could think that Patimat�s immodest vanity was the source of God�s displeasure. But the truth was something else altogether.
And when it came to this truth, Fatima and Patimat both agreed.
In discovering such happiness in the shepherds� hut, Shamil had found in himself the weakness he punished in others. He had felt the desire that so endangered the survival of Muslims, a desire so dangerous that he tried to eradicate it wherever it was found.
The day before, when he had addressed the faithful, he had done just that. He had censured his own tastes and his own demands, struggling against the two tendencies that had nearly been his undoing a few years before: the temptation of peace and the temptation to forget.
�The Russians flatter you by inviting you to make peace. Do not believe them! Do not give up! Be steadfast and patient. Remember what happened when the infidels tried to confiscate your weapons in 1804. Thirty years ago, ten years ago, yesterday. And if God had not enlightened the elders in time, today they would be soldiers of the czar, marching far away from our mountains, fighting with their bayonets instead of our daggers. If God had not armed the hand of Urus-Datu, the Russians would have unveiled our women and dishonored them, and you yourselves would be forever dishonored. May the past serve as a lesson for the future. Better to die fighting the infidels than to live with them. Think about this. I forbid you not only to surrender, but to even contemplate surrender.�
His incantation was graven on the heart of each of them. Even that of little Jamal Eddin. Listening to his father, the child imagined Shamil spoke to him and him alone, looking directly into his eyes. He wanted to return this look, unblinking.
During the entire ceremony, Jamal Eddin had stared at Shamil until tears had welled up in his eyes; he had nodded his support and approval as he listened to the rhythm of his father�s voice.
�You may consider yourselves good Muslims. All your alms, all your prayers, all your ablutions, all your pilgrimages to Mecca will be for naught if the eye of the infidel witnesses them. As long as one Russian remains in your country, your mosques will be sullied. As long as there is one Russian on this earth, your marriages will be null and void, your wives illegitimate, and your sons bastards!�
Sitting with his legs tucked under him at his father�s feet, his small face upturned, Jamal Eddin gleaned from his fascination one certainty. This speech was directed at him, and him alone.
And in case he had misunderstood the meaning of the message, the words repeated themselves in a singsong in his mind. As long as one Russian is left, your sons will be bastards!
This last phrase he would be careful never to forget.

�Come quickly! A fight is taking place at your house!�
Abruptly ending the brewing storm between his mother and his aunt, the little boy rushed in, caught Bahou by the pant leg, and tried to drag her home in one motion.
�At my house?� she said, not moving. �Who?�
�All of them!�
�Your father?�
�Mirza Kaziaho, Yunus, Surkha�, the others,� he panted. �They�re fighting about the khans� treasure.�
Pulling her veil over her brow and the scarf around her neck up over her nose, the old woman hurried for home.

It was a one-room apartment with a central pillar that supported the roof beams. The walls were bare. Rugs covered the floor, and a few cushions were stacked in a corner. Eight or ten rolled-up mattresses were stored along the walls. The door was the only opening. A thick coating of soot, the result of a chimney that did not draw well, made the room look all the more dingy. Bahou had cooked here for years, for her neighbors, her relatives, and the wives of the na�bs who came from distant villages. Sometimes the guests, as many as fifteen or twenty of them, stayed for months, sleeping at Bahou�s house the entire time. The room was well situated since it led to the back courtyard that was reserved for the women of the household. When she had no guests, Bahou-Messadou used the room for storage. All kinds of things ended up here�the executioner�s axe, an old cradle, assorted bridles and saddles, pots. And the two chests of treasure from Kunzakh.
Coveted by the elders, stolen by the Russians, they rested in obscurity in this windowless room, a sanctuary that no man except Shamil, not even Jamal Eddin, had the right to enter. It was the harem of the imam.
There they were, a band of pillagers, including some of Shamil�s closest friends, standing, sitting, and kneeling, and rifling through a collection of objects that lay scattered about them on the floor.
Standing in the doorway, blocking the light, Bahou scolded them in a loud voice.
�What right do you have?�
They paused only briefly in surprise before returning to their haggling. The heads of all the clans of Chechnya and Dagestan continued to divide the treasure of Avaria among themselves, claiming this golden sheath or that silver dagger, this sword or those bracelets, by bargain or threat. Jamal Eddin was astonished at such splendors from another world. He had never seen anything like them. The khans� amber cups and gem-studded jewelry lay amid the gleaming plunder taken from the Russian soldiers: their medals and epaulets, their belts, caps, and boots and, most important, their weapons. All were there before him.
Wide-eyed, the little boy shivered with a yearning to touch, to possess.
�Who gave you the right?� Bahou repeated angrily.
�I did.�
Shamil�s voice. Jamal Eddin, hiding in his grandmother�s veils, had not seen him. Neither had Patimat, who had come running after them and now stood in the doorway. Shamil leaned against the far wall in the shadows, his head down and arms crossed. He was watching the distribution. The two women stood there, paralyzed. Shamil had authorized the presence of his generals in his harem? Shamil had sanctioned the pillaging of his war treasure?
�The imam will have his part,� scolded the Chechen mullah Hadj Tasho, who had rivaled Shamil for the supreme title at his investiture at Ashilta.
His beard was long and full, and he wore a high papakha draped with the white turban and a long green coat, the color of Islam. With a jerk of his chin, he pointed to the second chest, which remained sealed and intact.
�The best part.�
The best part. Really? A dubious Patimat was about to demand what the chest contained.
The unequivocal message in the look her brother shot her stopped her from opening her mouth. The two lines between his eyebrows had deepened, and his frown was more severe and downright threatening. His cheekbones were more salient, his cheeks hollow, and his lips pursed. His steel-gray, almond-shaped eyes narrowed like blades. When Shamil�s gaze struck upon someone this way, it was best to shut up and disappear. The two women did so immediately, taking the child with them.

The following day�s exodus resembled Shamil�s habitual maneuvers only in the secret of the destination and the silence of the troops. Otherwise the procession looked like the interminable Russian columns that were sometimes visible on the horizon, a pantomime of shadows moving across the crests of the ridges.
Doubled over by immense bundles of firewood, Fatima, Bahou, Patimat, and the other wives made their way down the incline to the water. They carried most of their supplies and household goods on their heads and backs. Like ants, all they left behind were small piles that blended with the ashen rocks. Even the ruins no longer resembled dwellings but were merely rocks, no different from any of the others that studded the mountain. It was hard to imagine that only yesterday the remains of a village had existed on this ridge.
Patimat was against this exile, but she knew very well that they would have to abandon Ghimri before the snow fell.
The Russians had done their job in slaughtering the herds and burning the harvest. The survivors of Ghimri would starve if they remained there this winter. But here, and everywhere, the problem remained: how to stay warm and cook without felling a single tree? All night she had led Jamal Eddin and the few children from the other auls around the village to collect every precious stick of wood. They had dismantled the houses, cut up the beams and roofing, gathered logs and twigs, and recuperated the nails. On the terraces of Ghimri, on every level of the vast amphitheater, squabbles broke out over utensils, tools, and anything else that might come in handy. And at Shamil�s home, the heated discussion had continued late into the night.
Jamal Eddin returned frequently to the window of his father�s house to listen from afar to the angry voices of the na�bs coming from the guest room. They were still quarreling when it was time to leave. Unlike his mother and grandmother, he found the turbulent atmosphere exciting, the promise of action to come. What took place at dawn did not measure up to his expectations.

After the last few frenzied hours, the column formed calmly. Not another sound was uttered, not an insult, not a baby�s cry, not even a neigh from any of the horses. All that could be heard was the dull roar of the torrent below, which grew louder as they neared the river.
With their bundles of wood, some of which were so long that the branches trailed after them, Fatima and the women advanced carefully, one after the other, in the tracks of the three cannons that the Russians had abandoned.
The murids rode before the cannons, their whips at their wrists, carrying their standards with extended arms, in a long, black line that zigzagged over the narrow trail. Jamal Eddin, severed forever from the world of women since Yunus�s tutelage, sat astride in front of the youngest of the horsemen. Like the others, he was dressed in black, proudly wearing his sole cherkeska, his heavy sheepskin hat, and his boots. For a weapon, he carried a baton at the waist. The horse lowered his head as he slipped and slid down the steep incline. The child gripped his mane to keep from sliding onto his neck.
Before them paraded the na�bs, Shamil�s inner guard consisting of Yunus and the ten tribal chiefs, whose saddlebags bulged with treasure. Their disgruntled expressions showed that the altercations of the previous evening were far from settled. Each felt cheated by the division of the spoils and resentful toward his peers, a feeling exacerbated by the sight of Shamil�s share, which was so heavy that it had to be carried separately on the back of a mule.
Indifferent to their hostility, Shamil led them all, the mule following behind, tied to the saddle of his prancing gray mare.
It was true that he had kept the best part for himself.
When he reached the bridge over the Avar Koysu, the bridge where he had once strangled the last child of the khans, a boy scarcely older than his son, he signaled to the men to stop. He dismounted.
Suspended on the steep incline, the column came to a vertical halt behind him. All the men and women could see what was happening on the riverbank.
Jamal Eddin saw his father approach the mule, then stop and turn around. He advanced to the river, dipped his hands in the water and splashed it on his face. The na�bs, who had stopped on the shingles, dismounted as well and came to kneel at his side. Piously they turned their faces toward the Lord to render him grace together. The murids and the women who had stopped on their way down the rock face shared their prayer, giving themselves over to Allah�s protection in the secret of their hearts.
Jamal Eddin saw his father rise and return to the mule. He seized the coffer and lifted it off the beast�s back in one sharp tug, and carried it to the middle of the bridge. With a blow of his kinjal, he broke the lock. The astounded crowd stared at the jumble of metal and precious stone, the source of the elders� betrayal and last night�s disputes. All of these wonderful things, carried by caravan from Persia and Turkey, the presents of the shah to the khanum of Avaria, the sultan�s gifts to the noble beks of Kunzakh, now belonged to their imam. Jamal Eddin was pleased to recognize the daggers that had left him open-mouthed with wonder the day before, as well as the Russians� weapons. The best part.
Shamil allowed the murids to absorb the magnitude of this prize. His treasure would enrich his army and finance the holy war for a long time to come.
Then he took out the first object, a superb golden mirror, chased in turquoise. He held it high over his head for all to admire before flinging it with full force into the rapids. The object floated for a while, then, caught in the eddies of the current, disappeared. The women, the murids, and the na�bs stood there, breathless. They did not understand. Nor did Jamal Eddin.
By the armful, his father flung plates, bracelets, sheaths and swords, even kinjals into the swirling water. No, the little boy could not understand. Finally Shamil threw the coffer over the bridge, and all of them watched as it crashed on the rocks.
Rid of it all, Shamil walked toward his generals� horses.
With a word, spoken so softly that no one heard, he forced them to detach their saddlebags and bring them to the river. One by one, each of the ten na�bs had to open his sack and empty it over the guardrail, shaking it over the rushing river.
A few pieces of an alabaster cup floated for a moment, as white as the foaming water, before the swirling current dragged them to the river bottom.

When Yunus, head down, returned to his horse, he found the little boy in his charge seated in the place his share of the treasure had occupied.
Jamal Eddin had managed to put his foot in one of the stirrups and lift himself up to the pommel. The look on his face showed that he was perplexed. His eyes looked questioningly at his tutor. Why had they thrown away the sabers, whose beauty he had learned to worship?
Yunus�s sole response was to chant the shahada, the hymn of the murids, and to let Jamal Eddin climb behind him to ride pillion.
�La ilaha illa Allah. There is no other god but Allah.�
The rest of the horsemen took up the chant, singing at the tops of their voices, drowning out the roar of the river and making the mountain air tremble. The echo rippled down the narrow gorge and reverberated from valley to valley down the immense chain of the Caucasus. It went on forever, and with it the lesson of the imam Shamil, reaching even the most isolated auls. Unity in the service of God was the most precious treasure of the Muslims. Unity was the incarnation of absolute good that justified all sacrifices. No sword, no cup, no treasure in the world was worth risking the disunity of the servants of Allah.

But the image of the sabers in the torrent continued to haunt Jamal Eddin, leaving a great question mark in his mind.

CHAPTER III
[image: ]
The Shadow of God on Earth

Dagestan, three years later,
in the mountains around the aul of Chirquata
September 1837
�Yunus,� Shamil said after his usual polite greeting, �tell me about my son.�
�Mohammed is the first prophet of Allah, Shamil is the second,� Yunus said, avoiding the question.
The phrase was common among the men of Dagestan, who used it as a greeting, a prayer, and a rallying cry. Declared with hand over heart, it acknowledged the divine mission of the imam and proclaimed the union of his people under his authority. Coming from Yunus, it summed up Shamil�s glory and his successes: the shadow of God spread across the earth.
Nonetheless, Shamil�s spectacular gesture on the bridge at Ghimri had ruined them all.
While his actions had reinforced his image as a saintly man, they had hindered the liberation of the Caucasus. How could one finance a holy war without gold? How could they buy horses, guns, and cannons?
Shamil had nothing.
Avoiding any direct confrontation with the Russians for the time being, he concentrated upon community affairs.
Armed with the axe of justice, flanked by the sabers of his executioners and the muskets of his well-trained troops, he traveled from village to village, preaching the Sharia and keeping his promises to the hypocrites. His injunctions to repent, if they went unheeded, were followed by punishment, as he executed those who disobeyed his laws, the law of God, or the laws of men. He levied heavy fines on those who committed lesser transgressions, filling his coffers anew. In three years, through rigor and terror, he had instituted a system of taxation to which all were subject and imposed a religious, political, and moral code that excluded corruption and formed the basis for a state.
One essential task remained: to drive out the infidels and let liberty triumph.

On this late September day in 1837, Shamil and Yunus rode together, reins slack, avoiding the usual trails as they slowly circled the village of Chirquata. Tucked into the mountain-side, the fortified aul of dilapidated hovels with terraced roofs spread over the hillside. Heavy storm clouds hung over the houses where their families awaited them. Shamil had scarcely had time to watch his children grow up these past three years. He had spent all his time on horseback, like a nomad, leaving his wife and sons in the protection of one community chief or another for weeks, even months, at a time. These long stopovers had permitted Bahou-Messadou to remarry Patimat to the mullah Akbirdil Mohammed al-Kunzakhi, one of the only natives of Kunzakh to have rallied to the murid cause. Shamil�s sister had given her new husband two sons. The eldest was named Hamzat, the name of the imam assassinated by Hadji Murat.
This last separation, the longest, had gone on for eight months. Yunus, who had galloped from village to village to meet the imam, knew at this very moment that Shamil was trying hard to control his impatience. His face was a mask.
Heads lowered, their flanks dark with sweat, the horses nibbled at the rare blades of grass they found between the rocks. The horsemen would let them dry off before taking them to the fountain to drink. They had a good deal to say to each other but spoke sparingly, embarrassed by the soft intimacy of the evening light. Yet they knew each other so well. They had shared everything, from nights of camping out on the banks of raging mountain streams to solitary rides through the snow, the adrenaline-infused waiting period before an attack and the long hours of watch duty beneath a leaden sun outside the Russian forts. Theirs was the communion born of men facing death.
But in forty years of friendship, they had never taken this sort of leisurely ride in the quiet of dusk.
They had matured at the same time, both filled with the same love of liberty and a thirst for God. They were equally attached to those close to them. Yunus�s young wife Zeinab was as precious to him as Fatima was to Shamil. Both of them loved to come home to their wives, and both were equally capable of sacrificing them. Beyond that, they were very different. Black-eyed Yunus had swarthy skin and a long, thin face like the blade of a knife. His pointed beard made it look even thinner. Of medium build, his wiry body projected not power, but a stamina and agility that resulted from years of training himself to push beyond his limits. He seemed as nervous, nimble, and irascible as Shamil seemed leonine, placid, and calm. It was a distribution of roles that gave them an advantage over strangers. Shamil had not chosen Yunus to serve as his eldest son�s tutor, or atalik, by chance. He was a man of honor and a steadfast companion.
Today, as na�b and administrator of Chirquata, Yunus had a matter of importance to discuss with Shamil. Their spies at the nearby fort of Temir-Khan-Chura had just informed him that the padishah Nicholas, the �Great White Czar of the Infidels,� was expected to arrive in these mountains at the end of September. He planned to travel from far-off Saint Petersburg to Tiflis, the capital of Georgia and the seat of the Russian viceroyalty of the Caucasus. During his tour of inspection, he might very well stay at one of the forts along the line. If that were the case, should they resume hostilities? Harass the dogs everywhere? Stage a grand coup? Or profit from this extraordinary visit to negotiate?
That was the subject of their conversation. What game should the humble Shamil of Ghimri employ to conquer the emperor of all the Russias?
�First of all, tell me about him,� murmured the imam, finally breaking the silence.
�Their padishah��
�No, Jamal Eddin. How do you find him?�
�Almost like you at the same age,� Yunus replied reluctantly.
He could not understand how Shamil, whose wisdom and judgment he admired, could keep asking about his son. A man should never mention his wife or children before a third party. He must not even refer to their existence.
�Almost like me?� Shamil insisted mischievously.
Yunus had no sense of humor. He tried to explain himself seriously.
�Your son is training himself to run long distances, with a pebble in his mouth to force himself to breathe regularly.�
�You�re the one who gave him the pebble?�
�No need, your son knows. He imitates you all the time, in every possible way. He walks barefoot, bare-chested, and on an empty stomach. Like you. He wrestles and practices with the saber, he swims and high jumps. Like you. But he�s still�� Yunus hesitated, searching for the right words.
�Still what?� Shamil repeated, smiling.
Yunus scratched the back of his neck. He was going to say, �still green,� but he restrained himself, thinking that the boy�s father would take it as a reproach or an insult.
�Young.�
�Young? Well, of course he�s young. What do you mean by that? That he�s weak or lacking in courage?�
�Your son is not weak. Sheik Jamaluddin al-Ghumuqi, your own mentor, who is instructing him in the Koran, can tell you about his progress better than I.�
Shamil wouldn�t let it go.
�But you�re the one who�s educating him. I�m listening.�
Yunus sensed Shamil�s dismay at his embarrassment and was afraid that this would lead to a misunderstanding. He decided to speak frankly.
�The imam Shamil should have fifty sons like Jamal Eddin.�
Relieved, Shamil nodded. �And Mohammed Ghazi?�
�The youngest promises to have all his brother�s attributes.�
Shamil savored the information. The subject was closed, and Yunus knew it would not come up again. Finally he worked up the nerve to say, �Two sons are not enough to ensure your lineage. Allah protects them, but if either of them came to harm, what would happen to the imamat?�
Shamil scowled but said nothing. He feared disunion too much not to have considered making his position hereditary. He vividly remembered the power struggles that followed the deaths of the first two imams.
He patted his horse on the neck to make sure his coat was dry. The gentle slap of his palm resonated in the mountain air.
Yunus wanted to get this over with. He felt that what he was about to say was immodest and crude, and he tackled the subject only with extreme reluctance.
�Take another wife,� he said in a rush of words, �among the daughters of the Chechen chiefs, and a third and a fourth, since Mohammed permits it. You should form alliances everywhere, ties to all the peoples and all the tribes of the Caucasus. I�m telling you so on my own behalf, and on behalf of all your na�bs.�
�Enough! You�re talking like a woman.�
Shamil pretended to be angry, but he shared the same intuition that only blood ties could seal the union of the Caucasian tribes, with him as their leader. He should marry into the most powerful families and leave many successors in the service of God. He would need several sons to create a dynasty that would perpetuate his work. It was another wise piece of advice from Yunus. Beneath the red beard that hid his expression, a smile crept over his lips. All these circumvolutions to explain to him that he should procreate. Poor Yunus, he could not possibly know that his advice was late in coming. With his baggage, Shamil was bringing home a young girl of sixteen whom he had married last month. Her name was Jawarat. Born in Ghimri, she was the daughter of the khan of Irganai and the niece of the late Ullou Bek, who had corrupted the elders. In her belly she carried a third heir. Tomorrow she would arrive at Chirquata to take her place next to Bahou-Messadou.
Shamil had asked the witnesses at his marriage to say nothing until he had the chance to announce the news to his mother and the mother of his sons himself. Yunus�s words reassured him that the secret had been properly kept. His nights with the very young Jawarat changed none of his feelings for Fatima. She was still the beloved, and his fear of hurting her had not a little to do with his desire to meet his lieutenant outside the village before he returned there. Decisions of state must be made before he saw her or talked to her. In any case, his sister, who had been nagging him for years to take a second wife, would be satisfied. Well, no, she would not, for he had committed an unforgivable act against Patimat.
Four months earlier, the giaours had burned the mosque at Ashilta, symbol of his power, and recaptured Kunzakh. The leader of the hypocrites, Mohammed Mirza Khan�a puppet the Russians had placed on the throne of Avaria to do their bidding�had surrounded the murids in the aul of Tiliq. The siege had gone on for weeks, but the khan still had not taken the village. Negotiation was the only means open to Shamil to extricate himself from this stalemate. Before the negotiations, the khan had demanded hostages, as was customary, an unavoidable condition that Shamil was not in a position to reject.
It was customary for the party suing for peace to send its children to the enemy as a gage. Called amanats in the Caucasus, these human guarantees had to be the sons of influential families between two and eighteen years old, proof in the flesh of good faith. If negotiations fell apart, they could be executed or taken captive, but only breaking one�s word or an act of high treason justified such treatment. And that was rare. Once the accords were sealed and the peace concluded, the amanats returned home.
The regent of Kunzakh�s demands at Tiliq were extravagant. He wanted Shamil�s two sons as amanats. The khan himself did not believe his enemies would respond to such excess, but the murids, still in control of the village, were strong enough to make a counter-proposition. The imam offered the khan not two but three prestigious hostages: the sons of his two allies here in the aul and his own nephew, the first-born of his only sister. The khan was pressed for time and accepted. On July eighteenth, Shamil had taken little Hamzat from Patimat�s arms and given him to the hypocrites. This was the price of liberty.
Never could he have imagined that Mohammed Mirza would keep the child. When the peace had been agreed upon, he had returned the two other children, but not Hamzat. The khan had given the imam�s nephew to the infidels, and even the Polish spies could not find out what had happened to the boy. Had the Russians killed him?
This betrayal haunted both Shamil and Yunus. Two sons are not enough to ensure your lineage. If anything should happen to them�
A glacial wind was rising, and nightfall was near. It was time to let their horses drink and address the issue that Yunus could not resolve without his chief�s approval. What message of their reaction should he give the messenger, who awaited a response at this very moment in the village? The urgent decision of what stance to assume was sufficient reason for Shamil to return to Chirquata.
�Their man, the Russian emissary, did he bring news of my nephew?� he asked somberly.
Yunus shook his head no.
Shamil repressed a gesture of anger and nudged his horse in the direction of the fountain. It stood on a narrow strip of land that was part of the cliff, facing the abyss.
�Not a word about Hamzat in their letter,� Yunus added.
Hiding his disappointment, Shamil let his horse dip his nose into the fountain. The two mounts drank in long gulps, the water whistling through their teeth.
�The letter was from the commander of the fort at Temir-Khan-Chura,� Yunus went on. �He wants to meet you personally.�
Shamil expressed no surprise, rejection, or triumph. He waited for the rest.
�He proposes a one-on-one conversation, at whatever meeting place you find appropriate. You pick the day and the hour, but the sooner the better.�
�General Kl�ge von Klugenau is inviting me?� he said with irony.
The request was indeed a first. It was a tacit official recognition of the imam Shamil as the religious authority and military chief of all the tribes of Dagestan and the only individual to be addressed in a procedurally correct exchange. The offer was worth taking into consideration.
�He�ll probably try to buy you off,� Yunus grumbled.
�Coming from anyone else but General Kl�ge von Klugenau, the proposal of a meeting would be unacceptable.�
�It still is. Even from him.�
Shamil listened to his instinct and his past experience. Among the infidels, this swarming vermin they had to crush everywhere, Klugenau was the only one who was not entirely contemptible.
After the first destruction of Ghimri, when the population was starving to death in the grottos and he was off somewhere, delirious, in a shepherds� hut, Klugenau had taken the trouble to have three mules carrying three heavy sacks of flour sent to the survivors. This gesture, unprecedented in the Caucasus, had earned him the surprise, gratitude, and even a kind of respect among the Montagnards. The initiative had also earned him the ire of his superior, General and Chief of Staff Karl Karlovitch F�z�. The butcher of Ghimri and Ashilta, nicknamed Fazi the Louse by the local population due to his small stature and his despicable acts, was hated by all. Since the matter of the three sacks of flour, F�z� and Klugenau had been continually at loggerheads, especially concerning the general strategy of �pacification.� F�z� maintained that the natives understood only violence and vowed to show them that he was �more ferocious than they were.� Klugenau, who had the reputation of being as bad-tempered and vulgar as he was honest and generous, believed other means could be effective.
Both of foreign origin�F�z� was Swiss, Klugenau, Austrian�they each sought to please their master, the czar. Each one accused the other of incompetence. Shamil�s spies at Temir-Khan-Chura regularly brought back stories of their petty little tricks and major confrontations.
The spies also revealed that ever since the Russians had taken Ghimri and recaptured Kunzakh, the giaours had behaved as though the holy war were over. These filthy liars even went so far as to congratulate their Great White Czar for his dazzling victory. The network of Polish informers intercepted their reports to Saint Petersburg and translated them. They described the imam as a vanquished rebel, in chains and begging on his knees for the czar�s mercy. Shamil relished the portrait. These dogs were fooling each other now, comforting each other. As for his chains and his cage, he was still at large.
�Do you recall, Yunus, which of these pigs was bragging about my capture?�
�The Louse.�
Shamil chuckled. �His padishah�s arrival has left him sleepless, fretting about how to negotiate an arrangement. Now that he�s pressed for time, he�s even willing to let his rival engage in discussions with me.�
�They�re weaving the ropes to hang themselves with. Well, let them put them around their necks.�
�All the same, let�s see what Klugenau proposes.�
For a moment, the two friends were lost in their own thoughts. Yunus had no doubts whatsoever: the imam should refuse the offer.
�Lies, nothing but lies,� he said. �They�re still trying to fool us. The Russians are just like lice that sneak in and crawl all over; they infiltrate and multiply, as poisonous as the serpents that slither through the deserts of Muhan. We must destroy them wherever we find them.�
Remembering these words, taken directly from one of Shamil�s sermons, reinforced Yunus�s bellicose feelings and further convinced him that any contact with the Russians was pointless. He continued, citing with feeling, almost word for word, what he had heard from Shamil�s own lips at the mosque.
�We must destroy them in their homes, in their fields, by force and by ruse, so that they will cease to proliferate and disappear from the face of the earth.�
�You know how to listen,� Shamil said with approval.
�And to remember. I haven�t forgotten how those traitors took your nephew.�
�It�s worth it to try to make peace with Klugenau.�
Yunus was taken aback. Mystified, he turned to his friend and looked him in the eyes.
�You want peace?�
Shamil�s gray eyes were glassy, impenetrable. He blinked twice, as he did when he sought inner solitude to listen to the voice of Allah. He said nothing.
This time Yunus needed an answer. �You want peace?� he repeated, incredulous.
�I want the word of God to reign everywhere in these mountains.�
�But you said there�s no peace possible with Satan. You said that the devil speaks through all those who settle with evil and promote sacrilegious compromise. You said we must behead the hydra of submission.�
�I said I want the infidels out of here, forever. Yes, we could crush them today, give them a lesson here and there. But exterminate them?�
Shamil looked sadly at the jumble of dilapidated hovels that clung to one side of the valley.
�If they could raze Ghimri and Ashilta with a mere three cannons,� he sighed, �then, Chirquata! We�re not ready, Yunus. Not yet. We have to build a city in the heart of these mountains, an unassailable fortress where our murids from across the region can gather. A capital.�
�Dealing with these jackals will bring you nothing,� Yunus said stonily.
�Yes it will. Time.�
The call of the muezzin, coming from the little mosque below, interrupted their conversation. In a very short while, their thoughts and words had strayed far from the voice of the Lord. They dismounted.
�Allah will decide.�
Looping their reins around the pommels, they took the prayer rugs that were rolled up behind their saddles and let the horses go. They couldn�t stray far, for the promontory was too narrow. They would stay there, drinking at the fountain behind them.
As the sun set between the chasms of the Caucasus, they performed their ablutions at the fountain and knelt on their rugs, touching the ground with their foreheads. The shadow of the cliff behind them grew longer. The silence was broken only by the clink of the bridles, the murmur of the stream, and the rush of the damp wind from the gorge of Ghimri, which struck them head-on and made them sway. Miniscule figures in the heart of this immensity, they prayed fervently.
When Yunus got up, he was certain of one thing.
�Even Klugenau is a hypocrite. Especially Klugenau!�
�Therefore tell him to meet me here on this ledge. Two days from now, here at the fountain of Chirquata.�
Stunned at this conclusion, Yunus could not help protesting, �It�s a trap!�
�Insha�allah.�

�The knowledge of �All� is what allows you to tell the difference between what is only passing and the eternal. Jamal Eddin, are you listening to me?�
No, the child had heard nothing. In the two days since his father had come home, he had been in a constant state of excitement. He was determined to accompany Shamil to the fountain; it was a desire that had become an obsession. He wanted to see the Russians.
On the terrace of the humble mosque, a cube of beaten mud like all the others, Sheik Jamaluddin al-Ghumuqi was distracted from his instruction of the imam�s heir. See the Russians? Should he give in to Jamal Eddin? The sheik, who had not always known the infidels to be as cruel as they had become today, could fully understand the boy�s desire. The repulsion of those close to him for these beasts who lurked in the shadows, the look of horror on his mother�s face at the very mention of their name had turned his curiosity into fascination. And with good reason. Even Shamil�s voice trembled with disgust when he spoke of the giaours.
See the Russians? Why not? But certain precautions were necessary. The presence of Shamil�s son should not give them any ideas. But there was little risk of this tomorrow, since the entire army would be there, and the one-on-one meeting would be transformed into field maneuvers. No one would notice the child among all the other horsemen.
Of all Shamil�s advisors, the sheik was the only one who had not totally disapproved of Shamil�s decision to meet with Klugenau. He shared the conviction of the na�bs that a holy war was inevitable, a necessity to which he must devote his intelligence and knowledge. But he did not like the idea. If the infidels, finally enlightened, could allow the Montagnards to govern themselves freely in their own territory and worship their God as they chose, Jamaluddin al-Ghumuqi would be favorable to negotiation. Peace for the Muslims of the Caucasus was his deepest desire. And his greatest hope.
The others, like Yunus, were wary of an ambush. Shaken by their conviction, Shamil prepared for that eventuality. The Russians could only reach the fountain by the narrow gorge of Ghimri; in the event of a problem, Shamil�s men could cut off their retreat. The na�bs could retreat to Akulgo, which was naturally defended by its location at the summit of the peak. The plan was to move in there for the winter. Whatever happened, the army would evacuate Chirquata, which was too accessible to reprisal, and the population would follow. See the Russians? Well, Jamal Eddin would see them soon enough.
The teacher was touched by the small boy, with his dark eyes and long lashes, his alert, mischievous expression, and a child�s body that he tried hard to control. The scratches on his cherkeska, whose sleeves only reached his elbows, and his scraped-up arms and legs were proof that the child was growing up too fast, trying too hard to emulate his father.
Jamal Eddin was by nature less sensitive, less somber and tormented, than Shamil, but he shared his father�s thirst for the absolute and his strong will. When he decided to do something, he would go on trying until he had overcome his fears and obtained his objective. Or been proven right. At seven, he could be as tenacious as he could be tiring.
Squatting oriental-style on the terrace, the old teacher tried to pick up the thread of the lesson.
�Sit down here in front of me, and answer. What is Islam made of?�
The boy tried to escape his quizzing by asking another question, but the mullah persisted.
�What are the three distinct, interrelated elements that make up the chain of the Naqshbandi order? I�m listening!�
His teacher�s tone was adamant. Jamal Eddin settled down, crossing his legs obediently. It was in his interest to be patient. Apart from the fact that he liked the old man, he needed his support. It would be no easy task to obtain it, since he rarely had occasion to be alone with him. Usually he studied at the madrassa, the Islamic school, with his little brother and the other boys of the village. Shamil intended to interrogate his son about al-Fatiha, the first surat, or chapter, of the Koran, and the sheik was going over the lesson with him.
Jamal Eddin knew that despite his long white beard the sheik was scarcely a decade older than his father, and that he also had several wives, who were said to be very attractive. But Shamil worshipped the wisdom so evident in his words. His voice could be patient and kind, but it could also cut to the quick, like Bahou-Messadou�s. Jamal Eddin wiggled with discomfort thinking of his grandmother. She had forbidden him to go to the fountain to see the Russians. Usually Bahou was kind and good to him, acceding to all he asked. But she was a woman, and she was frightened.
If the sheik was in favor, his father would take him to the fountain.
He recited docilely, �The three elements are the Sharia, the law; the Tariqa, the way; and the Hakika, the truth.�
�And what is the Tariqa?�
�The direct relation between the source of the river and its tributaries.�
�That is to say?�
�The relation between the teachings of the prophet and the teachings of his followers, the Sufi masters who enrich the river.�
�And the Hakika?�
The child was a bit less sure about this element. He fidgeted again, searching for the answer.
�Be still! What is the Hakika?�
�The truth. Union with the divine spirit.�
�And?�
Jamal Eddin hesitated. �The capacity to know the infinite.�
�And what is the name for this state of meditation that liberates the mind?�
This time Jamal Eddin could no longer resist. Abruptly changing the subject, he returned to the problem that preoccupied him.
�Why did Hamzat disappear with the Russians?�
Jamal Eddin had only a vague memory of his sole encounter with the Russians, of white caps, golden objects, and rocks sticky with blood. But now that he was big, he no longer rode pillion like Mohammed Ghazi. He rode his own pony and he carried a kinjal. What should he think of his cousin being held captive by the infidels?
�My aunt Patimat says that even if they give Hamzat back, she doesn�t want him anymore.�
�Your aunt doesn�t really believe what she says.�
�Yes, she does! She says that since the Russians have touched him, Hamzat is impure. He stinks.�
�Allah is much more merciful than your aunt Patimat.�
�She says it�s the same thing as for the birds. When an eaglet falls from the nest, you mustn�t touch him or his mother won�t recognize his smell any more. She says Hamzat has been sullied by contact with them. That he should accept nothing from their hands, not a raisin, not a scrap of bread, not pilaf, no food. She says he should let himself starve to death.�
The sheik frowned.
�For Hamzat, there are many other choices besides death.�
�She says no, there�s no other way.�
�Neither Patimat nor anyone else on this earth can presume the ways of the Lord. As for the dishonor of Hamzat�s captivity, the infidel your father plans to meet tomorrow has always been loyal and courageous in combat. If his integrity deserves Shamil�s trust, contact with him cannot dishonor your cousin.�
Jamal Eddin looked doubtful as he digested the sheik�s words, then he said mischievously, enunciating his words one by one, �That I�d like to see.�

The imam and his na�bs rode at the head. Now there were thirty of them instead of ten. Behind them was a unit of monk-soldiers dressed in black, who had renounced conjugal ties and chosen a life of abstinence. They were followed by most of the army, dressed in brown; the murids carried banners, a forest of flags and lances all crowned with the same metal ornament, the crescent of Islam. The rest of the troops were composed of murtaghazets, village fighters. One out of every ten families in each hamlet had contributed a horse, a warrior, and his arms. Shamil had transformed this obligation into a glorious privilege, and all had sworn on the Koran to die for their imam. All of them wore the white turban of Shamil. Those who had made the pilgrimage to Mecca wore green, the others brown. Only the youngsters, who, like Jamal Eddin, were not yet knowledgeable enough in religious science, wore no drape of white on their sheepskin hats.
In all, hundreds of horsemen strode forward, their sabers in bandolier, daggers at the waist. Over their shoulders, they wore the burka, a broad black goatskin cape impermeable to wind, rain, or snow, so stiff and wide it fell in heavy folds over the horses� rumps.
Jamal Eddin�s pony pranced amid the troops. Standing up in the stirrups, all his senses alert, he was discovering the joy of belonging to the greatest army on earth, the one fighting for the triumph of God. He was giddy with this feeling of belonging. With bravery and devotion, he and his brothers would fill the void between man and God. All Sheik Jamaluddin�s lessons were intended to render him capable of crossing the chasm between human existence and divine existence to reach union with God. He knew that he was part of a long chain that ran from Allah to his faithful, from Mohammed to Shamil.
He stopped with the others at the narrow groove in the earth that formed a recess between the cliffs. There was no one in the rocky corridor; the Russians had not arrived. The wind howled, carrying the faint whistles of the sentinels Shamil had posted above the gorge, signaling the enemy�s approach. Jamal Eddin�s heart beat faster.
He wouldn�t miss a second of this adventure, and this time he would understand.
Jamal Eddin saw the first Russian advance. A murmur rippled through the crowd of horsemen. Klugenau. He was riding a bay horse, bigger than most. He rode alone, a colossal figure on the ledge, nearly as imposing as Shamil. His arms were hidden beneath the burka that covered him like a shell, blacker than their own, with longer, shinier hair that curled with the humidity in the air. He wore a blue cap, gloves, and boots. His chin was clean-shaven, but the odor emanating from his thick gray moustache was perceptible all the way to their lines. A vile stench. He was smoking! Tobacco was a sin that merited corporal punishment, like wine or alcohol in general. The Sharia forbade smoking. And here he was, chewing on a cigar. A Russian through and through. He carried a crutch across his saddle. A second officer followed, wearing a blue coat that matched his cap instead of a burka. He was young and slender, and his cheek was marked by a fresh scar.
Behind them rode fifteen Cossacks wearing cherkeskas and papakhas, like the Montagnards. These Russians were difficult to tell apart from the Kiranis tribe, a neutral tribe whose men served as intermediaries and interpreters.
Jamal Eddin waited for the rest. But no, there were no more, just these thirty horsemen. Shamil did not move as he watched them approach. He waited.
He turned to his na�bs and issued brief orders that Jamal Eddin did not catch. Word traveled down the lines. Do not move, do not follow. Be prepared, but remain at a distance. Shamil would advance alone.
The Russian had undoubtedly given similar orders, for his troops gathered at the entrance to the corridor.
The Russian and Shamil nudged their horses toward each other. Each kept two men with him�the aide-de-camp with the scar and the Kirani interpreter accompanied the Russian, Yunus and the na�b Akbirdil, Patimat�s husband, escorted Shamil. The six horsemen met at the fountain and dismounted. The Russian, still smoking, set himself down on one leg, hopping in place as he reached for his crutch. His limping caused Shamil to wonder whether one of his boots was empty. It must be an old wound, in any case, since he handled the crutch adroitly.
The na�bs and the aide-de-camp spread out their burkas at the foot of the fountain. Shamil and the Russian sat down cross-legged with the interpreter. Yunus and Akbirdil Mohammed sat down behind Shamil, while the young officer remained standing a little way away.
Jamal Eddin took advantage of the moment to dismount from his pony too. He threw the reins to his neighbor and rapidly made his way to the front row, heedless of the remonstrances and the firm hands that tried to prevent him from doing so.
Even this close, he could only hear snatches of conversation; the rest was lost to the wind.
Turning to Shamil, the interpreter translated the Russian�s long introduction.
�I have come in peace. I have never broken my word, and you can count on it for your personal security. Look around us. Only thirty soldiers accompany me, while you, you have come with three hundred horsemen. Which of us is the most fair? Which of us has not lived up to his honor, you or me? But I know you are a man of integrity, and I have confidence in your noble intent, as you must have confidence in mine. Do you remember the three sacks of flour I sent you, when your people needed them so badly? You know that I have always supported you and offered good advice. Now I would like to help you obtain prosperity, and this is what I want to discuss with you.�
Shamil listened phlegmatically.
The Russian�s cigar stunk up the air. He smoked nonstop and talked on and on and on.
The interpreter used all his eloquence to persuade Shamil to come to Tiflis, in Georgia, to meet the Great White Czar. It would be a meeting between chiefs. Though not equals, they could at least engage in a friendly meeting between two sovereigns. Klugenau guaranteed the clemency of his padishah. He would grant pardon, liberty, and peace, to say nothing of untold wealth for the imam and his sons, gifts for his people, and the numerous advantages of an honorable and pacific surrender.
Shamil heard him out politely.
Jamal Eddin�s eyes were glued to his father, whose actions interested him as much as those of the Russian, whose odor turned his stomach. Inscrutable beneath his beard, Shamil said nothing. Eyes half-closed and looking inward, this was the look he assumed on his nights of prayer and fasting.
Klugenau seemed to be growing irritated and spoke more loudly, more rapidly, and more passionately as time passed. The cigar he had just lit kept going out. Fighting the wind, he relit it with difficulty.
Jamal Eddin heard the na�bs grumbling behind him. Enough of this playacting. It�s all hot air.
The horses pawed the ground impatiently as the army fidgeted restlessly. Everyone sensed the negotiations were going nowhere.
Still energetic and lively, Klugenau pulled out all the stops. At every one of his exhortations, Shamil nodded his head in assent and replied with extreme courtesy. He was not at liberty to commit himself; it was not in his power. He would have to consult with his na�bs and his council. He would not fail to do so.
With one last drag on his cigar, Klugenau rose awkwardly to his feet, grabbing the crutch to put under his left arm. Shamil followed suit. Then, cordially, in a gesture of conclusion and farewell, Klugenau held out his hand. Shamil did the same. At that instant, Jamal Eddin saw his uncle Akbirdil throw himself between them, dramatically interrupting the handshake. He shouted in Klugenau�s face, his words full of hatred.
�Giaour! The imam cannot touch the hand of a dog of an infidel!�
Livid with rage, the Russian brandished his crutch, waving it in the air in an attempt to knock Akbirdil�s turban off his head. Jamal Eddin instantly comprehended the magnitude of the insult he tried to express with this most outrageous of offenses. To uncover one�s head before Allah was to insult God. A Muslim must remain covered. Shamil caught the crutch in midair with one hand. With the other, he held back the kinjals of Akbirdil and Yunus. He shouted to his men to put back their sabers and back off.
Pushed by the threatening mass of murids, Jamal Eddin was thrown forward, landing between his father�s legs. With the back of his hand, Shamil pushed the boy behind his back. He continued to yell, his voice finally dominating the tumult.
By this time, the Cossacks had marched forward to come to the aid of the Russian. The murids continued to advance. It was their turn now. Three hundred against thirty, here was their opportunity to avenge the massacres of Ghimri and Ashilta.
Arresting a blood bath, in a toneless voice, Shamil urged Klugenau to retreat. Akbirdil and Yunus, daggers drawn, prepared to leap at his throat and restore their honor. He couldn�t hold his horsemen in check much longer.
Beside himself with anger, Klugenau did not move. He yelled a torrent of abuse at Akbirdil, every foul word in his vast vocabulary, enriched by fifty years of military life. The young aide-de-camp did his best to shut the general up and pull him back. Finally, still spewing wrath, Klugenau allowed himself to be led to his horse.
Shamil stood still as he watched Klugenau sling the crutch over his saddle and put his good foot in the stirrup to mount. The general tugged on the bridle to turn the horse around. His Cossacks followed.
Standing in the middle of the corridor to protect their retreat, Shamil watched the figure as he gestured in the direction of the fort at Temir-Khan-Chura. He did not move until Klugenau and the last of his men had left the ridge.
Jamal Eddin decided it was time to clear out. He disappeared into the group of horsemen, running back to jump on his pony. He hoped Shamil would forget that he had been there.

Nothing in his father�s behavior could have warned him of the violence of his anger, nor the scope of it. With the Russian gone, Shamil set off on the path to Akulgo, as planned, without a word for his son or a glance at his men.
No one could miss his displeasure, though, and all of them feared the severity of the punishment awaiting them. Akbirdil would pay dearly for his insubordination, as would Yunus and the other na�bs who had ignored his order to put away their kinjals. As for the presence of Jamal Eddin underfoot, the boy had no illusions about what he was in for. The trip seemed as short as it was clouded with threat. The switch or the whip? How many blows?
To everyone�s surprise, there was no tongue-lashing for Akbirdil or Yunus or the rest of the na�bs when they had reached the plateau of Akulgo. Even Jamal Eddin was not whipped. Shamil made no reference to his meeting with Klugenau. What had the general wanted? He was silent about the substance of their exchange.
Fatima the Beloved was probably the only one who grasped the extent of his anger that night. The insult he had just suffered was immeasurable. The Russians had summoned him for that? They had dared propose an arrangement that even the lowest and most cowardly of men could not have accepted? In return for promises and gifts? It was like throwing scraps to the pigs to lure them into the slaughterhouse. What they were demanding was capitulation, pure and simple.
The Russians took them for fools, Shamil and all the rest of the Caucasian Muslims. Evidently they had no idea who they were dealing with.
In the morning, Shamil had the prisoners, the hostages, the amanats, and those whose fathers, uncles, families, and villages had surrendered to the Russians or were prepared to do so gather on the village square. All the men in these mountains who, at one time or another, had dared speak to him of peace. All the men who had, even once, pronounced the word �surrender.� He had their eyes gouged out and their tongues torn out. And then he set them free, ordering them to go home and spread the message. The following day, a horseman left with his response for Klugenau:
�Even if I am to be cut up in little pieces for this refusal, I will not come to Tiflis to meet your padishah, for I have experienced your treachery far too many times.�
The insult was like a slap in the face to the czar, and his reaction was immediate. He replaced Fazi the Louse with a general said to be even more brutal, multiplied by ten the contingents of his army, and ordered total war. He wanted Shamil, dead or alive. The conquest of Chechnya and Dagestan became his first priority. The fight was now personal.
In the same spirit, Shamil set himself to the task of fortifying Akulgo.
Jamal Eddin finally had his answers.
First of all, he judged that he had behaved rather bravely. He hadn�t even been afraid during the incident with the crutch. Well, almost not. After that, he concluded that the Russians were vulgar beings, noisy and so impure that one could not even touch their hands. They lacked manners. What�s more, they smelled bad. Patimat was right. Hamzat�s captivity in the company of the Russians had sullied and dishonored him. The question was settled. That left one last problem: why had Shamil protected them when he had had them at his mercy?
Why had Shamil spared them?
Neither Yunus nor the sheik, not even Bahou-Messadou nor anyone he asked would�or could�explain this enigma to his satisfaction. The solution was a function of a principle so fundamental that even alluding to it was not considered proper.
So Jamal Eddin decided to consult the source.
He approached the imam just as he was coming from the mosque on Friday. Carrying the Koran, dressed in his green ceremonial robe, he was crossing the courtyard in the direction of his apartments. The child accosted him and, without formalities, went straight to the heart of the matter.
�Why did you protect Klugenau from Yunus�s and Akbirdil�s kinjals?�
Shamil stopped. But instead of answering, he asked him a question.
�Why do you think I did?�
Searching his thoughts, Jamal Eddin contemplated the question for a moment. He looked up at his father when he decided he had found the answer.
�For��
He hesitated for a long moment, searching his father�s face with large, dark eyes. He began again, carefully.
�For��
Shamil�s gaze was impenetrable.
With great precaution and respect and infinite pride, Jamal Eddin pronounced that glorious word, the word that was as sacred as the name of the Lord.
�For honor.�
Akulgo, a year later
September 1838
�I understand,� Bahou-Messadou sighed, �but it will be difficult, very difficult.�
Jamal Eddin lay on one of the cushions in the little room reserved for him. Bahou had tied his arm to his belly and his body to the mattress. He could not move. And not being able to move drove him crazy. It had been four months already!
Last spring, when he was playing at acrobatics on the waterwheel, he had slipped between the planks. The wheel had continued to turn, crushing him in the stream and smashing him against the rocks. The result was three months at death�s door and a return to the realm of the women.
Of his multiple injuries, only one, an open fracture from shoulder to elbow, refused to heal. But he was doing well, and Shamil had just allowed him to leave the harem, where he had been smothered by the tyranny of Patimat all summer long.
So Bahou had brought him to the only room that opened out onto the upstairs gallery, between the den of the women and the imam�s apartments. The location of the room allowed Shamil to stop by to see his son whenever he had a spare moment. Mohammed Ghazi and their friends, their teacher, Jamaluddin, the atalik Yunus, and visitors of both sexes could come here too. Fatima could continue to bring healers to his bedside to sprinkle him with nail clippings, burn herbs on his chest, and swab him with ointments to chase away the evil spirits. And the surgeon Abdul Aziz, his grandfather from Untsukul, could throw the ants he carried in a pot on his wound.
�Remarkable ants, for their size and their ferocity,� he said. �When they have bitten into the flesh, I cut them in two so the pincers of their mandibles will continue to hold it together and suture the wound.�
Some of the visitors and some of the treatments tried Jamal Eddin�s patience, but he absolutely adored this great family fuss over him. Brothers in blood, word, and the service of God, he loved their presence, their noise, and their warmth. He loved this solid house where his relatives, his friends, and his friends� friends gathered around him. He loved this suite of interior courtyards whose walls and towers sheltered the thirty na�bs, their wives, and their horses, this stone citadel with crenellated roofs that no one could enter except from the mountain. It was an impregnable fortress, like the peak village of Akulgo. Even on the bad days, when the spirits invaded his mind, he was not afraid that the demons would carry him off. No force of evil could tear him away from here, Bahou-Messadou had told him so. His adoration for her did the rest. She watched over him, and she was capable of anything.

Squatting with her back to him, she was serving tea to three strangers.
This morning, when she was crossing the first courtyard, Mohammed Ghazi had brought her a message from three Chechens who had stopped him on the village square. They begged an audience with the khanum Bahou-Messadou. The old woman�s heart skipped a beat. Still hoping for news of Hamzat, she invited them to Jamal Eddin�s room.
They gave off the acrid odor of the suint that soaked the wool of their hats. They reeked of sweat, leather, and the steam that rose from the boots and burkas they had left at the door. These men had come from a long way off.
Sitting in a semicircle before the brazier that Bahou-Messadou had moved to the back of the room for them, they drank the hot, black liquid in long, grateful gulps, without uttering a word. When they had all set their bowls down, they spoke, one after the other.
Jamal Eddin listened absently to their consultations. He was dreaming of the day, the hour he could leave. He turned his face toward the door and life outside.
Akulgo was a beehive, a Tower of Babel of all languages, all castes, all peoples: Polish officers, Russian serfs, Georgian peasants, Dagestani horsemen, Chechen warriors, Lesgiens, Inguches, Ossetians, Circassians. Free and captive, Muslim and Christian, deserters and renegades. Shamil listened to those who taught him what he needed to know: the great art of military fortification. Arsenals, garrisons, shelters, and trenches. They cut into the rock, bored tunnels, dug wells, and mapped out canals. They hollowed out the mountain, digging an underground defense network in its depths, a system that would allow them to face the longest attack and the most brutal charge. Jamal Eddin heard the sound of the pickaxes on stone, the hammers on wood, the bustle of an entire people preparing for combat. Without him.
Exasperated by his weakness, he turned his attention to his grandmother, who had come to his bedside. The ordeals of the past few years and the anxieties of recent months had made her thinner and broken her frail figure. Even Jamal Eddin realized that she was now a very old woman. He knew as well that her dignity, her will to live, and a desire to fulfill her duty were what kept her going. She still carried her head high and looked straight ahead; nothing diminished the liveliness in her eyes or the gentleness of her smile. Bahou-Messadou went about her business with her usual energy, coming and going from sickroom to kitchen, from well to fields, receiving the guests her age and rank attracted here in the new capital, for the time being in her grandson�s room.
All Jamal Eddin saw was the look that she gave her guests, her gray eyes shining and attentive above her veil as she listened to their requests. He could tell that she was not smiling; on the contrary, she grew more serious and sober. What news had they brought her that was so grave?
They were poor and dirty. Their cartridge belts and the sheaths of their sabers and kinjals were plain, enhanced by no silver. What did they want? Jamal Eddin heard only a breathless murmur.
Only the customary compliments praising the khanum Bahou-Messadou�s wisdom, spoken loudly in Arabic, had been intelligible. They had heard of the goodness of Shamil�s mother, they said, and of her son�s respect for her, as far off as their little village. This had given them hope she might understand the horror of their situation.
Their command of Kumik being limited, they spoke in Chechen. Jamal Eddin understood only one word out of two. Each of the three men said more or less the same thing, and little by little he grasped the situation. At home, the hardships of war had become close to unbearable. Since the grand padishah�s tour of the region, the infidels had returned with a vengeance. Three times they had burned the village to the ground, raping their women and taking their children as slaves. They had followed the imam�s orders. No one had surrendered, and the men had managed to flee to the forest. Three times they had rebuilt their villages from the ruins. Three times the Russians had contaminated their wells, burned their harvests, polluted their mosques with filth, killed their sheep and goats�everything. The village had resisted, three times. Following Shamil�s law, no one had surrendered.
But even the most courageous could not face the famine that was sure to come with winter. Dysentery had done the rest, and with the summer, the Russians would return. The only ones left to fight them were the sick and the wounded, a few old men and some women. The village needed some relief. The village must make peace with the infidels, even for just a few weeks, a few months. But how could they make peace? The murids were everywhere, punishing even the thought of surrender. Between their cruelty and the czar�s, between mutilation and hunger, there was no choice�and no hope of survival. Could the khanum talk to the imam, tell him personally of their situation? Ask his consent for a temporary capitulation, allow them to lay down their arms for just a few days? The time to take a deep breath?
�This will be difficult. Very difficult.�
The child stopped listening. He turned his face toward the door, dreaming of the moment he would jump on Koura the Proud, gallop through the three gates of the enclave, and ride off down the mountain.

After she had fed and bandaged her grandson for the evening, Bahou sent a servant to Shamil asking permission for a visit. She waited in her own apartment in the harem instead of Jamal Eddin�s room. The invitation came at a bad time; Shamil, his na�bs, and Yunus were deep in consultation. Bent over a map of Chechnya, Shamil listed the communities that were ready to betray him. It was unusual for his mother to disturb him at this hour. Surprised, almost apprehensive, he interrupted the session and went immediately to her home.
Witnesses said later that the imam stayed for a long while, leaving Bahou-Messadou�s apartments only at about midnight.
He left the harem with heavy steps, walking along the gallery past his son�s room without even looking in. He strode into the room where his counselors were still waiting for him, walked past them, crossed the courtyard, entered the mosque, and shut the door.
Alone.
It was broad daylight when Jamal Eddin woke up. The door to his room was wide open, and the slate gray light of a storm hung over the gallery, the courtyard, and the ramparts. There was no sound at all, none of the ordinary noises of rocks being pounded to make powder, or the bawling of the buffalo when they were let out at dawn. No clamor of the newly arrived, forced to dismount before the walls of Akulgo because of the narrow alleyways. Even the muezzin was silent, and there was no call to prayer. Fatima, Jawarat, and Patimat were nowhere to be seen. He could not hear Mohammed Ghazi and Sa�d, Jawarat�s son, playing in the courtyard of the seraglio. Yunus�s three children and Sheik Jamaluddin�s were not crying. There was no noise, no movement, not a breath of air, not a sign of life. Absolute silence had fallen on the house, and the city. Only Muessa, Shamil�s cat, locked in his master�s house, meowed pitifully, his cries filling the emptiness. No servant came to feed him or set him free.
Jamal Eddin wiggled, trying to sit up, trying to understand. His arm hurt, but his concern was of another nature. Where was Bahou? What had she told the men yesterday?
�I�ll try.� That was all. �I�ll try. It will be difficult, very difficult. But I�ll try.�
He remembered that the Chechens had thanked her profusely, and that she had discouraged their thanks.
�I can�t promise you anything. Come back tomorrow after the second prayer.�
That was all. Was it really all? Jamal Eddin searched his thoughts.
�I�ll try.�
And since then, she had disappeared.
He stayed there, tied up, all morning long.
Around noon, the three Chechens returned to the room just as Bahou arrived. With an anxious look, she nervously pulled her veil down over her forehead.
�The imam cannot give you his authorization,� she muttered. �The imam cannot decide, it is Allah who commands. My son is at the mosque, praying, fasting, and listening to the voice of God.�
Avoiding the light and muttering unintelligible comments, she returned to the corner, where the Chechens had left her the day before.
�Shamil orders the people of Akulgo to join him,� she said rapidly, continuing in the same breath, �wait there, wait with him, pray, repent, and wait for the will of Allah.�
She added a few confused words and fell silent.
The three Chechens left hurriedly. Jamal Eddin heard Yunus stop them at the end of the gallery. What were they doing in Shamil�s house? Who had invited them?
Bahou-Messadou answered no questions. She was praying.
Outside, the morning silence had changed to a dull grumble, announcing the coming storm.

Blind and deaf to the world, she rocked back and forth, reciting her prayers softly. But Bahou�s chanting did not rise to God in his heaven, and it brought her no peace. What premonitions, what signs, what omens did she sense? What had she asked Shamil yesterday, and what business of hers was it? What had she said, and what had she done?
His heart going out to her, Jamal Eddin watched her shrink from one hour to the next, becoming a little old woman who moaned and droned just like other little old women. The child felt her anguish.

All day long, she did not move from the shadow at the back of the room. No one came to pay them any attention. It was as though neither one of them existed.
�Come to me,� he begged. �Bahou-Messadou, do you hear me? Come, set me free.�
By dusk, he no longer begged but snarled like a wolf, �Come here.�
She hesitated then. Humble and unsteady on her feet, she rose.
�Closer!� he insisted.
�Take your kinjal and cut my bonds,� he ordered.
The brutality of his tone made her conscious of her surroundings.
�Cut them!�
She obeyed.
What was left of his grandmother�s dignity now? She set about awkwardly changing his bandages in a disordered fashion, like a servant.
When she had taken them off, a pain shot through his arm, so sharp that he thought he would faint. But what was his suffering in comparison to Bahou-Messadou�s terror?
He clenched his teeth harder, stood up, and took her by the elbow, leading her out the door.
The house was empty.
The waves of people streaming through the alleyways carried the boy and his grandmother along toward the mosque. A huge crowd had gathered before the flat-roofed building to which the imam had retreated in solitude. The men had spread their prayer rugs on the square. The women stood, arms reaching toward the sky, uttering prayers and moaning softly.
The crowd fell silent as the khanum appeared, bent over beneath her veils. The tide of faithful parted before the old woman and the child.
It was a low-built mosque, with neither a minaret nor a dome. Funeral ceremonies were held upon the terracelike roof. The muezzin issued his call to prayer from an overhanging wooden ledge, supported by solid pillars. Jamal Eddin tried to lead Bahou beneath this little balcony, which served as an awning of sorts for the building. The slightest brush against his arm revived the pain and struck him to the quick. Pale as guilt-stricken criminals, the pair made their way through the mass of people to the closed door.
Fatima, Jawarat, Patimat, the wives of the na�bs, and the professional mourners knelt in the dust in a row directly before the door. All begged for pardon, sobbing and lamenting their faults.
Bahou knelt just before the doors, between her daughter and her daughters-in-law. The moaning that had ceased at her passage began anew, more loudly this time. Mohammed Ghazi, the children, and the babies added their tears to those of their mothers. Jamal Eddin remained beside them.

For two days and two nights, the murmur of groan and supplication carried on unceasingly. The crowd camped on the square, praying and fasting among the horses, cows, and goats. No one dared leave. Everyone waited, and their prayers filled the blank skies of Akulgo with a menacing rumble.

On the third morning, the sudden creak of the hinges signaled the opening of the double doors. The crowd fell still as Shamil appeared upon the threshold, arms open.
Blinded by the light of day, his livid countenance framed by the stray whiskers of his bushy red beard, he stood still for a long moment before the prostrate crowd.
Supported by Yunus and Akbirdil, Bahou-Messadou dragged herself toward him. She kissed the ground and knelt there at his feet, her forehead touching the dust. The imam�s eyes were swollen, as though he had been weeping. He studied her in silence. Then he climbed the few steps up the ladder to the terrace, which was scarcely higher than he was.
On the roof, Shamil raised his right hand and turned his eyes to the south.
�Oh, Mohammed, thy will be done, thy judgment fulfilled,� he proclaimed. �Would that thy just sentence serve as an example to all true believers. For thy commandments are unchanging and sacred!�
He turned to face the crowd.
�Murids of Akulgo, hear now the message of the prophet.�
Jamal Eddin had never seen that look, nor heard that voice. Normally he loved nothing more than Shamil�s eloquence. His father�s passion, the fervor of his fearsome harangues, which inspired in him a love of God and the ardor to serve Him, normally filled him with delight.
But his father�s tone today was utterly foreign to him.
�The Chechen people, forgetting their vow, are ready to submit to the will of the Russians and obey their laws. Their emissaries, too craven to tell me of their dishonorable proposals, addressed themselves to my mother. Playing upon her great kindness and her weakness as a woman, they convinced her to appeal to me in their stead. Her insistence in pleading their cause, her tears for them, and my infinite love and respect for her gave me the strength and the boldness to seek the will of Allah through Mohammed. With the strength of your devotion and your prayers to sustain me, I have thus begged the favor of the prophet, that he should deign to hear my presumptuous question. This morning, after three days of fasting and prayers, Mohammed gave me a response. And I was stricken by the thunder of His voice.�
The crowd held its breath. Shamil drew himself up to his full height.
�Allah has ordained that the person who first spoke to me of submission should be punished with a hundred lashes. And the first one who spoke, that first person, is my mother!�
Bahou-Messadou uttered a cry. A moan rose from the people. Jamal Eddin felt himself trembling. He searched his father�s eyes, but Shamil�s stare was fixed and veiled. Yunus and Akbirdil, holding up the old woman, bowed before him in silent supplication. Everyone knew that a Muslim was not permitted to strike his parents. All were aware that Shamil worshipped his mother. And they knew that a hundred lashes meant death. Surely the imam would commute the sentence.
�Bring her up here and tie her up.�
At his words, the mourners broke into a strident clamor of ritual keening, the lamentation of a funeral ceremony. They followed the executioner as he dragged Bahou-Messadou up the ladder.
Jamal Eddin wanted to scramble in front of his mother, Patimat, the na�bs, all of them. Whereas before he had been trembling, now he was shaking violently.
He was the last one on the roof. The executioner had already tied Bahou-Messadou�s arms behind her back. She was weeping.
Jamal Eddin saw the executioner hesitate. How could he dare to rip the tunic and reveal the flesh of the imam�s mother? The crowd felt a surge of relief and hope.
Shamil was already snatching the whip from the executioner. He was going to commute the sentence. Jamal Eddin took heart. Shamil would grant her mercy.
And then he saw his father rip Bahou�s tunic, raise his arm high, and strike her himself with all his strength. She howled in pain. Before the child�s horrified eyes, the whip stung her back and slashed at her shoulders and sides. He watched the leather strips tear into her bony back. Two blows. Three. Bahou�s cries became weaker.
By the fifth blow, Bahou-Messadou was silent. She had fainted.
Jamal Eddin saw his father throw himself upon her and untie her. What else would he subject her to, what further torture and torment? As he watched, his father fell, weeping, to his knees upon the prostrate figure.
Shamil�s tears, the tears of his father, filled him with terror. Jamal Eddin had never seen a man cry. He suddenly sensed Shamil�s unspeakable despair.
And Shamil�s despair was that of God.
But the imam was already on his feet. He turned his burning gaze to his son, his wife, his na�bs, to all of them.
�There is no other god but Allah, and Mohammed is his prophet!�
Towering over the people of Akulgo, he raised his face again to the sky.
�Oh you, who dwell in paradise, you the blessed and the chosen who rejoice in the eternal beatitude of the gardens of Allah, you have heard my prayer! You allow me to submit to the rest of the punishment to which my poor mother has been condemned. I accept these blows with joy, they are the gift of your love and your infinite mercy!�
He unbuttoned his cherkeska, took off his shirt, and knelt beside his mother�s still body.
�Executioner,� he ordered, �give me the ninety-five lashes yet to come.�
The executioner still hesitated. How could one whip the imam?
�Disobey the will of Mohammed and I will kill you with my own hands! Strike me!�
The lash descended.
Jamal Eddin could no longer control his face, his body, his soul. Everything within him had turned wobbly and unsteady. He tried to pull himself together, counting the lashes with the executioner. But he heard the crack of the whip and its slashing descent from somewhere far away. Whistling through the air, it took his breath away, and he felt it burn to his very marrow.
The leather strips dug into his father�s shoulders. The lacerated flesh fell away, its scarified layers swelling like the leaves of a book consumed by flames.
By the ninety-fifth lash, Shamil�s back was nothing but a black, shredded mass, a magma of muscle, flesh, and blood. He rose slowly, picked up his tunic, and covered his wounds.
And then, he turned again to his people, who knelt before him.
�Where are the cowards?�
He leapt from the roof in a single bound.
He scrutinized the crowd of faces frozen in terror.
�Where are the traitors?�
Striding through their ranks, he stopped before each bowed head and repeated, �Where are the hypocrites who brought this punishment upon my mother?�
Yunus and Akbirdil dragged the three Chechens forward and threw them at his feet. They scrabbled in the dust, their faces to the ground. None of them offered excuses or explanations or thought to beg for mercy. The best they could hope for was that the end might come quickly. They murmured their prayers.
Everyone waited for Shamil�s verdict. He leaned toward the three men preparing themselves for death. The executioner drew his saber and waited expectantly.
Standing on the roof above their heads, a petrified Jamal Eddin closed his eyes.
If only. To see nothing, hear nothing. Disappear with them.
�Take courage��
Shamil made the Chechens stand.
�Return to your village and tell your people what you have heard at Akulgo. Tell everyone at home, in your auls and your forests, of the word and the will of God. Spread the word everywhere, of what you have seen here. May Allah be with you always. Go in peace.�
For the child, this spectacular pardon, this mercy that defied all the traditional codes, all the laws of Shamil, was the ultimate upheaval.
He swayed on his feet and vomited.

After the guilty men had set out again upon the mountain path, blessing the imam for his wisdom and mercy, Shamil returned to his mother�s side. Leaning over her, he took her in his arms with infinite tenderness and carried her home, still unconscious.
His demonstration before his people had cost him dearly.

Like all who had witnessed the drama, Jamal Eddin understood the lesson. By ordering his servant to strike his own mother�when the authority of the elders was sacred and inviolable�the imam had offered proof of the boundless wrath of Allah before the Chechens� weakness. As clear as it was effective, the message spread throughout the Caucasus. Of all sins, peace with the infidel was the fault that Allah could not pardon, the crime He would punish most harshly.
No one, ever again, should pronounce the words of damnation. No one, ever again, should speak of surrendering to the Russians.
In the depths of his being, Jamal Eddin absorbed the obvious message: Shamil lived in union with God. Jamal Eddin�s own destiny was to live and to die for Shamil. And yet he discovered that, contrary to all his experience, in contradiction of all appearances and his own convictions, his father was not omnipotent. A power infinitely superior to Shamil�s will dictated his conduct, constrained him, and tormented him as He tormented all men. It was then that a profound mistrust of this mysterious force that was stronger than his father was born in Jamal Eddin, a wariness that knew no bounds. The boy was not afraid of the Russians. He had never been afraid of them. But the wrath of God that had commanded his father to beat Bahou-Messadou filled him with terror. It took root in the heart of the child, as it had once grown in the soul of the old woman.

His grandmother did not regain consciousness until the evening. Jamal Eddin never left her side. She died in his arms a few days later, paralyzed and unable to speak. For Jamal, all the sweetness of life disappeared. Nothing certain existed for him anymore. Not even the love and the protection of Shamil. As she left this world, Bahou-Messadou took with her her grandson�s innocence.

CHAPTER IV
[image: ]
You, the Imam, You, My Father

Akulgo, nine months later
The siege of eighty days
June�August, 1839
On this evening of June 24, 1839, the attack was imminent.
�They�re down there!� cried the little boy, his eye glued to the arrow slit. �There! They�re down there!�
Far off in the distance, three Russian battalions emerged from the depths of the boulders and spread out over the right bank of the river. Of course, they were only the relief troops for the regiments already bivouacked at the foot of the promontory. But the two army corps together had invaded the entire valley. Hundreds of tents flecked the ground as far as the eye could see, white like the foam of the river that broke on the lava-colored rocks. A tide of men, horses, mules, and cannons spilled out over the shore.
This time, war was at the gates of Akulgo.
Shamil and his men were ready. Among the natural fortresses of Dagestan, they had not chosen this one by chance. Like a rocky island rising out of the sea, the peak of Akulgo stood at the heart of a desert of stones, an immense piton broken in the middle by two unequally high plateaus encircled on three sides by the loop of a raging river. Twin auls clung to the summit, separated by a deep, narrow canyon with a rushing mountain torrent at its floor. The two villages were joined by a suspension bridge that crossed the gorge.
Old Akulgo was located on the lower part. Once bombarded by Fazi the Louse, it had been reconstructed and fortified under the supervision of Polish deserters. The narrow alleyways and the jumble of houses, stacked one atop another, their successive flat roofs like miradors, had transformed the whole into a compact bastion. New Akulgo was higher up, its back to the mountain, with only the tower of Surkha�, a terrible keep that protected the rear of the village and dominated the entire valley, above it. Shamil�s house was on the front line, overhanging the abyss and blocking any attack. There, through the only arrow slit in the family redoubt, an excited Jamal Eddin watched the operations in the giaour camp behind his father and Yunus.

For the past three months, Shamil had tried to avoid a siege. He had raided the enemy at the rear and practiced scorched-earth tactics, burning his own fields, rendering his own trails impassable, leaving the houses in his path in ruins. Sweeping down on the villages around them, the infidels found no people, no livestock, no chickens, nothing to eat or pillage. Only ashes. General Pavel Khristoforovitch Grabbe, Fazi the Louse�s replacement at the head of the army, had no choice. If he did not want his troops to starve, he would have to retreat to the forts in the rear. But that was impossible. The czar�s orders were to advance, advance, advance, despite losses and shrinking food supplies, advance. Nicholas�I had been humiliated by the imam�s snub during his imperial voyage to Tiflis, and the czar was not one to forget an insult. He demanded a definitive victory at any price. Attack this nest of fanatics, take Shamil dead or alive, wipe out the murids, and crush any semblance of resistance in the Caucasus. Forever.

From the arrow slit, Jamal Eddin watched the column of refugees on the mountain, a stream of men and beasts fleeing before the infidels and trying desperately to reach the fortress. Yunus said they were more useless mouths to feed and should be turned away, but Shamil demanded that they be welcomed and protected. The flow of beings seemed to act accordingly, as though aware of the debate between the imam and his deputy. They sped up, jumping over the holes and obstacles placed as deterrents on the path, then stopped as though those blocks were suddenly insurmountable. Among the donkeys, sheep, and goats, Jamal Eddin saw the occasional figure of a horse, the hat of a rider. But most of them were old people on foot, children so young that their heads scarcely rose above the sea of animals, and women bent over under sacks of provisions.
Their advance caused small landslides here and there. Pebbles rolled down the hill, boulders tumbled down to the river, and patches of rock toppled, carrying with them man and beast. The caravan stopped and watched silently when that happened. Strange forms floated in the river now. The swift current carried balls of black, hooves in the air, with bloated bellies, down past the rows of immaculate tents. Sometimes long panels of fabric caught on the buffalo horns or the legs of cows floating on their backs. Brown, white, and blue, they were the veils of girls who had drowned. Like sails, they filled with air before being sucked to the river bottom by the swirling current. The caravan continued.
At this point in their misfortune, the men of the Caucasus had nothing left to lose but their dignity and the hope of finding protection behind the ramparts of Akulgo. They all knew the peak was impregnable. How could the Russians come this far? Even they, even the Russians knew it.
From dawn until nightfall, the giaours watched the movements on the ground, the cliffs, and the ridges. They seemed to be perpetually looking up, with binoculars and the telescopic spyglasses that fascinated Jamal Eddin, faraway specks of reflected silver along the black shelf of the river bank. But this evening, the fading twilight played instead upon the bayonets of the fresh troops parading down the shore. Their blades gleamed and flashed like a thousand lightning bolts, capturing the sun in a forest of steel.
The arrival of supplies that had broken through Shamil�s blockade forced him to rethink his strategy. Now that these dogs had full stomachs, it would be impossible to attack them without huge losses. Raiding the camp, destroying their saps, and burning their footbridges were no longer viable tactics.
Worse still, the defeat of the tribes of the northeast, on whom Shamil had counted to trap the assailants in a pincer action, was a major loss of support for Akulgo. And to add to that, the defeat of the Chechen allies had freed the czar�s army to converge upon Dagestan with its artillery.
The cries of relieved soldiers, already drunk, rose all the way to the austere bastion, filling Jamal Eddin with impatient excitement for the battle to come. He listened to the cheers that greeted the arrival of pieces of high-caliber ordnance, three campaign cannons, and several cases of munitions. Though he could not measure the consequences, he sensed the gravity of the moment. All the details of this eve of combat became firmly fixed in his memory. He could have cited the number of white flecks on the field below, recognized the breed of the horses and the ranks of the officers by their stripes, described the colors of the regiments and their drums that marked the hour. He could have described the smoky odor of Yunus, standing beside him, the odor of leather and sweat. Yunus had just returned from a tour of inspection of their defenses at Old Akulgo. He remembered the green robe Shamil wore as he harangued his followers one last time at the mosque. Jamal Eddin was aware of the variations in their voices, the smallest nuances in their tones, the intensity of the emotions behind the ostensible calm.
For the first time he recognized in his father, his tutor, and all the men this tension that had not left him since the death of Bahou-Messadou, this blend of joyous apprehension before the demands of God, this exaltation at the prospect of serving Him.
�Yunus, take care to have goatskins brought up from the river, as many as you can, to fill jars and jars. Store them in the grottos behind the village. Don�t forget about firewood and fodder, or about the livestock. We have enough food supplies to hold out for three months, but not enough water in the wells to make it through the summer. And there�s not much time left to finish preparations, less than three days. After that��
�After that,� said Yunus, casting an accusing eye over the line of refugees. �After that, there will be four thousand of us at Akulgo. And of the four thousand, how many warriors old enough to fight?�
�A quarter.�
Yunus motioned toward the Russians with his chin.
�And them?�
�Around eleven thousand. Without counting the militia of the traitors who have gone over to them�about four thousand hypocrites.
�Total?�
�Fifteen thousand of them, a thousand of us.�
�A thousand against fifteen thousand?� the child asked, amazed. �And we�re going to fight them?�
He regretted the words the moment they had left his mouth. In no circumstances were the young permitted to take part in conversations. They were to stand off to the side and remain silent in the presence of their elders. Expecting to be punished and dismissed, the little boy faltered under his father�s stare.
�Don�t believe that God is with the greatest number, Jamal Eddin,� he replied. �God is with the good, and the good are always less numerous than the evil.�
�But all the same, down there, they�re swarming by the thousands. When we��
�Look around you. Aren�t there more bad horses than good, more weeds than roses? If there are more weeds than roses, does that mean we shouldn�t pull them out, but let them proliferate until they smother the flowers? And if the enemy is more numerous than we are, does that mean that, instead of fighting them, we should let them proliferate until they strangle us? Don�t ask me why the nonbelievers thrive and multiply, why they send fresh troops and replacements as fast as we kill them. For millions of poisonous mushrooms in the forest, how many trees grow? How many, Jamal Eddin? Just one. Just one beautiful tree that grows and spreads. I am the roots of the tree of liberty, our na�bs are the trunk, our murids the branches. Go shut the gates of the city with Yunus. The siege of Akulgo can begin. Even at ten, even at two against fifteen thousand, God willing, we shall win!�
July 1�August 4
A deluge of fire rained down. The Russians bombarded nonstop, pouring hellfire on the handful of defenders who clung to the summit. Their strategy was clear: surround the piton and cover their advances with cannon fire.
After a month of shelling, they had reached the narrow gorge between the two villages, invaded the river, and cut off the Montagnards� water supply. Now they were trying to scale the canyon.
Their telescopes swept over the peak tirelessly. The shelters, caves, and grottos of the subterranean network that protected the people were invisible, but they picked out the ledges that their own shells had carved out of the mountain and began to plan how to scale the rocks. A hundred and twenty feet separated each of the three breaches, which the Montagnards had immediately invested. The Russians in the valley sought a way to blow them out, but the angle and the distance of the vertical shots diminished their capacity for accuracy. A stroke of luck eliminated the problem as the boulders above came crashing down, crushing the Montagnards in one blow.
There was no sign of life above, not a breath of air or a movement.
Suspended by long ropes along the rock face, the sappers resumed their ascent from rock spur to rock landing, all the way to the tower of Surkha�.
It looked like a deceptively simple task, but though the besieged knew how to die, they were born again from the ashes.
Above the sappers� heads, a band of children pelted them with rocks. Their shrill voices penetrating the air, they used sticks as levers and forced the broken boulders over the cliff onto their attackers. The youngest ones, Jamal Eddin and Mohammed Ghazi, picked up the small stones the boulders had crushed and lapidated the invaders with them. The sweat that dripped into the boys� eyes and the swarms of flies and mosquitos swirling around them scarcely diminished the accuracy of their aim, which was sharpened by hatred. Behind them, hordes of women, disguised as warriors to fool the enemy, rushed forward in successive waves, brandishing their kinjals. They cut the ropes and massacred the men hanging onto them with pitiless fury. Slashing their hands and drawing deep gashes across their faces, they slit their throats and sent them plummeting to the bottom of the canyon. Young and old, they fought like wildcats, imbued with the same battle fever and passion as their sons and little brothers. A deafening new salvo eclipsed the sound of their cries. The cannon fire swept over the ridge, indiscriminately mowing down Christian sappers and Muslim fighters. As usual, the children simply disappeared, crawling into their holes until the next assault.

Forty days and forty nights of bombardment had made this butchery an ordinary daily occurrence. The cannon smoke that blocked out the clouds and the sound of explosions, like artificial thunder, were now part of the landscape of Akulgo.
Down below, in the harsh light, the smashed cadavers rotted in piles, stuck in the twists and turns and puddles of the river. So far, the Russians had suffered over a thousand casualties. In his tent, the obstinate General Grabbe paced up and down as he went over his plan: take the jutting ledges that the cannons had cut in the rock face, no matter what the cost, and from there the donjon that protected the two villages. He knew, as did Shamil and the hundred warriors enclosed by the thick walls, that if he could take the tower of Sukha�, the upper city would have no rear defenses. He would be able to shell Akulgo from the summit and from all sides.
But Grabbe�s companies advanced, one after the other, and died in vain. Those fine days of the torrid summer of 1839 cost the Russians dearly.
But they cost Shamil even more dearly.

The double line of ramparts had been broken. Only a few fetid drops of water remained in the wells. The fallen lay dead in the ruins or under small piles of pebbles. Even the earth and the sand had disappeared from Akulgo, and burying the corpses became impossible. No one even considered throwing them into the ravine. Though the men, women, and children were not afraid of dying on the battlefield, they were appalled at the thought of their bodies being abandoned dishonorably, without a grave, left to the beasts by their brothers and sons. At the moment, only the wives were there to protect the deceased from the vultures.
A hot, red sun burned the coarse-grained rock until it was incandescent, and the putrid stink of decomposing bodies became unbearable. The nights brought no cool air and no rest. The exhausted na�bs descended to the river in relays, bringing up water under the cover of the sentinels� fire, while the women wore themselves ragged repairing the fortifications damaged during the day.
Exposed to gunfire by these tasks, those who had survived the siege so far fell by the dozens. At least they had ceased to suffer. There was no more water, no more food, not even firewood to cook the soles of their boots. Dysentery and typhus had finished off the wounded and struck down the survivors with colic and fever. But of all their afflictions, the pestilent stench of rotting flesh was the worst.
The stench, the vermin, and the thirst.
August 5
It was 104 degrees in the shade.
On the burning piton, the clefts, the ledges, and the landings, the rocks no longer reflected the changing colors of daylight. The entire peak was streaked with the purple and black of blood and flies.
Three battalions struggled to take the tower.
Impeccable in his summer whites, his cap jammed down tight over his bald head, his telescope stuck to his eye, General Grabbe surveyed the operations from the camp. Thick beads of sweat stood out on the tufts of gray whiskers that adorned his cheeks at the corners of his mouth. This cursed tower that he had been shelling for weeks should have long since fallen�and buried all its occupants in the ruins. But day after day, the same war cries, the same resistance, the same hail of rocks, and the same volleys of gunfire greeted his battalions. Stumbling over the cadavers of comrades that blocked the way before and behind them, they could neither advance nor retreat on the steep, narrow trail. They couldn�t even take cover. And they were being decimated.
The general listened carefully to the clamor rising over and over from the donjon. A great opera lover, he concentrated on counting the voices. Of a hundred combatants, there couldn�t be more than a dozen left in there. With each attempt, the howling became more tenuous and shrill. Patience.
Sponging his sideburns, he stubbornly repeated his orders to shell with high-caliber ordnance and to send fresh troops in to relieve those that had been massacred.
He had all the time in the world.
August 9
On this night by a full moon, Jamal Eddin tried desperately to sleep. Lack of food, water, and rest had reduced him to a trancelike state that he could not control. The howls of Ali Bek, the last defender of the tower, the last survivor, rang in his ears, a bitter, strident wail that went on and on. In throwing himself from the summit, the na�b had taken ten of the enemy with him to his death. His enraged call forever defied their false gods, the idol of the infidels, and all the demons of the Caucasus. His death cry, a cry of triumph, echoed in the child�s mind, making him deaf to the other cries of agony, to the babies� cries, to the explosion of cannon fire that ripped into the mountain. Since the fall of the tower, the cannonballs had rained down in such quantity and violence that everyone had abandoned Shamil�s bastion and retreated to the grottos. Jamal Eddin had made a place for himself on an overhanging rock in the family cave, about six feet above the ground. His stomach empty, his eyes burning, his limbs exhausted by the day�s efforts, he tried to rest there for a few hours. But sleep would not come. Sleep never came. Unless the reverse was true. Perhaps he was sleeping, never to wake up. The borders between dreaming and waking, his body and the real world, the visible and the invisible, were no longer clear. He had ceased to be hungry or thirsty. He wasn�t even afraid anymore. He felt empty inside, absent from himself.
In his thoughts, he spoke to himself as to a stranger. An inexperienced newcomer to Akulgo, the other eldest son of the imam, the other Jamal Eddin. He would have to take this one by the hand, lead him and advise him. You climb up here with me, away from all these moaning and groaning people. Climb in as close as you can to the wall. Lie down on your side and draw up your legs, there, like that. Pretty soon you won�t hear the wailing of the wounded around you or smell the stink of the dead. You won�t see or feel anything, not even the rock jabbing into your side. There, sleep.
But the real Jamal Eddin felt the rock, like a bayonet stabbing him in the small of the back. In his mind, the vision of the blue eyes of the flaxen-haired soldiers that he and Patimat had stoned to death played over and over like a hallucination. He heard the cracks of their splitting skulls as the rocks reached their marks, forcing them to let go. He felt a wild joy when one rock, by some miracle, annihilated several of them at once.
But he shuddered at the dull sound of their backs breaking on the boulders, the sound of bones exploding against the shingles.
The stalactites of the cave�s vault pricked him like the sting of the ants in his wound long ago. They touched the scar and reawakened the old pain. Bahou-Messadou, if only Bahou-Messadou had been there.
�Bahou, come!� he sobbed in his dream.
Maybe it would be better to get down from this ledge and lie on the ground. The rough patches wouldn�t be as rocky. But he did not move. In the shadows, he saw a bowl of lamb and rice, swimming in grease. He threw himself on it, hitting his head on a rock. The bowl had disappeared. Stunned, he no longer thought of food or of cuddling up at his mother�s side.
Fatima was eight months pregnant. She struggled for air with Jawarat, Patimat, Mohammed Ghazi, and Sa�d, but what little there was to breathe was thick with the dust of ashes that hung suspended in the still heat. At the beginning of the siege, they had all returned to camp in the ruins of Shamil�s home at dusk. The na�bs� daughters had still taken care of the livestock and scrubbed the steel blades of the kinjals, crusted with giaour blood. The old women had cooked flatbread on the braziers and tried to make life seem easier, as it once had been, in the evenings. That seemed like a long time ago. But earlier today, General Grabbe�s troops had bombarded the aul from the rear, and they could no longer take shelter there.
Was Fatima asleep? She was exhausted by the heat. In her state, she could not take part in combat. But the next day, when there was a period of calm, she would leave this hole and sneak out to the horses� cadavers. She would deftly quarter them before the birds picked their carcasses clean. Mohammed Ghazi, smaller and more agile, invisible to any sniper, would help her.
On other nights, when the moon was not full, Jamal Eddin would go through the cadavers of the Russians who had been shot down by Akbirdil�s muskets beneath the tower. He would strip them of weapons and boots, and his older comrades would slit the throats of any who might have sounded the alarm.
While the little ones took care of the dead, the men made dangerous forays, crawling out to the ridges the infidels had taken. Those dogs were hoisting their cannons up here with pulleys. They hauled the artillery up in wicker baskets, the men in vessels of armored wood. Every night Shamil, Yunus, and a few others slithered over to the pulleys and cut the lines and cables, trying to overturn the vessels full of men so that they would fall into the depths of the canyon, their cries muffled by the rushing river.
Jamal Eddin knew that at this very moment his father was engaged in hand-to-hand combat somewhere in the moonlight and his heart beat faster. A thousand stings pricked his body. Lice. These filthy vermin multiplied as fast as the Russians, and he scratched himself bloody trying to relieve the itching. He knew how to get rid of them by burying every item of clothing separately in the ground, with only a scrap of material sticking out of the dirt. The lice would gather on this scrap, and then he had only to burn them. Burn all the lice�and the giaours with them. But where was there a corner in Akulgo where he could burn them?
Nights like this seemed to go on forever. Actually, he didn�t want to sleep. He was afraid of falling asleep and dreaming the same dreadful dream, always the same one, and far more terrifying than any of the daytime battles. At the beginning of the nightmare, he was happy. He thought he saw Shamil entering the grotto and walking toward him in the long green robe he wore for preaching on Fridays. In his extended arms, the imam carried the Book, wrapped in golden fabric. He shone like a flame above the sleeping women, his feet not touching the ground. He approached the stone table where Jamal Eddin was waiting for him. His face no longer looked like a clay mask as it had for weeks now, his beard covered with dust, an opaque veil clouding his gray eyes.
He smiled and said, �We have announced good news to the prophet, the birth of a boy of gentle character.�
Then it was God who spoke through the voice of the imam, �When the boy was old enough to accompany him, his father said, �Oh my son, I saw myself in a dream, and I was immolating you.��
Shamil leaned down to him and asked, �What do you think of this?�
Looking into his father�s inquisitive eyes, those infinitely tender, amiable, and kind eyes, Jamal Eddin felt his heart stop, and he would wake up with a start, terrified.
He was seized with apprehension, a stark fear of the future. He wasn�t afraid of dying here with all his people. What made him tremble was the thought of being abandoned, alone in a deserted aul, with the giaours coming.

No one saw the little boy�s tears or heard him cry. Shamil, Yunus, and Akbirdil all knew it, and he knew it too. Akulgo would fall. They were vanquished, nearly vanquished.
August 10
The day�s attack ended as it had every day for the past two months. For the enemy, the results were dismaying. Nine hundred killed the day before, another five hundred today. There was not an officer left among the Russian scouts.
The only na�bs left to Shamil were Akbirdil and Yunus. The others�Surkha�, Ali Bek, his ninety companions of the first hour�were all dead. Yes, the survivors could kill another few hundred giaours before perishing like martyrs on this rock. But would their sacrifice be a service to the holy war?
In the grotto where the council met, a heated discussion was taking place among the eight remaining members. The seventy days of siege had reduced these most faithful among the faithful to a state of skeletal emaciation. Sitting cross-legged, they kept their hats on and each rested a hand on the handle of one of the two kinjals crossed at his belt. Their eyes burned with fever above their black beards. Next to each sat a young boy, a son or nephew, who acted as aide-de-camp. This evening, there were only three child soldiers still fit enough to serve them, among them Jamal Eddin. He waited for his orders, standing a few steps behind his seated father. Shamil presided over the circle, with Yunus on his right and Akbirdil on his left. Neither said a word, but the others still had the strength to argue. Their guttural voices rang out beneath the vault of the grotto.
Shamil, impassive, let them say what he had heard whispered for days now, �What good does it do for all of us to disappear?�
Wasn�t it precisely the giaours� mission to empty the Caucasus of all Muslims, wipe them off the face of the earth, annihilate them so that not one would remain? The imam should not give them this satisfaction. He should negotiate, not to surrender, but to survive, to go on. So that one day they could again resume the holy war and conquer the infidels.
Shamil tried hard to hide his indignation. How could the men of his own clan speak of such a thing? Even old Barti Khan, Bahou-Messadou�s twin brother, brought up the idea of opening negotiations. Even cousin Hadj Ibrahim, the muezzin of Akulgo, was in favor of speaking with the enemy.
Observing his father�s trembling shoulders, Jamal Eddin could sense Shamil�s efforts at self-control. Sheer exhaustion might cause him to burst into anger too soon. He must choose the right moment.
Though narrow-shouldered, with spindly legs that scarcely made him the ideal fighter, Hadj Ibrahim had the right to speak first. His green turban, proof of his pilgrimage to Mecca, indicated that his status was higher than the others�.
�With the tower, they�ve taken the left bank of the river. We�re completely surrounded,� cousin Ibrahim pointed out.
�There�s not a single drop of water left in the wells, not even for ablutions,� Uncle Barti added.
�I went down to the river last night,� Shamil interrupted, tight-lipped, as though saving his breath. �I brought up two goatskins.�
�That�s not enough to quench the thirst of five hundred people.�
�It will have to be.�
�Five hundred,� Shamil�s uncle said soberly, �out of four thousand in June. There are too many infidels, and they are too well armed and equipped. We know how this is going to end.�
Coming from anyone else, this kind of talk would have cost the upstart his life.
�Shut up or I�ll cut out your tongue, like all the others who spoke of capitulation.�
Shamil had once respected the courage of Barti Khan, but the hardships of the siege had transformed the old man into someone he no longer knew. The thin, white, unruly beard that covered the tip of his chin gave his face a vindictive expression. Beneath his eyelids, which were half-glued together by an infection, his gummy eyes, clear gray like Bahou-Messadou�s, shone with spiteful bitterness. His gaze was direct, but void of affability or wisdom.
This disagreement with the last of his forebears troubled Shamil.
�Nothing is written in the book of destiny that Allah has not decided,� he said with restraint. �We must play for time and wait for Chechen reinforcements to come.�
�But the Chechens are blocked on the plain, by that dog of a Klugenau that you spared!�
The memory of this missed opportunity caused a rumble of discontent and more than one bitter remark. They should have slit his throat, against Shamil�s will, they should have slit that pig�s throat at Chirquata. It would have been so easy.
�Once, you were willing to talk to the Russians, Imam. Let us open negotiations.�
�That�s useless. They will not give us peace and freedom.�
�If you don�t negotiate with them now, when they want to talk too, they will kill all our men, dishonor our women, and turn our children into slaves.�
�If we negotiate with them now, they will bring every Caucasian Muslim to his knees, you said so yourself, Barti Khan. They�ll make all of us, you and him and me, their serfs. They will throw the servants of God in the dust and keep them bent under their yoke. I�d rather kill my three sons, slit their throats with my own hand, down to the very last, than let them live in slavery. Purify yourselves. Burn the spirit of servitude that has shackled you from your souls.�
He leaped to his feet and stared down at them all.
�He who serves Allah cannot serve the Russians at the same time,� he said severely. �Will you renounce the promises of heaven for these dogs? Here, our hours are measured by the day. But up there, our lives will be eternal. Our native land is in paradise, and each of us has a home prepared for him there. But listening to your words, I�m sure none of them will be inhabited!�
He turned on his heel and left the grotto abruptly.

The waning moon had swept away the cloud of heat. Shamil felt so tired, so fatigued and so alone that the trials of this world left him close to despair. Was he mistaken? Had God ordered him to make peace? Should he dispatch an intermediary to the camp below? Should he send Yunus to negotiate in his name?
His sorrow mingling with envy, Shamil thought of his dead friends who had already entered the Gardens of Allah. Water as pure as diamonds flowed from the fountains where they had all of eternity to slake their thirst and rest in the shade of the cypress trees. Beautiful virgins with shining eyes and arms as round as swans� necks waited for them in their homes. And he was here, watching the birds of prey hop between the stones to peck at the cadavers of his people. Was it he, Shamil, the shadow of God on earth? Or these black birds that hovered like a cloud over Akulgo that Jamal Eddin chased with stones?
The child had not left his side for nearly a week. He followed him everywhere, walking a few steps behind, alert to his every need, aware of his doubt and dismay. The boy relieved him of his weapons, took his messages to other survivors in the grottos, and cared for his horse when he returned from combat. Shamil let him do all this without a look, without a word, accepting his presence as a gift from God. This evening, for the first time, he looked at the rags hanging from the boy�s emaciated frame. The oval of the small face was so thin that it seemed to have changed shape, and the high cheekbones and once almond-shaped eyes had turned to slits beneath his puffy eyelids. He noted the boy�s fixed stare, the long lashes no longer able to hide his feverish look. His son, his disciple, his comfort.
The stifling night weighed upon his shoulders.
Continue the war and perish tomorrow? Capitulate tomorrow and save the children of Akulgo? He could find no answer within himself. Had Allah abandoned him? What did he ordain? Shamil no longer heard the voice of God.
He walked down across the roofs to the entrance of the village, passing slowly from terrace to terrace, striding across the interstices of the narrow alleyways, avoiding the holes in the structures. He walked from one end of New Akulgo to the other, all the way to the terrace of his former fort. He walked up the ruined crenels and sat down on the parapet overlooking the chasm. Jamal Eddin sat down on his lap, one leg dangling over the abyss. There they sat, immobile, as exposed to enemy fire as possible. From down below, they must be all the Russians could see, the imam with his white turban gleaming in the moonlight and the bare-headed boy. Why were they waiting to shoot? From here or in the back if they liked, from the distant tower above.
Unconscious of or indifferent to danger, Jamal Eddin leaned back slightly against his father�s chest. Shamil put his arms around him and held him as he had once held him long ago, when he had whisked him away from the battlefield, seating him on his horse�s withers. Jamal Eddin snuggled up to his father�s breast, feeling his warmth and his strength. Eyes half-closed, he looked at the river, the rows of white tents, and the chain of mountains rising unevenly beyond the Russian camp. The blue mountains of the Caucasus, their mountains. He closed his eyes, still seeing the image of the mountains, distinct and luminous, in his mind�s eye. He felt his father praying, reaching toward God, and he let himself go, sinking back against him.
�O Lord,� Shamil murmured, �this child is the soul most precious to me on this earth. If you take me with a bullet in the forehead, do the same for my child.�
Jamal Eddin was still. He knew that, at this instant, his father was testing the will of the Almighty.
Did Allah want them both to die?
August 11
�Allah be with you.�
�The Lord be with you.�
�General Grabbe replied to our overtures,� Yunus said as he bent over to slip into the grotto where the council was meeting.
He carried a piece of paper in his hand.
�What kind of a Russian is he,� Shamil growled with disdain, �this Pavel Khristoforovitch Grabbe?�
�What can one say about a chief who doesn�t take part in combat? A coward.�
�And what else?�
�An enemy without honor. He lies like all the others.�
Shamil slowly breathed in the hot, muggy air, as though to absorb all this. His lieutenants had forced him to compromise, to feign a desire for peace in order to gain time and put off the final attack. They would simulate an overture for discussions, act as though they were debating the possibilities, and drag out the negotiations.
Until the Chechens got there.
�Four propositions.�
�I�m listening.�
�All of them unacceptable,� Yunus added calmly.
�Read aloud, so everyone can hear.�
�First, the imam will offer his son as a hostage, an amanat.�
Jamal Eddin could not help but start. Shamil was impassive.
�Go on.�
�Second, the imam and all the inhabitants of Akulgo will give up their arms to the officers before leaving the village and coming to surrender. They and their families will be safe, under house arrest in a location that General Grabbe reserves the right to choose. The rest��
Shamil motioned for him to stop there.
�The rest we know. The massacre of the elders they disarmed at Ghimri, the disappearance of my nephew, taken as an amanat at Tiliq.�
�The rest,� Yunus continued to read, �is up to the magnanimity of the czar.�
�Send them an emissary with other propositions,� Barti Khan suggested.

This time, Yunus was not received. General Grabbe was waiting for new cannons. He too knew how to be crafty, to drag things out, to �negotiate oriental style,� he said.
He needed no reports from his spies, imagining with little effort the horror of the situation on the piton. The smell was enough. Even down here in the camp, the stench was such that the poor sentinels passed out on the riverbank, handkerchiefs to their noses. They had to be relayed every half hour. His soldiers, either conscripted peasants or serfs of the empire, had seen as much in Russia, yet nothing compared to the vile odor of Akulgo.
The general stalled, on the pretext that he would not open talks until the imam sent his son.

�Never will I give Jamal Eddin to the Russians.�
�You�re going to let all your people be massacred, just to spare your son?� Akbirdil said, astonished.
Hadn�t he sacrificed his own firstborn, Hamzat, without a word of hesitation? And the others, the eight na�bs present, hadn�t they sacrificed their own children?
�Your thinking is off, Imam, your judgment colored, and how can it be otherwise?� Barti Khan suggested. �You are both judge and defendant in this affair.�
The moment the rumor of peace spread, Fatima sensed danger. The infidels always demanded hostages in their talks with the Montagnards. People said they let their amanats starve to death in their forts, that they poisoned them.
She could not share the imam�s bed, for she was pregnant. She couldn�t even touch him, approach him, speak to him, or listen to him. But she did not let him out of her sight. When Shamil left the council den, when he went off by himself to pray or prepare for battle, he found her there, in her veils, kneeling in his pathway. Her eyes looked up into his in a silent appeal. With all her heart, the beloved begged for grace for their son.
Shamil fled from her presence.
August 13
Sitting on a rock at the entrance to the family grotto, Jamal Eddin felt vaguely bothered by the looks people gave him. In no way did he seize their significance. Picking lice off him, Patimat peered at him as though she were seeing him for the last time. She said nothing. She did not scold him. She just kept fussing over him, taking advantage of the calm to hunt the lice and shave his head meticulously. Her dedication to her task was scarcely typical.
But Patimat�s silly moods didn�t matter. If only she would get on with it and let him go!
It was his little brother, Mohammed Ghazi, who explained the meaning of this mixture of pity, accusation, impatience, and nostalgia that he read on the faces of the women. Toddling over to the stone where their aunt was sharpening his kinjal, he brought Jamal Eddin a stunning piece of news. The na�bs had decided to send him to the Russian camp. The suffering of Akulgo would soon end, thanks to him!
Jamal Eddin shrugged his shoulders. He didn�t believe a word of it. None of his father�s na�bs had ever let himself be taken alive. From his very birth, he had been conscious of their example. �Better death than the dishonor of captivity with the giaours.� All his father�s teachings rested on this principle: �Better to die than make peace with the infidels.� Hadn�t Bahou-Messadou paid with a hundred lashes for the sin of having spoken of surrender? The wrath of Allah would descend on the hypocrites guilty of dealing with the Russians.
But when Jamal Eddin looked into Shamil�s eyes, the look that met his was blank. He received no confirmation, no support, no certainty. His father�s eyes, so sure, so hard, met his only fleetingly.
The anguish the child glimpsed in them filled him with terror.
August 15
There was a new ultimatum from General Grabbe. If the imam�s son had not come down to the camp by sundown, he would raze Akulgo to the ground. Tomorrow he would take no quarter. It was up to the murids to decide the fate of their families. He gave them twenty-four hours.
Jamal Eddin was no longer allowed to listen to the council�s discussions. He waited outside. This isolation, which excluded him as though he had already suffered the contamination of the infidels, added to his anguished apprehension. He could stand being afraid, without question or complaint. He took pride in remaining silent. If he could prove his own valor, he thought, if he could show himself to be useful, docile, and brave, braver than the bravest, Shamil would find him indispensable and would save him.
Grateful and hopeful, he listened to his father fervently pleading his cause down in the grotto.
�These dogs won�t offer you peace, even if they hold my son. I am telling you now, sending my son as a hostage will in no way prove advantageous to us.�
�The Russians won�t harm him. When they�ve concluded an agreement with us, they�ll suspend combat and leave Akulgo, and they�ll send him back. They swore they would. But if you don�t give them Jamal Eddin, he�ll die with you in the attack, Imam. And if you leave your other sons unprotected, they will become their slaves. You said so yourself. The giaours will make them serfs and soldiers and send them far from our mountains to be killed in their service. Not to mention our wives, who will be thrown to their battalions. Allah does not order you to give up the fight, he ordains you to continue. Listen to him, as you always have. Live, Shamil, and save your people!�

A tormented Shamil fell to his knees among the stones. He had sent his guide and mentor, Sheik Jamaluddin al-Ghumuqi, to stir the loyalty of the Chechen reinforcements with his eloquence. Now he was alone and isolated in his doubt.
His face in the dust, he prayed fervently, �Almighty God, you asked Abraham for his firstborn, and when he was ready to sacrifice him, you spared him.�
But he was already wavering, and his thoughts turned from Abraham to the prophet who had grown up far from God, the child captured by pagans.
�Almighty God, you delivered Moses from the pharaoh and his dogs, bringing him back to you. If I give Jamal Eddin to the infidels, take him under Your protection. You are the best of all guardians.�
Jamal Eddin watched his father from afar, not moving a muscle. He did not dare approach him. He did not dare question him. He did not even dare to offer his help anymore.
The guide of all the believers of the Caucasus was suffering because of him. This was more terrifying than his nightmares, when the imam leaned over him to question him with a kindly look. Jamal Eddin searched within himself for a way to ease his father�s pain.
He wanted to cry out, in the words of Isaac, �Do what has been asked of you.� But the words stuck in his throat.
He felt guilty.
August 15, in the evening
�You�ve said nothing, Yunus. What do you think of the advice they�ve given me? Should I give up my son?�
Asked in public, here before the council, the answer to his question had the weight of a verdict. Yunus was the most pious of all the na�bs, and the most loyal. His peers respected his word.
Up until now, Shamil had intentionally avoided asking his opinion. He knew that his friend was not particularly articulate, and he feared that the weight of Yunus�s judgment might be weakened by interminable and vain discussion. He had saved his question for the end.
Deliver the son of Allah�s prophet into the hands of the giaours? Yunus could only be revolted by the very thought of such infamy.
In addition, his meeting with General Grabbe had given him the opportunity to judge the man. It was clear to him that the Russians didn�t give a damn about making peace with the inhabitants of Akulgo. Peace? What a joke! A peace that had cost them three thousand soldiers was far too bitter a pill to swallow. They had no intention of retreating. What the general had wanted from the outset was the head of the imam, the heads of his na�bs, and the heads of all who were close to him. To be done with the murids, once and for all.
Offering Jamal Eddin to General Grabbe would be not only stupid, but dangerous as well.
Shamil repeated his question, �What do you think?�
His son�s tutor answered with another question. �Who will take him down to the camp?�
The question was like a knife in Shamil�s heart. The sacrifice, then, was certain. He rose without a word.
�If you want me to accompany him to the camp of the infidels, I will. And I�ll stay with him, to take care of him there,� Yunus concluded somberly.
�I want only what God dictates.�
�It would be preferable for us to carry out the will of the Lord together, instead of you doing it all alone, as you seem ready to do!� Barti Khan interjected furiously.
�Then prepare yourselves to die with me tomorrow. We will withstand the attack and fight until Allah decides the outcome of the battle.�
August 16
With his back to the cliff, Akbirdil caught his aggressor by the hair and beheaded him in one stroke. The Russian�s body scarcely wobbled; he stood there straight for an instant before collapsing on top of the pile of headless cadavers. The buttons and stripes of the uniforms shone like blots of sun, golden accents glinting against the white of cartilage and vertebrae in the lake of blood.
Akbirdil sent the head rolling down among the legs of the soldiers attacking him. They tripped on the incline, sliding on the blood-soaked stones.
Despite his disapproval of this new carnage, old Barti Khan went about it methodically and with a vengeance. His musket wedged between the forked branches of a staff, he was holding the suspension bridge by himself. He waited for the Russians to cross the abyss, arriving at his level one by one. Economizing his powder, he aimed directly at a spot between the navel and the genitals. Of all wounds, this was the most painful and the most humiliating. Hit in the lower abdomen, the Russians fell back.
Over a thousand fresh cadavers were strewn over the two promontories.
Standing on the ramparts, Yunus pushed back the enemy with his lance. His blows seemed haphazard, but he mutilated the infidels with carefully aimed thrusts. He sent the pike deep into the ear, then pulled it out like a siphon to perforate the spleen or the bladder. The throbbing of a young recruit�s viscera left the shaft of his weapon vibrating. He jerked it free from the entrails.
Bugles blew everywhere as officers gave the command to charge. The soldiers, paralyzed, the blood drained from their faces, refused to budge. In these last months of siege, they had seen too many of their comrades fall on this trail in futile attacks. Too many dead, too much effort to take this pile of rocks. They had lost faith.
Looking up to the promontory far above, they saw a group of children helping a colossus of a man�Shamil in person!�turn three high-caliber pieces of ordnance to aim them in their direction. Three immense mouths of fire, taken from the gunners whose throats they had slit. They watched as the balls were loaded and the fuses lit�and they understood. The remnants of General Grabbe�s army felt no compunction whatsoever as they scattered far and wide.

Evening was not far off. Akulgo held. Akulgo would hang on.
Until the next attack. Until tomorrow.
Grabbe would attack at the first light of dawn.
Shamil strode down to the village in long steps.
�Allah did not want us to be defeated today. Allah is with us.�
An immense sensation of relief lifted his spirits. �The murids did not fail,� he thought to himself with pride. �The na�bs fought valiantly.�
His joy was short-lived.
When they had taken the cannons a while ago, a thought had crossed his mind, one he now had the calm and silence to consider at length. The Russian artillery could not have come this far up without the complicity�no, the betrayal!�of the Caucasian tribes.
Not for a moment did he doubt his counselors, Barti Khan, Hadj Ibrahim, or any of his companions. Despite any disagreements they might have, he knew they were incorruptible. He believed in the loyalty of the Christian deserters too. The Poles would rather be cut up into little pieces than be retaken by the Russians. No, he did not question the honor of the inhabitants of Akulgo.
But the Montagnards of the neighboring auls, the believers of Irganai, Untsukul, Ashilta, and Ansal, those he had counted on to bar the way before the cannons, they hadn�t lifted a finger. Worse still, it was the Montagnards of Ghimri who had led Grabbe�s mortars over the trails. Ghimri had facilitated his passage through the mountain passes and the rivers, Ghimri had shown him all the secret shortcuts.
The cravenness of his own village, after the opposition of his own clan and the discord within his own family, opened a breach in Shamil�s soul, one wide enough for despair to enter. Even his own formidable pride could not fill the void. Yes, Akulgo had held. But the holy war was lost.
Defeat. But the defeat wasn�t due to the Russians� power or their numerical superiority. Nor to Grabbe�s obstinacy, his indifference to his troops, or his basic negligence, based on a fundamental ignorance of Dagestan that had made him blind and deaf to all difficulties. No, Shamil did not owe his defeat to the infidels. It wasn�t due to the spirits either, or the evil eye or this unprecedented heat wave that had turned Akulgo into a furnace. The defeat of the holy war was due only to his Muslim brothers� lack of faith.
A great bitterness toward them rose in his soul. They were not fit to have been born. Their conduct was shameful. The destiny that lay in store for them was ugly and base. Let them be lost, let them all be damned in surrendering. He couldn�t save them from themselves or keep them from slavery in this world and eternal damnation in the next. He begged the Almighty for forgiveness. The shadow of God had not been up to the task. He had not been able to unify them. Let them go feed from the Russians� hands, let them go beg for a cease-fire and accept all their conditions.
They were out of ammunition. The tunnels and caves were collapsing. The survivors amounted to a poor little group of women and children. And the Chechens weren�t coming.
It made no sense to continue this carnage.
The fight for the triumph of Allah wasn�t over, though. Now the imam�s task was to keep the flame of God burning. Save the faithful warriors, save the children.
�In order to spare your son, you are going to sacrifice all your people?�
Shamil had his answer. He had lost this battle. The Almighty commanded him to accept the deal. He must follow the advice of na�bs who were wiser and more pious than he. Play for time. Send up the white flag.
Tomorrow at daybreak, he would send Jamal Eddin to the Russians.

Night found the child in the stable. Among the few scrawny horses that had survived the siege were the little gray mare his father rode in the campaign; Tsaol�Solitude�the splendid white stallion Shamil reserved for the charge and equestrian games; and Koura, Jamal Eddin�s beloved pony. Koura was hardy and playful. Shamil had given him the pony at the feast of the sacrifice, when Jamal Eddin had immolated the lamb with his own hands for the first time. Thus at age seven he had become a man, a horseman, and a servant of Allah.
The pony greeted him with a friendly neigh. The child pressed his cheek against Koura�s, put an arm under his neck, and held him close, running his fingers through his rough mane.
�Remember, my proud one, when we galloped down the slopes, bolting like the devil down to the river? That was before the Russians came to camp at the foot of Akulgo. Before I broke my arm, before��
Before Bahou-Messadou�s death, he almost said. But he preferred the memory of their rides together.
�And when I grabbed the stones in the puddles, and you, you pretended to dip your head low before I did.�
Had they really attempted these acrobatic feats, hoping to perform them before Shamil one day as part of the djighits� show?
He breathed in the smell of the horse, and with it the smell of their cavalcades. He felt the pony�s jugular, swollen with the heat, beating against the inside of his arm, the carotid just under the skin.
Pressed against each other, the child and the animal stood very still, unperturbed even by the horseflies and the flies that tortured them both. Only the occasional tapping of the other horses� hooves on the stone floor and of their tails whipping through the still air broke the silence. Catching hold of Koura�s ear, Jamal Eddin murmured, �Should I kill you too, to keep the enemy from capturing you? My brother, I bid you farewell. Tonight I shall die.�
He drew his kinjal, then hesitated. He knew how to slit the throat of a sheep. He could find the courage to slit his own throat. But Koura?
�Put that back!�
Shamil stood very straight beneath the sloping roof, his colossal figure blocking the light.
�Your life does not belong to you. Your life belongs to God!�
Even in his dirty robe, his face blackened by powder, his beard dusted with gray and the folds of his turban undone, he spoke to the child with merciless authority.
One look told Jamal Eddin that this was not his father speaking. It was the imam. The man who preached at the mosque, who was capable of tearing out the tongues of the hypocrites and raising a hand against his own mother.
�Thank the Almighty for all that you do not know. For all that you cannot understand. For all His mercy may allow you to learn. Thank Him for your fate. And ask His pardon, here, now, for not having seen, for not having understood what He has decided for you. Repeat after me, �Lord, I beg You, give me the strength to do what You wish me to do.��
�The strength to do what You wish me to do,� the child murmured.
Jamal Eddin raised his head. For the first and only time, Shamil clearly read defiance in his look.
�How will I know what He wants me to do?� Jamal Eddin said bitterly. �God doesn�t listen to the prayers of slaves.�
�He doesn�t listen unless the slaves pray for deliverance. The strength of their arms may compensate for their weaknesses.�
This response seemed to calm the child.
�Down there. Can I keep my weapons?�
Hunger had made him hallucinate. He imagined the camp below like a dark pit swarming with serpents, worms, and a thousand nameless beasts. The thought of being swallowed up by these reptiles overwhelmed him with a sense of disgust that bordered on terror.
�Can I wear my kinjal?� he insisted. �Can I use it against them?�
A fleeting glimmer of compassion broke through the harshness of Shamil�s expression.
�God willing, you will not stay long in the Russian camp. Not long enough to use your dagger.�
�But how must I act with them?�
He remembered what Patimat had said. Even if the infidels had given Hamzat back to her, his odor would have changed and she wouldn�t have recognized him. Jamal Eddin, too, would change odors. Never let them touch you. Never accept even the least thing to eat.
�With the infidels, as everywhere in this world, you must live by holding on to the memory of the presence of God,� Shamil replied. �Live, my son, and show them that you have preserved your most precious asset, the fortune no one can take from you: the faith of your ancestors.�
Jamal Eddin was silent as he contemplated these words. He raised his eyes again and looked directly into his father�s. He was suffocating with incomprehension, anger, and fear.
�But tomorrow,� he said haltingly, �on your orders, I shall betray the faith of my ancestors.�
His emotions and his efforts to control them made him short of breath.
�I shall betray God.�
His voice broke and he started over. His voice higher this time, he spoke rapidly.
�Tomorrow, on your orders, I shall commit what the Almighty forbids. Why?�
�Pick up nine pebbles here, and then follow me outside.�
Burning with rebellion, trembling with anger, Jamal Eddin did not obey. �Why are you making me unworthy of you? Of Him?�
Raising his voice, Jamal Eddin repeated, �Why are you making me unclean, instead of letting me die?�
Choking on his words, he took a deep breath.
�Why you, my father, you, the imam? You!�
It was no longer a question, but an accusation.
�Why are you taking away my honor?� he cried.
Shamil caught him by the collar and grabbed a handful of pebbles himself. He tightened his grip and dragged the child toward the ruins of the mosque.
He forced his son to sit astride what was left of a low wall and sat down with him, as they had on the terrace of the old house. But this time, father and son faced each other.
�Your master, Sheik Jamaluddin al-Ghumuqi, taught you about zikr, didn�t he? The �Memory of God,� attained by finding solitude in a crowd, through internal breathing and concentration. I�m going to teach you another technique that will help you hold on firmly to the cord of Allah,� he said, placing the nine pebbles in a horizontal line between them. �Look. Listen. And repeat. There is no other god but Allah. La ilaha illa Allah.�
Eyes half-closed, Shamil took the pebbles and placed them, rapidly and precisely, one on top of the other. As he ecstatically pronounced the name of Allah, his breaths became a communication with the divine breath. He breathed in deeply, exhaled, and inhaled again, powerfully and rhythmically, in syncopated time with his monotonous chanting.
Jamal Eddin knew the throbbing cadence. This was the litany that accompanied departure for battle, actions of grace�the life of his people since the dawn of time.
Instinctively he began to follow the familiar rhythm, rocking back and forth, breathing in time with his father, concentrating on the movement of the nine pebbles. Pick up, set down, pick up again, set down again. La ilaha illa Allah. In a state bordering on a trance, he murmured the incantation. Little by little, he joined in the recitation, incessantly repeating the ritual phrase out loud.
Chanting in time, with the same panting breaths blending with infinity, the voices of the man and the boy rose above Akulgo. Ever stronger, louder, and huskier, they echoed throughout the mountains above. Their chanting filled the air, embracing the universe and rising toward God until it became one with God.
When this mystical ecstasy was at its peak, they fell silent, both in a state of bliss. For a long while, they sat completely still.
At the first light of dawn, Shamil murmured in the child�s ear, �Wherever you are, you can always return to these mountains through the zikr. The Memory of God will bring you back. Practice it mentally, in silence, without moving, in the depths of your soul. And never forget, Jamal Eddin, that liberty is found in the Memory of God. Now go say good-bye to your mother. It is time.�
August 17
The murmur of a crowd rose from the valley floor. The Russians raced through the camp, grabbing their weapons in haste before running to the river. The wave of excitement was caused not by panic, but by impatience and curiosity. The officers lined up along the banks of the Andi Koysu in tight ranks. The guards encamped at the foot of the promontory pressed forward like an audience before a stage. All eyes looked up toward the fortress, observing an unprecedented scene. Instead of their sappers zigzagging from one plateau to the next, two enemy horses picked their way down to the trenches. The first was a bay pony, one of those little Kabarda stallions they had all come to recognize, whose vigor justified their worth. Astride the stallion was a child of about ten who gracefully guided his mount down the steep incline as though the two were one. His white linen coat, tightly cinched at the waist, fell in folds onto his boots, and the superb white lamb papakha on his head was so high and so full that it looked like a crown. Accustomed to the cries of warriors swooping down in hordes like a flock of crows in flight from a ledge, General Grabbe�s soldiers were stunned by the silence, the solitude, and the gravitas that emanated from this approaching vision. The murids� standards were always black, black like their beards and their long cloaks. How could these barbarians have preserved this immaculate costume amid the stench, the filth, and the dust up there? A dagger with a silver pommel hung from the child�s belt and a long saber gleamed at his side.
The message was clear: this was not a hostage but a prince. The imam had sent his son not as one of the vanquished but as a warrior chief to deal with the Russians as their equal. Dignified and elegant, the young horseman embodied that message to perfection. Heedless of his horse�s steps, he ignored the cracks and holes in the ground, the rocks and any other obstacles on the treacherously steep path. Not once did his gaze turn to the winding river that lay below, nor to the crowd of strangers smoking and exchanging noisy banter as they commented on his descent. He stared beyond the trenches and the tents, beyond the mountain range, straight ahead at the faraway line of the ridge.
The boy was accompanied by the na�b Yunus, whom the interpreters and officers had met during the negotiations. His face, sharp as a blade and as proud, distant, and closed as his prot�g�s, expressed a mixture of defiance and anxiety. His bearing was rigid, his tension apparent in the way he gripped the white flag close to his body rather than letting it unfurl from his extended arm as was customary.
The young boy�s stallion had barely touched the shingles of the bank when Yunus spurred his mount forward, passing him and covering him with his entire body.
One behind the other, they crossed the trenches that bordered the camp. The officers shared a moment of consternation as the pair arrived at the Russian lines. Should they disarm them?
They thought to take it slowly, beginning with the boy�s saber. Jamal Eddin started, then drew back violently when a soldier began to reach for his sword. Confronted with such vehement resistance, the officers understood the potential consequences of insisting. Better to let it go.
As for the other�the snarl on Yunus�s face discouraged any further impulse.
Escorted by soldiers, followed by the interpreters, they were led to General Grabbe�s tent.
Jamal Eddin stared straight ahead, jaw clenched. Oblivious to everything around him, he moved forward.
General Grabbe was seated beneath the canopy, savoring his breakfast on this first day of truce. The samovar of tea purred on its golden burner.
The arrival of the hostage he had demanded for weeks, this precious guarantee, whom he had made a condition sine qua non for peace talks, aroused in him little more than a vague curiosity, barely a flash of satisfaction.
Yunus dismounted. Grabbe did not bother to look at him, much less extend a greeting, but commented casually in the na�b�s direction.
�You there, you go back up to your village and tell your imam that if he wants to see his progeny again, he�ll have to come here. In person. Go on now! After that, we�ll talk about making peace.�
Yunus trembled with humiliation and rage. The Russians had toyed with him. The Russians had tricked him. They couldn�t have cared less about him or the imam or his son. Most important, they didn�t care about making peace. Shamil was right. They wanted the imam himself. Dead. The murids, dead. Fatima, Jawarat, and all the children, dead. The sacrifice of Jamal Eddin was in vain. The infidels would attack, no matter what.
With the same lazy indifference, the general ordered that the hostage be led to his headquarters. If the child was hungry, he added grandly, they could feed him.
Yunus�s hand was at his dagger. Jump Grabbe, slit his throat. But the boy stood next to him, and he knew what would happen to Jamal Eddin�what would happen that very moment�if he killed Grabbe.
One of the interpreters, an Armenian veteran of the Caucasian army with whom Yunus had dealt during the negotiations, saw Yunus�s face twist with hatred and feared the worst. The Armenian slapped him on the back casually and spoke to him in the Avar vernacular.
�Don�t worry, old man, not to worry. You�re a man of faith, Allah is your friend, he�s watching over you. He�ll protect you all, you, your Shamil, and his kid.�
Jamal Eddin involuntarily recoiled at the man�s vulgarity and his overly familiar tone. This reaction, his first since the officers had tried to take his saber, jolted him back to the horror of reality.
He could not restrain himself from doing what he had sworn to himself he wouldn�t do; he turned in his saddle and looked back at the village.
It was then that he saw the dark figure of his mother, leaning over the ramparts, apart from the other women. It was she who had dressed him in this bright costume a short while ago. She wanted him to be handsome, to do them honor. She had sworn that their separation would last only a few days, that soon they would be together again. He had held back his tears as he nodded. He sensed the courage and effort it cost her to make her words persuasive, to convince herself that they were true.
She had clasped him in her arms. And then, in a low voice, she had blessed him. Around his neck he wore what the infidels could not see, his most precious possession: a small silver tube containing a verse from the Koran, an amulet to protect him from the evil eye, which she had strung on a leather cord.
He thought he could hear her sobbing up there, all alone. Hidden in her veils, leaning over the chasm, Fatima called to him. She could no longer hold back her tears, he knew it. He could not bear her pain and glanced away, looking for Shamil.
The imam had accompanied him to the outer limit of their lines. Astride his white charger, Tsoal, the best of all his stallions, his colossal figure filled the sky. Barti Khan, Akbirdil, and three of his other companions stood behind him on horseback�the guard of the prophet, the guard now so pitifully reduced. The shaft of their pennant pointing to the ground, the flag dipping low toward the earth as a sign of farewell, the na�bs paid their respects to the imam�s son.
From the moment of their parting, Shamil had not moved from this spot. Nor would he.
Jamal Eddin could clearly make out his turban, his long red beard, the sparkling gleam of his weapons. But he could not distinguish his father�s features.
Up to the very last second, he had thought Shamil would change his mind, that he would keep him back, that he would save him. But as the two trudged through the piles of rotting, unburied cadavers, among his comrades infested with worms and flies, whom no mother, no sister could protect any longer from the vultures, Jamal Eddin had understood. What choice had they left, both of them, but to believe in the honor of the infidels?
In exchange, the Russians would allow the survivors to go home. The women, the children, and the elders would be able to leave Akulgo and return to their villages. General Grabbe had given his word.
Shamil had stood immobile on the brink of the abyss that separated the murid forces from the army of the czar. Falling into line, Jamal Eddin had halted beside him.
The moment he had dreaded, the instant of separation, had come.
His heart leaden, fighting back his tears, Jamal Eddin had reached for his father in a gesture of love. Shamil had stopped him with words no father in the Caucasus had ever uttered.
�Do not embrace me, I am not worthy of it. My son, I beg you to forgive me.�
Jamal Eddin had wanted to throw himself at his feet.
�With the help of God, I will bring you out of the camp,� Shamil had continued, as overcome with emotion as his son. �You will not stay long with the infidels. I swear to you,� he had added solemnly, �never will I abandon you.�

Shamil made no further gesture toward the small boy who looked up at him. But his father followed him with his eyes and accompanied him in his soul.
Was he already regretting having listened to the advice of his men?
Beneath his father�s unflinching gaze, a look at once hard and full of tenderness, Jamal Eddin straightened up.
Swallowing his tears, he sat up in the saddle and kicked his pony lightly, guiding Koura slowly forward between the tents.
He plunged on among the horses, the cannons, and the soldiers. For an instant he seemed to float above the swarm of giaours.
Then suddenly, as though swallowed up by the multitude, he disappeared.

Book Two
The Other Side of the Mirror in the Splendor of the Russian Court
1839�1855

�For God and for the Czar!�
�Nicholas�I


CHAPTER V
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An Unexpected Discovery 1839�1840

Saint Petersburg, four months later
December 1839
�Pretty name, your Akulgo. A victory that has a nice ring to it. Akulgo, like Borodino and Waterloo.�
The kibitka flew over the snow. The sound of the runners gliding over the ice-covered ground, the harness bells, even the horses� heavy breathing as they galloped in rhythm was muted in the winter air. Only the officers� voices broke the stillness as they crossed the vast hollow that led from Tsarskoye Sielo, �the czar�s village,� to Saint Petersburg. Thirty versts in a straight line. At this rapid speed, the sleigh would be there in a few hours. Thirty versts, in addition to the three thousand that one of the two passengers had just traveled.
He was coming from the Caucasus. It had taken four months to travel across the empire, four months of unbridled racing, from the famous Akulgo that his companion had just mentioned to the Alexandrovsky orphanage at the edge of the imperial domain.
The circumstances of the war had made this twenty-three-year-old lieutenant the abductor and jailer of a child he had been forced to snatch from his mountain home and bring here, to this institution reserved for wards of the state.
Mission accomplished.
The child was alone now, without bearings whatsoever, at the other end of the earth. Far, so far away from his own world.
The lieutenant had just handed him over to the doctors and teachers who, at this very moment, were trying to get the boy to undress so that they could examine him and judge his physical state and his reflexes. A Muslim boy, stark naked in front of women? A Muslim boy, poked and palpated by the hands of giaours? How would he survive such humiliation? How could he possibly survive in such an alien world?
The lieutenant imagined so well the helplessness and confusion of the child that he could not bear to think of it. Any more than he wanted to remember the series of degrading acts his superiors had forced him to commit.
Jamal Eddin had been taken from his people and concealed from his father in an act of betrayal�and on the explicit orders of General Grabbe, commander of the armies of the Caucasus.
By order of the czar.
Abducted with complete disregard for all custom, for their word, and for their code of honor.
With scorn for the glory and grandeur of Holy Russia.

Strapped tightly in their parade uniforms, the two officers sat next to each other, stiff and straight, behind the coachman. Their conversation was reduced to an occasional word, cut short by the biting cold. They shivered under the sable blanket they shared, cocked hats pulled down tightly on their heads against the cold, their sabers clutched between their knees. The wind blew through the white plumes on their hats, the lustrous hair of their furs, and the gold braid at their collars and cuffs, which sparkled in the pale light of winter.
The older of the two was Count Pavel Dmitrievitch Kiselyev. Nearly fifty, he had a receding hairline and his once-abundant locks were turning gray. But the hairstyle made popular by the czar, with short curls combed forward at forehead and temples, neatly trimmed sideburns, and a full, waxed moustache, emphasized the oval shape of his face in a becoming fashion. Tall and broad-shouldered, with a neat waist, Count Kiselyev was still considered one of the handsomest men in Russia. Hero of the Napoleonic wars, veteran of the Congress of Vienna, former governor of the provinces of the Danube, Wallachia, and Moldavia, today he was a member of the Council of State. Among Nicholas�I�s favorites, he was the incarnation of the court�s ideal of intelligence, integrity, and power. An exception. A miracle. For beneath the arrogant exterior was a vivacious personality, full of warmth.
The other man was somewhat less imbued with the honor of his class. He lacked neither distinction nor looks, but the worn traits that marked his otherwise youthful face betrayed his extreme fatigue. Pale and thin from a long journey, on this January afternoon he had the look of an adolescent who had grown up too quickly. Nothing about him was gauche or careless, but it was evident that he had dressed hastily, shaved and combed his hair in a hurry. His hair, parted on the side, fell in unruly ash-blond waves to the nape of his neck. The sideburns that framed his weary face were bushy and undisciplined; he could not remember when they had last been trimmed. His listless exhaustion had emptied his heart of emotion and his head of thoughts. Normally energetic, he found his inability to overcome this malaise distressing and humiliating. His name was Dmitri Alexeyevitch Milyutin, and he was the count�s nephew.
Both of them were career officers in the military, officers by chance or necessity rather than vocation. The army was the czar�s great passion. He was mistrustful of civilians, people who did not know the meaning of the word �obedience.� His capital of Saint Petersburg was like an immense barracks, a garrison town, inhabited solely by uniforms. A military career was the sole possibility, the only future for a self-respecting Russian from a good family. But from that to requesting a transfer to Dagestan and Chechnya, as Dmitri Alexeyevitch had done last spring�whatever could have possessed him to behave so uncharacteristically and so impulsively?
Was it a reaction to his immense sorrow at his mother�s death last February? Boredom with his studies at the military academy? A youthful desire for risk? Or glory? Whatever it was, it was an absurd gesture for a young man who had nothing to atone for. The Caucasus was known as a land of exile, a place where one was sent as punishment, �our sweet Siberia,� as the emperor called it. It was there that he sent the undesirables, the agitators, and Pushkin and Lermontoff, the poets in disgrace.
The �wars of pacification� gave demoted lieutenants and disgraced generals a chance to redeem themselves. They could win back their stripes and return as heroes. If others observed them closely, the eyes of those who were lucky enough to come back betrayed something both wild and somber. It was the shadow of �the mark of the mountains,� a nostalgia for the grandeur of nature, for their adventures among the rebels, and for the freedom from the empire that they had enjoyed even within the empire. They became arrogant and contentious and adopted the affectation of wearing only the cherkeska, the papakha, and the sacrosanct kinjal when in civilian dress.
These veterans were known as �the Caucasians.�
Though his nephew appeared to be immune to this kind of behavior, the count was nonetheless surprised to find him remote and sullen, their reunion scarcely up to his expectations. After all, the uncle had taken the trouble to go fetch him personally, south of Petersburg, at the very place where he was to report for his mission, this much-talked-of mission that had required Lieutenant Dmitri Alexeyevitch Milyutin�s return to Russia.
Once through the initial greetings, Dmitri barely thanked him. His mind seemed to be elsewhere; he spoke little and asked no questions, not even regarding the honor he was about to receive. It was an honor of some magnitude: on this December afternoon, the count would escort his nephew to the Winter Palace. He had succeeded in having his nephew invited to dinner with the imperial family in their private apartments. This was no ordinary feat, since only the czar�s most intimate friends were invited to the legendary four o�clock dinner. Of course, Dmitri had already been presented to the czar, along with hundreds of other officers, during official ceremonies at court, but never as part of a select group at a small get-together. The count had high expectations for this meeting.
As luck would have it, the invitation was for the very evening of the day the boy arrived, after an extensive campaign and a journey of several thousand versts across the country. And so? This was such a rare privilege, such a precious favor, that no one would even have considered postponing.
The uncle shot a puzzled look at his prot�g�. His own disappointment so annoyed him that he could find no adequate way to break the silence.
He had no children of his own. His sister had married beneath her station, her spouse a local squire from the Moscow area. They hadn�t the means to give their children an adequate education, so he had seen to the progress of the boys, the third one of whom was not yet ten. He made sure they were admitted to the best lyc�es and introduced to the higher circles of society. His affection for the eldest, Dmitri Alexeyevitch, now went far beyond any family obligation toward a poor relative. Despite the boy�s uncompromising character, he saw in him a reflection of his own character, a patience, a level-headedness and cleverness that excluded neither tenacity nor passion. And he knew that Dmitri admired him and returned his affection.
Dmitri had been wounded twice during the siege of Akulgo. Perhaps the scars were deeper than the young man cared to admit.
A diplomat by nature and a courtier by trade, the count tried other means, short of blatant flattery, to lighten the atmosphere and rescue the conversation.
�Akulgo,� he repeated. �Now that was some baptism by fire! You never do things halfway, do you? Typical of you, my boy, and quite a feat of arms. I�m proud of you. General Grabbe wrote to tell me that your conduct was impeccable.�
The shadow of a smile played about the lieutenant�s lips.
�General Grabbe gives me too much credit,� he replied.
It was impossible to tell whether his tone expressed modesty or bitterness. But at least he had responded.
�You�ve begun your career under the orders of a great general, and you�ve lived through a historic moment,� the count insisted.
�Nonetheless, the siege cost us three thousand men.�
The uncle sensed, if not criticism, then at least a certain reticence. He deftly changed sides.
�Three thousand, as many as that?�
�Three thousand Russians in two months. Dead or mutilated.�
�What a slaughter for a pile of rocks!�
�And the carnage isn�t over down there.�
Kiselyev began to smile beneath his moustache. Fine, the conversation had taken off again. All he had to do was let it ramble on.
�What? Not over?� he exclaimed. �The Caucasus has been pacified; it�s a complete success.�
Dmitri restrained himself from showing his impatience. �Who says so?�
�Grabbe himself, in his report to the emperor. He wiped them off the map, you wiped them off the map, all the rebels!�
�With all due respect for General Grabbe, I think he is mistaken. And if His Majesty does not take necessary measures, very rapidly��
This time it was the count�s turn to frown.
�The czar knows the situation in the Caucasus, down to the finest details. He is better informed than you or anyone else as to what is going on there. He knows everything. �The necessary measures��what kind of a phrase is that?�
�General Grabbe needs more resources and his officers more intelligence.�
Kiselyev recognized his own dynamism in his nephew, but this time did not admire it.
�I�d advise you not speak in these terms later on.�
�Uncle, if you only knew what shortcomings I�ve seen with my own eyes, the ignorance and stupidity of some of our own captains!�
�It is not your place to judge your superiors.�
�Our troops are poorly trained, poorly organized, poorly fed, and poorly equipped.�
�What are you talking about? The Russian army is the most powerful in the world. The emperor takes care of his soldiers, he gives them his time, his energy, and his love! He loves you�you, the young�because you are faithful, disciplined, and handsome.�
�Handsome, yes, on the parade ground, no doubt,� Dmitri cut him off. �But this is no parade, and it�s not an ordinary war, but a holy war.�
The count softened. He had gone through the same kind of crisis Dmitri was experiencing. This contrast between the horror of war and the placidity of home. He never should have arranged to bring the boy to see the czar so soon after being in the throes of action. It was his mistake, an error in judgment.
�His Majesty is perfectly conscious of the difficulties you have had to face,� he said soothingly. �He considers all the complications. And as a matter of fact, that is why I managed to have you invited here this evening, as the victor of Akulgo.�
Dmitri was no longer listening.
�And there�s something else. We�re so sure of our own superiority that we don�t take the Montagnards seriously. We aren�t remotely curious about their culture, their tribal structures, their politics, or their religion. We can�t even fathom the possibility that we could learn something from them, if only from the way they fight. Yet if we knew them, it would help us to defeat them.�
�They�re already defeated,� the count muttered sternly. �The war is over. They�ve given up. They�ve even given us their children so that we can make good little Russians of them. This mission you just completed, at Tsarskoye Sielo, this boy, the rebel�s son you brought there�that is striking proof. Finally they understand what�s good for them!�
Milyutin chose not to follow this unexpected turn in the conversation. Yes, he had just delivered the small prisoner in his care to the Alexandrovsky Cadet Corps at Tsarskoye Sielo. So?
It was precisely this, this last journey, that he still couldn�t stomach.
Four months earlier, during the peace negotiations with the Montagnards, he had seen how General Grabbe had treated his hostage. How he had had him imprisoned in the camp. How he had had him sent to the fort at Temir-Khan-Chura. And from there, how, with violence�
He tried to chase the images from his mind and returned to strategic considerations.
�For the past fifty years, Uncle, ever since the reign of Catherine the Great, all of our generals have been crying victory. All of them, one after another, General F�z�, General von Klugenau, and now General Grabbe. One day, their arrogance and their blindness will cost the empire dearly.�
�The wars of pacification have put enough of a strain on the treasury and weighed too heavily on the crown and on the czar,� the count snapped, losing what remained of his patience, �for you to come here this evening and explain to us that they were poorly conducted and, what�s more, that they�re not over. Anyway, why should they continue? As you pointed out, there is no gold in the Caucasus, no silver, no iron�nothing. If the Montagnards are as poor as you say they are, why don�t we leave them alone so they can fight it out among themselves? Why are we knocking ourselves out?�
�Why?� Dmitri stared at the count. Could a man so well read really be asking such a na�ve question?
�Because we have no choice, Uncle! The chain of the Caucasus is a fortress that cuts the empire in two. It runs all the way across the country, from the Black Sea to the Caspian, barring our path along a thousand versts. We cannot permit an enclave inhabited by hostile Muslims to separate us from our people, the Orthodox Christians in the south. How can we accept the fact that the routes leading to our own territories�the roads to Georgia and to Armenia�are constantly subject to the raids of a bunch of fanatics whose goal it is to extend the power of Islam? How can we abandon our western ports that look to Constantinople and to Europe, and the eastern ones facing Asia, without sacrificing the fleet and giving up trade? As for the security of our frontiers, protecting ourselves from the invading Turks, from Persian incursions, and from England�s designs on Afghanistan and India depends entirely upon holding the Caucasus. We have no choice but to conquer the tribes and colonize the land. Pacify. But how?�
�To hear you tell it, that, indeed, is the question.�
�In any case, not the way we�re going about it now, by massacring the population. Do you want to know the truth? Our brutality serves only the imam Shamil.�
�The imam Shamil is dead.�
�The only man we should have killed,� the young man muttered angrily, �the one we allowed to get away, out of sheer stupidity, is not dead.�
�Dead or on the run, it�s all the same, now he�s worth nothing. Grabbe says he�s just a miserable wretch sneaking from cave to cave, defenseless and without resources, abandoned by his people there in the mountains. We�ll catch him sooner or later.�
�He is alive. He is free.�
�He has been defeated, Dmitri!�
�But he�s kept what is essential: his honor, his weapons, and something more. After the miracle of his escape from Ghimri eight years ago, the miracle of his flight from Akulgo has transformed him into an indestructible figure. He has become a legend in his own eyes, and in the eyes of the Dagestanis and the Chechens too. Now they�re all as convinced as he is that he�s God�s Chosen One. The death of all his companions, of his sister, of his second wife, even of his youngest son in atrocious conditions�all that changes nothing. As for kidnapping his heir, his desire for revenge�which has now become very personal�dictates that he must survive. For the Russians, the nightmare is just beginning.�
�You�re exaggerating, Dmitri Alexeyevitch.�
The young man restrained himself only with great effort.
�I�m exaggerating nothing. Grabbe�s report is a tissue of half-truths. I�m sure they�ll be worth a cross of the Order of Saint Alexander Nevsky for him. And for me, this splendid silver medal that I value above all others, with the inscription: �For the assault on Akulgo, 22 August 1839.� I wear it with pride, like all of my comrades who took part in the siege. As for �Akulgo, 22 August,� you should know that things didn�t happen exactly the way��
�I thought I told you to be quiet.�
�Don�t worry, I won�t say a word in front of the czar when we get there.�
�I should hope not, not in the presence of the empress and the children.�
�I�ll shut up, I give you my word. I will not talk about the things I saw happen there at the dinner table. How the siege really ended. But you, my uncle, you who are close to the czar, you to whom he listens, you my benefactor, whom I love and respect, you should hear what we did during the last assault.�
�I suppose that, in your present worked-up state, no argument will stop you. All right, I�m listening. But hurry up. I�ll give you three minutes. What did you see at Akulgo that is worth my telling the czar?�

As the kibitka covered the last four versts of the Nevsky Prospect, the beginning and the end of all journeys for those who served the empire, Count Pavel Dmitrievitch Kiselyev was still contemplating what he had just heard. As he drove under the triumphal arch, past the Alexandrine column, across the square, and along the side of the massive red Winter Palace, and all the way up to the main entrance, the images turned over and over again in his mind.
Could a massacre of such proportions have consequences in the future?
And, contrary to what he had thought earlier, should he let Dmitri tell this story? This opportunity would not present itself again. But should he seize the moment? He knew his nephew well enough to be certain that he would not step beyond the limits of propriety. But, in speaking freely, the young man would be taking a huge risk. Should he hold him back or encourage him to do so? He had asked himself these questions all his life. Intervene in affairs of state or let things take their course? How to act�and when to act�for the honor of Russia?
He had thought about this at length in 1837, when he had presented Czar Nicholas with his proposal for reform, which included the emancipation of the serfs. It was the only proposal to date that had dared to suggest such a thing. True, His Majesty himself had commissioned the report on the condition of the peasants. But the uproar in the aristocracy that had ensued had made him fear for the fall of all the Kiselyevs. The emperor, relieved at the reaction of the nobility, had immediately dismissed the report�and understandably so. The emperor hated change and disorder. He hated reforms and constitutions. And ever since the revolt of the Decembrists had nearly cost him the throne, he particularly hated liberals. How the count had managed to remain in favor all these years was a mystery. Far from banishing him after the scandalous report, Czar Nicholas had appointed him minister of domains. He, Pavel Dmitrievitch Kiselyev, who had granted constitutions to the two provinces under his administration, who was considered at court to be a worthless democrat!
�Strange weaknesses of the tyrants who govern us,� the count sighed to himself.
His thoughts implied no reproach, no criticism of his master, only a sort of self-mockery. His loyalty to the czar was total, his admiration sincere. He loved him. As for His Majesty, he considered Kiselyev a charming idealist, an old courtier who knew how to choose his moment and sugarcoat his message.
But regarding Akulgo, should he speak up or not?
The count patted the gloved hand of his prot�g� and whispered in his ear, not without irony, �Insha�Allah!�

The moment his polished boot crossed the step to the landing, Kiselyev�s doubts evaporated.
�Ah, Milyutin, there you are!�
Cigar clenched in his teeth, an immense greyhound at his heels, the bulky figure of Grand Duke Mikha�l Pavlovitch, the czar�s youngest brother, was already bounding up the stairs.
�I�m just going up to see my niece for a second,� he shouted, �and I�ll be right with you. Wait for me in the little office.�
His Imperial Highness the Grand Duke Mikha�l Pavlovitch always reserved a warm welcome for his soldiers. At forty-one, he behaved with officers, especially the young ones who had distinguished themselves in combat, like a paternal generalissimo. It fit with his stentorian voice and his penchant for regimental camaraderie. Even so, the count�s casual greeting to an officer of minor nobility��Ah, Milyutin, there you are!��without addressing him by his full patronymic or his rank was highly unusual. In this case, it simply indicated that His Highness knew him well and was fond of him.
Count Kiselyev had been misleading himself in thinking that his nephew�s invitation to the Winter Palace was a prize won through his tireless efforts. Dmitri Alexeyevitch was expected there. Naturally. And that was why the young man had not commented on the honor his visit implied. He was a member of General Grabbe�s staff. He had just returned from a mission in the Caucasus. This was not so much a privilege as a duty: he had been summoned to give a report.
The count discerned the extent of his misperception. He immediately sensed that there was a strange atmosphere of agitation in the White Hall, a brouhaha marked by murmurs of dismay. He looked at the courtiers�not a sign of black, not a tailcoat in sight. The men were in uniform, according to the czar�s orders, the women in national dress and kokoshnik, the ancient Russian headdress in the form of a diadem. Tradition, autocracy, orthodoxy.
But the groups that normally remained stationed in their appointed positions at the palace were scattered all over the place. The silver-helmeted Chevaliers-Gardes, the maids of honor with their azure trains gathered in the crooks of their arms, the chamber gentlemen outfitted in green and gold, the pages in purple, and the small black boys in yellow glided to and fro between the rooms, the rainbow of their costumes reflected in the huge mirrors that reached all the way to the balconies of the galleries. This ballet was a far cry from the palace�s habitual staid processions.
The arrival of the master of ceremonies and two chamberlains striding over the polished parquet created even further disorder, as everyone rushed toward them, hoping to catch any snippet of news that might be distilled in hushed voices.
The trio walked directly toward Kiselyev.
�Ah, Count, there you are. We�ve been looking everywhere for you, to warn you�at your home, at the circle, at your dacha�but you were nowhere to be found. Her Majesty the Empress cannot receive you. The four o�clock dinner has been canceled. Their Majesties are at the bedside of Grand Duchess Maria.�
�My God! Nothing serious, I hope.�
�The grand duchess had a malaise in the chapel, an indisposition that may presage a happy event. The czar joins the empress in begging you to please excuse them. They hope this complication has not inconvenienced you too much.�
The count bowed.
�I recognize the habit of exquisite courtesy on the part of Their Majesties, the great generosity that is characteristic of them both. They always have a thought for the well-being of their subjects, even though they themselves must be very worried.�
He stepped back slightly to take his leave; the master of ceremonies accompanied him politely to the landing.
�Good evening, Count, take care of yourself, we look forward to seeing you tomorrow. Cover yourself well.�
He turned to the lieutenant who stood stock still, cocked hat in hand.
�Lieutenant Milyutin, if you will be so good as to follow me to the little office.�

The �little office,� an annex to Grand Duke Mikha�l Pavlovitch�s residence, was little in name only. In contrast to the czar�s two offices of spartan simplicity, the room was comparable in opulence and scale to the interconnecting salons. It was nonetheless a distinctly male space, with no plants, flowers, or mirrors. The velvet drapes, the leather chairs, the marble floor, and the jasper on the colonnades were all bottle green. Gilded copper insignias�imperial eagles and sheaves of arms, lances, battle-axes, and standards�shone on the green earthenware stoves, the candelabra, the wall lamps, the arms and the feet of the chairs. The thick cashmere carpet of green and gold repeated the motif of bicephalous eagles and sheaves of arms. Three great chandeliers holding hundreds of candles were lowered over tables scattered with maps, quills, and papers. The grand duke was fond of comfort.
On the walls, the portraits of his two brothers, the late Czar Alexander, who had defeated Napoleon, and Czar Nicholas, shared a striking family resemblance. Both tall and robust in stature, with well-formed round heads, short hair, moustaches, and sideburns, they shared a certain martial appeal. In contrast, Mikha�l Pavlovitch seemed redder, rounder, stockier, and totally lacking in his older brothers� grace. In short, he was more of a caricature.
Boots resting on the table, a cigar in his mouth, he motioned to the lieutenant, still standing at attention, to take a chair.
�At ease. Sit down. You�ve done your duty, and you have served me well.�
Duty. Service. At the Winter Palace, these words were sacred. Indeed, service and duty were the pillars of the throne. When Nicholas�I spoke these two words, they were ennobling. In Mikha�l Pavlovitch�s mouth, they sounded a bit like a parody.
Like the emperor, the grand duke�s great passion was the army. And like the emperor, he was capable of cruelty toward his soldiers, of being merciless and vicious when punishing any dereliction of discipline. Yet he was considered a good comrade, more proud of his rank than of his position. And even though he smoked and drank, collected mistresses, and had a fondness for salacious jokes, his puritanical family adored him�with the exception of his wife, who had spent her wedding night alone since he preferred the company of the girls and the squadron chiefs.
Nicholas�I found his vulgarity shocking, but he still loved �Micky�s� gaiety, energy, and devotion. Fourteen years ago, when he had acceded to the throne, he had even appointed him to several major posts, including head of the council of education of the military schools, an organism of utmost importance to both of them.
Intelligent despite his boorish ways, capable of subtlety in the accomplishment of his task, Mikha�l Pavlovitch was devoted to his work. He considered himself omniscient, perhaps in part because he studied his dossiers carefully too.
He was personally involved in the recruitment of students, presided over the commissions in charge of admissions, and decided himself who should be assigned to which post, based on birth, wealth, and the influential contacts of his future officers. As a matter of fact, it was in this context, as administrator of the Pages� Corps and inspector general of the Cadet Corps, that Mikha�l Pavlovitch had summoned Lieutenant Dmitri Alexeyevitch.
�Well, Milyutin, what�s new? Oh, by the way, before I forget, the emperor sends his thanks. The personal effects of your Montagnard arrived. Superb, this kinjal! How do those savages manage to find such splendid arms?�
�Their confiscation was very humiliating for the child, Your Imperial Highness.�
�What, did he think we�d let him keep them? So he could murder you? They�re amazing, they continue to take us for imbeciles. Does he at least like it at the cadets�?�
�We just arrived at the Corps Alexandrovsky this afternoon, Your Highness.�
�And you, how do you find the kid?�
�Better, Your Highness.�
The grand duke arched an eyebrow in question.
�Better?�
�He was wounded, quite seriously.�
The grand duke, who liked to think he knew everything, had not been aware of this detail.
�In a skirmish as we were leaving Akulgo,� Milyutin explained. �We were attacked as we were taking him to the fort at Temir-Khan-Chura, by his father and a few of his men. They tried to take him back. The child was wounded, his arm pierced straight through by a lance. A nasty wound. And the trip didn�t help it heal; it was long and difficult.�
�All the same, Kharkov, Rostov, those must have impressed the lad, to say nothing of Moscow.�
�He was delirious for several weeks. The fever cut him off from the world outside. In reality, that may be what saved him.�
�And now, is he happy?�
�I think he�s disoriented, Your Highness.�
Dmitri reflected and chose his words carefully before continuing.
�He�s completely overwhelmed.�
�But what do you think, can we make something of him? Is it worth the effort?�
�He�s intelligent, courageous, and proud. For the rest, I couldn�t say.�
�Have you been able to interrogate him? Find out any information that might interest us?�
�He is silent, obstinately silent. I think he has begun to understand a little Russian. But he has no desire to communicate and says nothing. He accepts nothing�not from me, anyway. Not even his food. My interpreter, one of the Muslims in the militia, is the only one so far who can get him to eat anything.�
�They�re all the same. They think they�ll be sullied by contact with us. Is he religious?�
�Even when he was very ill, he found a way to say his prayers five times a day.�
�You know what I think, Milyutin?�
The grand duke reflected for a moment, pulling on his cigar. He watched the smoke rings rise, took his boots off the table, and stretched his legs out beneath it.
�If we want to use these fanatics, we mustn�t try to convert them. On the contrary, they should be raised in their faith and never allowed to forget their mother tongue. I wrote Chernychev to tell him this. Have you read my letter?�
The grand duke alluded to a note he had written to Count Chernychev, Minister of War, on the sixteenth of that month.
�I have had the honor of reading it, Your Highness.�
�I informed him that the cadets� school of Moscow, where he had planned on sending your Montagnard, was not the place for him at all. There is no mullah in Moscow to instruct him in the Koran, guide his theological studies, help him follow the rites of his religion. Whereas, here��
Dmitri knew that the grand duke had ordered the transfer of the �rebel�s son� to the boarding school at Tsarskoye Sielo, an institution reserved for wards of the state where he would find other �Cherkesses.� The minister had simply approved the order and commanded the officer accompanying the child�himself�to continue their journey.
�I believe it is a wise decision, Your Highness. It will help him.�
�Help him what? To be of service to us? I should hope so! Has he asked any questions about what kind of future we have planned for him?�
�None at all.�
�Does he think we�re going to kill him? Is he afraid?�
�He has already seen the worst. He is not afraid.�
�Does he know what happened in his village, after Grabbe sent him out of the camp?�
�Your Highness�s orders were obeyed. He knows nothing. He doesn�t even know if his family is still alive.�
�Perfect.�
Milyutin refrained from expressing that, of all the acts he had been ordered to execute, the imposition of this blackout was by far the most painful. This absence of any explanation, this silence before the child�s obvious anxiety every time he heard his father�s name mentioned�the only emotion he could not control�was unbearable. He despised his own cruelty at leaving the boy to live in fear and doubt for four months. But the orders had been explicit and unequivocal. He was forbidden to tell the boy anything.
The grand duke stubbed out his cigar in the ashtray with little jabs.
�He�ll know what he wants to know soon enough. He is to attend New Year celebrations on Monday. The czar has reserved for himself the pleasure of giving him news. Until then, His Majesty wants him to be taken round to see everything here. And for him to take a good look. We�re going to show this savage what civilization is and how the true faithful celebrate the name of God.�
Mikha�l Pavlovitch stood up. Dmitri stood at attention. The interview was over.
The Winter Palace
January 1, 1840
Petersburg was up before dawn. In the candlelit boudoirs of the English Quay, the barracks of Chpalerna�a Street, and the garrets of the imperial buildings, everyone donned their ceremonial costumes. The morning�s first event would take place at ten o�clock. That gave them just enough time to prepare, especially since, on New Year�s Day, the palace was open to everyone, just as it was on the czar�s saint�s day, December sixth, and the empress�s birthday, July first. Well, not to the little people, but open at least to prominent members of society. The lowest of the aristocracy, even those furthest from power, would be received. Nearly ten thousand visitors were expected.
The customary celebration of the New Year had begun with Peter the Great, who had proclaimed it by ukase. Catherine II, with her penchant for German traditions, had decreed that the symbol should take the form of a huge fir tree, laden with thousands of nuts, red apples, and brightly wrapped bonbons. Hundreds of candles on the tree would be lit at midnight the night before. Now, each of the grand dukes�brothers, sisters, sons, daughters, and grandchildren of the czar�had his own personal tree in his apartments or in the nursery.
But at the dawn of the year 1840, the tree for the whole Romanov family had been placed, not in the czarina�s salons, but in the Throne Room. It was taller and more handsome than all the others, a tree such as one would never find in the mountains of Europe, one that embodied the expansion of the empire: a tree from the forests of the Caucasus. To commemorate the recent victory at Akulgo, its black branches had been transformed to shimmering light and gold, a symbol that all could understand. The chief of police�s last hymn of praise expressed the allegory: �Russia�s past is admirable, her present� beyond all magnificence. As for her future, it exceeds the wildest imagination.� Court and city prepared to revel in this truth, dazzled by their own power.

A hard, icy frost covered the ground before sunrise. The sleighs discharged their passengers at the foot of the stairway of honor, then went to park in a circle around the Alexandrine Column. A huge bonfire burned there in the middle of the snow to warm the coachmen and horses. There was no disorder, no pushing or shoving among the teams. Outside as well as in, each knew his place.
The White Hall, the only one open for the moment, was already crowded. Streams of people strolled back and forth, zigzagging between the gilded furniture, the malachite tables, the porphyry candelabra, and the lapis lazuli vases. Like moths around a flame, the visitors pressed beneath the incandescent round balls of the crystal chandeliers. Some stood in the galleries, between the candlelit pillars of the long colonnade. The light sparkled and glanced off the sabers, the epaulets, the decorative cords, the gardes� helmets, and the demure crosses at the ladies� throats. It scintillated in the tiny pendants that dangled from their ears, the rows of pearls at gloved wrists, the blood-red rubies that rested against white-powdered breasts.
Nearly a thousand ladies of honor packed the balconies. Their sumptuous traditional costumes, in keeping with Nicholas�I�s wishes, subtly announced each woman�s respective duty, age, wealth, and rank.
The most titled among them, the empress�s attendants, wore the imperial monogram pinned to their shoulders. The older women in charge of the czarina�s toilette, the dames � portraits, wore diamond-framed miniatures of her pinned to their bodices. Younger and more numerous, the maids of honor assigned to the service of the five grand duchesses all wore satin tiaras of azure, trimmed with swan feathers. Forbidden from wearing the colors of the imperial attendants� trains�purple or green trimmed with gold, or plain blue�the other ladies of the court wore colors that harmonized with the blue of their sapphires and the green of their emeralds. The feathered fans they waved in the stuffy, crowded premises lifted the veils of their crownlike kokoshniks, and the sweet, heady scents of their hair wafted into the air.
These blended with the perfume of lilies and tuberoses from the window boxes and the incense from cassoulets that burned near the stoves. Scents of the Orient, the heavy fragrance of Russia.
The foreign dignitaries, also in dress uniforms covered with gold, plumes, metal, and gems, breathed in this potpourri as they listened and observed the scene before them. Never before had they encountered such a spectacle of colors, fabrics, and perfumes. Not at the courts of Paris or Vienna, nor at the sumptuous ceremonies of the Vatican. Even the princes of the reigning royal houses were hypnotized, breathless with wonder. Few things could compare to the magnificence and solemnity of the Russian court.
There was nonetheless one element of this vibrantly colored crowd that particularly intrigued the foreign guests, one touch of black in their midst, an incongruous figure who looked entirely out of place.
It was a child of about nine or ten, dressed in a cherkeska that was too long for him, obviously a hand-me-down, with his left arm in a sling.
�Who is he?� the visitors asked. �What�s he doing here?�
No one answered their questions.
The child was, of course, not the only one of his age to attend the ceremony. At the four doors of the White Hall, the cadets of the First Corps, dressed in green and red, stood at attention in formations of twenty square. But the austerity of this little one, the coldness of his expression, and the solitude that emanated from his entire being, made him stand out among all the others.
He appeared to be accompanied�or rather, watched over�by a young lieutenant who leaned down to whisper things in his ear from time to time. But every time the officer tried to catch his attention, the child moved perceptibly away, straining to distance himself from the voice of his guardian. Perhaps because of all the noise around him, or because Milyutin did not speak his language well, the boy did not even pretend to listen or to look in the direction of whatever the lieutenant was describing. His expression haughty, his faced closed and impenetrable, he remained at whatever distance he could, as though he had seen, heard, and understood nothing. The spectacle was probably too new for him to be touched or impressed by it all. What event in his past could possibly compare to all this? There was absolutely no common point of reference between his past and what he saw before him, no link whatsoever that would have offered him a means to compare and judge what was taking place.
The crowd and the noise made him feel confused; he was blinded by the vivid colors and light-headed from the violent onslaught of all the various perfumes. In sum, none of it particularly pleased him. On the contrary, the disorder of all these sensations made him dizzy. He concentrated on concealing his feelings and behaving with all the politeness one should show when under another�s roof, without expressing any sign of rejection or surprise. No curiosity, really? To all outward appearances, this seemed to be the case.
Ten shots of cannon fire marked the hour. All the double doors clacked as they opened in unison. A murmur passed through the crowd of courtiers who pressed forward excitedly toward the connecting rooms, the majordomos holding them back behind the cordons. These signs, like battle preparations, made the boy nonetheless lift his head attentively. From the back, a boot step resounded on the parquet.
A shiver of impatient expectation rippled through the crowd, and he understood. The Great White Czar was coming. In spite of his efforts, his curiosity got the better of him. No longer able to stand still, he leaned forward with the others.
His view was blocked by a line of soldiers standing at attention along the connecting rooms. But already a procession of harbingers, pages, and gentlemen was arriving at the White Hall. A voice silenced the crowd.
�Messieurs, the czar!�
The women curtsied deeply, and the men bowed.
Above all the respectfully lowered heads, Jamal Eddin at first saw only one thing: the high, black papakha of his countrymen.
This was a shock, one that went straight to his heart.
The Great White Czar was not wearing the traditional Russian uniform, with its epaulets, gold-tipped silk cords, military decorations, and golden crucifix. Instead, a gleaming ghizir covered his breast, the row of cartridge belts festooned with silver. He wore the tightly cinched cherkeska of the Caucasian Montagnards, with his pants tucked into his boots and a pair of splendid crossed kinjals slipped into his belt, as was customary. The severe expression of his heavy-lidded steel-gray eyes was impenetrable. The high forehead, the beauty, the nobility, and authority of this face�in fact, everything about this individual�was the incarnation of Jamal Eddin�s idea of a commander. His unusual height�gigantic in comparison to most of the other men at court�made him immediately stand out. A colossus. His gait, the way he held his head, his adamantly imposing presence�the child recognized it all.
Milyutin observed the child�s reaction and immediately understood. The illusion was almost complete. The idea had never occurred to him, the comparison had never entered his head, but today, standing next to this child dressed in what appeared to be a costume matching the emperor�s, the likeness struck him for the first time. Because of his age, his size, his complexion, and his look, the czar could not help but evoke the image of his father, the imam Shamil. The same majesty and the same austerity governed his features, the same sense of theater. And, as the crowning detail, the same escort.
Following in his steps marched not the harbingers and pages who had preceded him, but Lesghiens, Avars, and Chechens. A detachment of twenty Montagnards, all of them splendid in their red cherkeskas, rich sheepskin hats, and leather boots, armed with kinjals, sabers, and crops, served as his praetorian guard.
�The bravest warriors of the empire,� Milyutin whispered in Jamal Eddin�s ear, �the fiercest and the most loyal. The emperor places all his pride and his confidence in these men. They alone are chosen to serve him and to protect and defend him.�
Milyutin chose to omit one crucial detail of his otherwise appealing discourse. The men, hand-picked for their handsome looks, did indeed accompany the czar wherever he traveled. However, he had failed to mention that Nicholas�I was not wearing the costume of the murids, as Jamal Eddin might have thought, but rather the uniform of the Terek Cossacks, the �Christian settlers� of the Caucasus. In fact, he was dressed as the ataman of the Cossacks, the generalissimo of the troops that fought the Montagnards.
Why tell him?
Having lived so long among the Montagnards, fighting them and hating them and fearing them, the Cossacks had eventually adopted their dress, their customs, their arms, even their horses and equestrian exploits. They differed in only one respect, thought Milyutin, but it was the most important one�religion. In any case, ever since Akulgo, the Montagnards had belonged to the same people as the Cossacks. They were all Russians.
The young officer drove this last point home by concluding, �That, Jamal Eddin, that is the empire!�
Even if the boy had understood his words, the lieutenant could see that they scarcely inspired the reaction he had expected. Glancing at the child�s face, he was surprised to see what a transformation the vision of these wealthy, powerful Muslims, submissive to the infidels and serving the czar, had wrought.
In four months, Jamal Eddin had never allowed Milyutin even a glimpse of his feelings. Through silence and reserve, he had steadily expressed his disdain for the giaour. But now his features were suddenly contorted with contempt, indignation, and anger at his own people. This time, he lost control of himself.
His eyes flashed, his face flushing dark with fury as he watched these believers who had abandoned the inhabitants of Akulgo and deserted his father.
Cowards. Pacifists. Hypocrites. The words, all those words he had not said for months, crowded into his head and filled him with murderous indignation. The words swirled in his mind.
To the hypocrites, I make it known that I will obtain by brute force what they refused me in my kindness. My warriors will descend like black clouds on their auls.
His hatred was so obvious that his guardian was taken aback.
Traitors to the imam Shamil, traitors to the Almighty.
Though the child said nothing, the officer was sure the child would spit his anger and disgust out before everyone. In the Caucasus, Milyutin had seen how the defeated branded the traitors�not their flesh, but their honor�by spitting spectacular and copious jets of saliva in their faces. He wouldn�t give his prisoner the chance to do this. Grabbing him by the elbow�their first physical contact since the child had been kidnapped and wounded�he pulled the child along behind the others in the cort�ge.
The procession of courtiers followed the emperor, leaving the White Hall, crossed the Marshals� Room, its walls hung with the portraits of the three hundred generals who had defeated Napoleon, and arrived in the Throne Room.
The sight of the Montagnards had so enraged Jamal Eddin that he had paid no attention to the ladies around him in their feathers and finery, nor had he noticed that the czar had offered his arm to someone as they walked on. Now he was in for a new shock.

He did not see the throne. He did not see the tree. All he saw was the empress, standing in the middle of the room as she accepted the good wishes of the court for the New Year. Incandescent beneath her tiara and diamonds, fluttering in her veils, she shone like the bird-woman of the Dagestani legend. Her face set with stones, wearing a necklace of golden fruits, she was like a fiery creature rising with beating wings out of the flames. But in contrast to the monsters of the mountain, this bird-woman did not seem evil at all. She stood in the middle of an immense carpet, more splendid than any he had ever seen, even at the mosque, a carpet of flowers that was like a garden of paradise.
Slim in her radiant gown, with a supple waist and fine wrists, she embodied all the canons of Caucasian beauty as she stood there greeting her guests. Her pale, sweet face, a bit melancholy in repose, lit up with each compliment. Behind her were two girls whose only ornaments were roses. Roses everywhere�in their hair, at belt and bodice. They were the freshest and most beautiful creatures Jamal Eddin had ever seen. Even Milyutin was visibly full of admiration. Behind the princesses were other girls, who were equally modest and well-behaved, if not as pretty.
The members of the council who had gathered in the antechambers entered one by one, followed by the members of the senate, the aides-de-camp, and the generals. All came to kiss the empress�s hand and to pay their respects to the children. At the end of this interminable chain, Lieutenant Milyutin and Jamal Eddin would take their turn. They would cross the Throne Room, advance, bow and kiss the hand of�The child shot a terrified look at his guardian, one of panic that held, beneath it, a veiled threat. Not them, not him! With a barely perceptible gesture, his stance became defensive. It was the boy�s second visibly emotional response of the day. Milyutin smothered a smile.
�Let�s say Grand Duke Mikha�l Pavlovitch demanded his presence here to impress him or, better still, to stir his emotions,� the lieutenant said to himself. �Well, his method worked, at least better than any of my paltry efforts.�
Poor Lieutenant Milyutin, he thought, with an inner chuckle. For four long months, he had been confronted with the placid fatalism of the Orient. It was clear that he had no idea what he was doing, that he was ill-matched for the role. And now? Would he drag Jamal Eddin to the middle of the room, force him to bow with a hand on his head, oblige him to publicly kiss the glove of the idol? He knew the child well enough to know how stubborn he could be. Jamal Eddin would not stand for it, and given the fuss that would ensue, it was scarcely worth the trouble.
So the inauguration of the festivities was over. The participants lined up to enter the chapel. With his prot�g�, Milyutin ducked into the shadow of the antechamber and let the procession pass.
Nearly a kilometer long, it passed through the interconnecting salons. The visitors never tired of admiring the magnificent furnishings and d�cor. It took almost two hours for them to reach the chapel.

From afar, a blank sky of snow illuminated the cupola. The sun�s rays pierced the dull daylight through the four fenestrae and were reflected by the candles of the chandelier. The emperor and the empress stood together in a box next to the choir, with their seven children and other family members behind them. Farther down were the faithful, who were separated from the sanctuary by a balustrade. The women, whose jewels now seemed a mere echo of the gilt that dripped from pillar, cornice, and vault, stood on one side, the men on the other.
The crowd was quiet and staid. The stoves from the antechambers made the chapel stiflingly hot, and the service went on interminably. The members of the court were so numerous and the chapel so comparatively small that some of the maids of honor could not stand it. Strapped into their corsets since dawn, having fasted before mass, a few of them collapsed without a sound and remained unconscious until the end. Some vomited discreetly into their handkerchiefs, remaining immobile so as not to disturb the service. The doyenne of the dames de portraits whispered, in French, �Poor little kitten, she�s spurting.� Those who found the steam room stuffiness unbearable backed into the last antechamber. There they fanned themselves, exchanged smelling salts, and loosened each other�s corsets.
Jamal Eddin and Milyutin, among the last to arrive, observed the mass from this room full of half-undressed women. The spectacle was a sharp contrast to the typical modesty of the feminine world, whose qualities of dignity and propriety the child had witnessed a short while ago while observing the empress.
The boy�s face was once again closed and inscrutable, revealing no trace of curiosity.
How to get him out of here? Milyutin searched for a way out of this predicament. He did not dare imagine what a Muslim must think of this display of nudity, these d�collet�s, these half-bare breasts, this general indecency, unprecedented in his experience. The shock of it all, the shame, must be intolerable. And all of this going on right next to a religious service. Pushing aside a group of maids of honor who were trying to reach the windows, he looked down at the child and realized that his concern was misplaced.
Jamal Eddin was not looking at the sea of uncovered d�collet�s that surrounded him; he was oblivious to the perfumes, the vinegar, and the smelling salts. Another kind of storm raged beneath his mask of studied indifference. For the third time today, he was overcome with emotion.
He listened.
He listened to the choirs, whose chants made the icons vibrate. There, beneath the cupola, this music was familiar�he recognized the voices of men. They were singing as they did at home, without any instruments accompanying them, since Shamil had forbidden flutes and drums. But at home, when the muezzin called everyone to prayer, it was in a monotone. And when the na�bs prepared for war, they modulated the same sound. There, when the men sang together, they sang the same thing, in rhythmic unison. Here, with the basses providing a steady background, a thousand other melodies combined and contrasted to form an echo that emanated from everywhere.
He listened without daring to move or breathe. It was not just the beauty�the deep, polyphonic harmony�that trans-fixed him. In an undefined, inarticulate, sensual way, he felt what Milyutin had tried so hard to express to him earlier that day: the empire, the hundreds of thousands of voices of the empire. It gave him goose bumps and brought him close to tears. Though he did not understand it, he listened, and the feeling that the music inspired was like a small flame that reverberated into infinity in an endless series of mirrors.
The choir had begun to sing the Te Deum.
The iconostasis opened. The priests, in gleaming tiaras, with their full beards standing out against their long, golden chasubles, paced toward the czar in single file. The monarch descended from his pedestal and walked toward the oldest, the most hunched-over, the weakest of God�s representatives, and bowed deeply and respectfully before the elder, kissing his hand.
Jamal Eddin understood this language, and he instantly comprehended its meaning. The Great White Czar was bowing before a principle more powerful than himself. He bowed before God. With this gesture, he set the example of submission for his subjects. He bowed as all the peoples of the universe should bow before him, the shadow of God on earth.
The child understood the symbolism and rejected the message. The power of the infidels was an illusion. Their god was a false god and the czar a vile giaour.

The service was over. Now the entire entourage would go home in their sleighs to rest for a few hours before returning for dinner, the ball, and supper.
With the exception of Lieutenant Milyutin and the �rebel�s son,� who were to wait here.
In the study of Nicholas�I
January 1, 1840
�Well,� the czar said, visibly irritated, �is he ready?�
His heart racing with emotion, Milyutin was flustered. He looked at the profile of his master, backlit by the daylight, but could not discern his expression. He recognized only the tall figure, standing there poring over his dossiers, a dozen or so files marked and arranged in a fan on a separate table.
�The son of the Dagestani rebel is awaiting your orders in the antechamber, Your Imperial Majesty.�
The czar turned to look at Milyutin, his gaze gray, neutral, devoid of expression.
�I have a great deal of affection for your uncle, Kiselyev. He�s a good man. And I have great respect as well for the medal you wear; the pacification of an entire people was an impressive work. My only regret�my profound regret, as a matter of fact�is that Shamil escaped us. Your uncle tells me you too share my concern. We�ll see, we�ll see.�
How had Milyutin dared to compare the czar to the imam earlier? With his high forehead, Greek profile, straight nose, oval face framed by a few short curls combed forward at the temples, and two long, brown sideburns, at forty-three, Nicholas seemed the incarnation of classical beauty and absolute power. The incarnation of the emperor.
The nobility of his features, the coldness of his eyes, something stiff and martial in his demeanor all contributed to his incomparable perfection. He sat down with solemnity, as though being seated on his throne.
He had already changed for the ball and was wearing the uniform of the Gardes-�-Cheval, the most sumptuous of all his costumes.
But even more impressive than his natural bearing and the richness of his costume�a gold-trimmed white tunic on which he wore the respective crosses of the Orders of Saint Andrew, Saint Alexander Nevsky, Saint Vladimir, Saint George, and the Order of the Eagle�was the d�cor of his surroundings. The room held a single couch, three armchairs, and a flat desk upon which a portrait of the empress and seven miniature pastels of their children were displayed. That was all. The only decorations on the walls were a few engravings and a large icon that had accompanied Peter the Great to the Battle of Poltava. For Milyutin, nothing amid all the splendor of the Winter Palace was nearly as touching as the fact that this man who made the earth tremble in his wake, who could give or take away everything�fortune, liberty, honor, even life�had chosen a simple camp bed with a straw-filled mattress and an old plaid blanket. This sobriety inspired the lieutenant�s admiration and love.
�I have here the report of my brother, His Highness the Grand Duke Mikha�l Pavlovitch, concerning your mission. I have a few comments for you,� he said severely. �Let me finish the director of cadets� report, and we�ll discuss this calmly.�
Indefatigably energetic, as meticulous in nature as he was calculating, hard on others and demanding of himself, the czar had a well-known reputation for attention to detail. He indulged his taste for responsibility and his sense of duty by controlling even the most minor aspects of his administration.
�The emperor of Russia is commander in chief,� he liked to say, �and every day of his life is a day of battle. Even the first of the year.�
He was taking advantage of this break between the mass and the ball to settle some affairs.
Twilight had fallen. In this narrow room, where the fate of sixty million subjects was decided daily, the only luxury was a vast window that covered an entire wall. The quay of the Neva was dark with crowds, onlookers and passersby who had paused to watch the czar perusing his dossiers on this festive evening. The lights of his ground-floor study would be on until midnight. Everyone knew that the �little father� worked late for the good of his people. And that he would return after the last cotillion.
Nicholas turned to Milyutin again with a distracted look that indicated he had worries other than the one at hand.
�Well?� he repeated. �Did you take him where you were supposed to?�
Milyutin blinked, not sure what he meant.
�I don�t know, Your Majesty. I hope so.�
�Have him come in. You speak his language, you can serve as interpreter.�
�Your Majesty, I spent only six months in the Caucasus, and I��
�And he, four in Russia,� the sovereign interrupted. �Go fetch him, we should be able to understand one another.�
In less than a minute, the lieutenant reappeared with Jamal Eddin.
The interview, customarily brief, was over in less than a quarter of an hour.
But twenty-five years later, His Excellency Dmitri Alexeyevitch Milyutin, at that point minister of war, would clearly remember the exchange to which he had been witness and accomplice. In his memoirs, he described the first encounter between the czar and the child as one of searing intensity.
�How are you, my little one? And how is your arm? I�ve been told it�s not healing well. You must let a doctor see the wound. You don�t want me to send you back to your father in bits and pieces?�
The boy had looked up. No one dared look the czar in the eye that way. Was it his voice that had affected him, the deep, sonorous voice that his soldiers found so engaging, the voice so accustomed to a commanding tone? Or was it the words that Milyutin tried valiantly to translate, ��send you back to your father?�
�Sit down, there.�
Another exception. Only members of the imperial family, intimate friends, and a few ministers were permitted to listen to the emperor expound from an armchair.
The child obeyed and sat down in front of the desk.
�I have some news for you.�
One could almost hear Jamal Eddin�s heart beating beneath the cartridge belts of his ghizir.
�Some very good news.�
He listened, straining to understand. His eyes shone beneath his long lashes, which made them seem even darker as they met the impassive gaze of the Great White Czar in anxious expectation. Soulful and attentive, they questioned him with infinite hope.
�I want you to know that your mama is very well. She gave birth to a baby, a little boy, and his name is Mohammed Sheffi. I�ll confirm his name for you when I receive more precise information. Your little brother is fine too. As for your father, he is a great warrior, your father, of a courage and skill one can be proud of.�
After having kept the child in heartbreaking ignorance, the czar had just performed a miracle. All at once, he had swept away all his anxiety, reassured him, saved him.
�He even managed to escape from Akulgo. Of course, I�m not surprised. I�m well aware of his reputation for bravery. Had we been able to meet, your father and I, had we been able to discuss things, we would have understood each other. He would have realized that I am not his enemy. But he mistrusts us. I do not blame him. So many iniquitous acts have been committed in my name, so many unspeakable betrayals. In his place, I would have behaved in the same way.�
Of any speech he could have imagined, this was the last Milyutin expected. He translated with considerable difficulty, cutting to the essential.
�Now, Jamal Eddin, you must understand one thing: I loathe betrayal and I loathe laziness. At the Alexandrovsky Cadet Corps, you will study under the direction of a very learned mullah. I am expecting great advances in your knowledge of God. The faith of your forbears is your treasure, one you must preserve and prove yourself worthy of. Never forget that it is God who brought you here. You must obey and follow the path He has chosen for you. God is your protector, as He is mine, as He is for each one of us. Nothing can be done here on earth unless He has decided it will be so. You are responsible for your acts before Him. Just as I am responsible before Him for everything that happens in my kingdom. You must conduct yourself here as you would at home, in keeping the memory of His presence. I have confidence in you in this respect, and in many others. And I will give you proof��
The emperor opened his desk drawer.
Milyutin instantly recognized the object he took out.
��by returning what belongs to you.�
Jamal Eddin paled when he saw what the czar held in his hand.
�I give you back your arms.�
Even if Jamal Eddin had been able to speak Russian, this rush of emotion would have left him breathless.
�I am simply asking you not to use it, not against yourself and not against your comrades. Here is your kinjal, you may have it back now.�
Jamal Eddin stood up, incredulous. He held out his right hand and took the dagger, nodding his respectful thanks, not daring to sit down again.
Nicholas was touched by the restrained dignity of his gesture, even more so by the expression of boundless gratitude that transfigured the little boy�s face. The czar looked down at him kindly.
The czar loved animals. He loved horses and dogs. And he loved his children. He took an active and personal role in their upbringing, treating them with a rigor that was by no means lacking in tenderness. Every day he questioned them about their activities. He was interested in what they were reading and how they were progressing, and he was the one who meted out punishment and rewards. He had just allowed the eldest of his daughters to marry for love, as he himself had done twenty-two years before when he wed the empress. He still considered his wife to be the most remarkable of women. As for his four sons, though he raised them with strict discipline and let them get away with nothing, he was also well aware of the individual merits of each one. The child before him was between his last two sons in age. Perhaps they could grow up together? This boy was noble. He was beautiful. And he was alone and vulnerable. He must be guided and protected.
�You won�t try to escape, and you won�t hurt anyone. Will you give me your word?�
A faint sign of reproach flickered in Jamal Eddin�s eyes.
Did he need anyone to tell him that, if given back his arms, he could neither use them nor take back his freedom? It went without saying. He had been given back his honor. The rest, obviously, followed.
He nodded his agreement with a haughty look.
The czar did not miss the look of remonstrance and changed his tone.
�The next time, Jamal Eddin,� he said sternly, �the next time, I expect you to reply �Yes, Your Imperial Majesty.� Now I shall bid you good evening and ask you to leave. I have a few words for Lieutenant Milyutin.�
Jamal Eddin hesitated, unsure of how to take his leave and how to express his gratitude. He bowed deeply, hugging the kinjal to his heart, against the arm that was in a sling, and returned obediently to the waiting room.
He passed in front of the valets in livery and went to perch on the chair he had occupied before his audience with the czar. He sat there, spellbound, alone and immobile, indifferent to the aides-de-camp who came and went, the visitors who would be granted an audience next.
What he felt was so new. Floating in the antechamber, he saw the sweet face of his mother, whom he had feared was dead. Just as he had feared Mohammed Ghazi was dead. During the long journey, he had misunderstood what the giaours had said when they spoke of the massacre of Jawarat and of Sa�d. Of so many others.
He pitied his own, but he could no longer feel as sad.
Fatima looked at him with the same faint smile full of love and courage she had shown on the boulder of Akulgo as she had dressed him in white and pulled tight the strap that would hold his kinjal. Shamil had saved her. His father, invulnerable, watched over her, watched over him, watched over all of them. His happiness and his sense of peace were boundless. The Great White Czar had given him back not only his honor, but his hope.

Such was not the case for Milyutin, on the other side of the door.
He had scarcely shut it behind him before he received the first unexpected warning shot across the bow.
�What is that outfit?�
The czar no longer seemed merely irritated. He was furious.
�Where did that costume come from?�
Milyutin glanced down at his uniform in dismay. A missing button or poorly shined boots could send him to Siberia.
�This is the last time I want to see that boy in a Montagnard getup. I never want to see him again in a cherkeska! You will transmit my wishes to the director of the Alexandrovsky institution: this very evening, I want the rebel�s son to put on the tunic of the youngest cadets. In no way will he be distinguishable from the others. He may be brought up with all the superstitions of Islam�fine. I am tolerant when it comes to religion. It may actually be of service to us for him to retain his mother tongue and remain the spiritual heir of his father. If trouble arises in the Caucasus again�God help us!�we will make this Muslim our spokesman. The most precious of our intermediaries. And ultimately, who knows, the legitimate successor of the imam? In any case, if, eventually, perhaps one day, we choose to send him back to the mountains, he should return like all his classmates in the corps, like you, like me, like all of us, in the service of Russia. I want him to become the best Russian possible, Russian in body and soul,� the czar insisted, �above all, a Russian. Keep me informed as to further developments.
�And the boy must give his dagger back to you. He�s just a child, unhappy and lost. I wanted to calm him down, give him a little peace of mind. He will have had time to play with his knife in the antechamber, under the watchful eye of the guards. That will do. In Russia, a child as young as that does not possess a weapon, especially a child like this one, who is scarcely reliable and who has already killed others. Imagine, if he gets into fights with his companions, the risk we�d be taking with the others! Do you understand me? Take back this kinjal immediately.
�You are dismissed.�

The tumultuous sounds he heard as he was leaving the Cadet Corps of Tsarskoye Sielo, where he had handed Jamal Eddin over to the teachers, would ring in Milyutin�s ears long afterward. The boarding school, which accepted only young children, was run by women: nursemaids, supervisors, and schoolmistresses. The lieutenant had given them his instructions, and then he had fled.
At the foot of the steps, in the snow, he listened to the shouts of the women struggling with the little boy and Jamal Eddin�s cries as he tried to explain, in Avar, �The czar gave it back to me! You must not, you have no right, the czar is the one who gave it to me. The czar gave me permission! It�s the czar!�
The young officer felt guilty. But what choice did he have? What other order should he have obeyed? Honor commanded him to obey orders.
Obey? He had seen too much at Akulgo. But what could he do? Leave the army? Travel?
Lost in his troubled thoughts, Milyutin picked up the reins of the sleigh.
He sat there, incapable of making the horses move, listening to the protests of Shamil�s son. What did honor dictate that Jamal Eddin do? That he give up his kinjal without a fight, as he had promised? Or that he use it to defend himself, as he was trying to do? What laws should he respect from now on?
Once again robbed of what was essential to him, abandoned in a world he did not understand, the child sputtered his first words in Russian and hung on to the only person who had spoken his language.
�It�s the czar.� He repeated those three words, incontestable proof of what he was trying to explain, three words whose power, on that morning, he could not imagine.

And he was crying, as he had never cried before in his entire life.

CHAPTER VI
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Doubt and Heartache 1841�1845

Tsarskoye Sielo
The Alexandrovsky Cadet Corps
The Cemetery and Hospice for Horses at Alexander Park, a year and a half later
June 1841
It was the hour of the nighttime prayer, the last prayer of the day. The child stood at the dormitory window, his face lifted toward the sky. He was looking for the stars that would indicate the direction of Mecca. But there weren�t any stars here, just the moon. How could one glorify God in the shadows, as the Book said? Here, the shadows were white. How could he say the name of the Almighty at dawn or prostrate himself before Him at twilight? Here, the sun never set. And how could he sneak out, under cover of darkness? You could see everything as though it were daylight! This was, indeed, an inconvenience, but it didn�t prevent him from escaping, as he did every night.
All the same, there was one advantage to the summer. The heat forced the supervisors to leave open all the windows of the huge wooden building that housed the school. Most of the supervisors were old and deaf and snored in their sleep. He would have no trouble creeping along the eaves, slipping through the hole in the fence, and scampering as fast as his legs could carry him across the silvery plain.

In his full uniform shirt, buttoned at the side Russian-style, he ran barefoot through the pastures. The fog floating over the river in the distance formed white ribbons that reminded him of the mountain streams back home and of the torrents that escaped from the gorges like metallic serpents.
The scent of the prairies was intoxicating, the air full of the perfume of the earth and the heat of the animals. The foliage smelled like the Chechen forests. He knew the way. He kept his eye on the high brick tower he could see over the treetops and headed straight for it. In the midst of the green mass of branches, the red tower shone like fire. He knew it rested on top of another building.
Soon he had reached the corner of the crenellated roof.
The outline of the building�s crenel-tiled border against the pearl-colored sky made him think of the terrace of his father�s house at Akulgo. A fleeting thought, it was quickly overtaken by another, for here were the stables. These were not the magnificent imperial stables of the Catherine Palace, but a retirement home for old horses, built by the czar just north of his summer residence at the Alexander Palace. The courtiers staying at Tsarskoye Sielo had baptized this new establishment �Les Invalides.�
�After the orphanage, the hospice,� joked those less fortunate, who rented dachas in the meadows between the Alexandrovsky Cadet Corps school and Les Invalides of Alexander Park.

Jamal Eddin could not remember which of his classmates had first mentioned the presence of this haven for noble horses less than a verst from the dormitory. On these June nights, Czar Nicholas�s Orlovs, the stallions and mares and geldings that had been sent to end their days here, enjoyed the air literally in his own backyard. All these horses that had carried members of the royal family roamed about freely in the vast fields, which His Majesty had had planted with rich grass and clover.
He never tried to enter the building; there was no point. He had peeked through the window and seen that the stalls were empty. But over the stalls lived the caretaker and the grooms. Unlike the teachers at school, they were all young and less inclined to sleep. They had already chased him, and one night, they had nearly caught him.
In the opalescent light, twenty animals crossed the meadow at a leisurely pace, one behind the other. Jamal Eddin watched their dark silhouettes, which cast no shadow on the plain, and was struck once again by their power and beauty. He had never seen anything like them. With their round hindquarters, which shone in the moonlight, their broad breasts, their long necks, and their thick manes, they appeared gigantic.
In fact, everything here seemed gigantic�the carpets, the cupolas, and the crosses, the arrows, the men, the dogs, the animals. And the horses of Tsarskoye Sielo.
In his eyes, the world had exploded and multiplied. He did not consider all that he discovered to be �magnificent,� as the giaours always tried to make him admit. The universe of the infidels did not seem more beautiful or more prosperous or even all that different. But big, yes, infinitely vast. He had known the chains of the Caucasus, the interlacing mountains that rose to the sky, barring the horizon, immense mountains whose rose-colored peaks seemed to break through the sun. But they had never crushed him as the massiveness of Russia did. He had known wind and storms, but the wind here made him breathless. It made him feel as though he were being swept away, swallowed up, drowned.
He found this omnipresent sense of oppression exhausting. It took away his spirit. It deprived him of desire and of his will to escape. Nothing attracted him here, not in the fields or anywhere else. The imperious call of the horses was the only thing that brightened his dull spirit and made it respond.
The horses were here. When he spit on his hands and caressed their nostrils, grabbed them gently by the nose and pulled their heads down to his shoulder and murmured his endless litanies in their ears, he was speaking their language. The horses obeyed his voice�just as they had at home.

Among all these magnificent animals was a sorrel mare who was his favorite. She would see him coming from a distance, flatten her ears and charge him from across the field, head down like a bull. He knew this game. She wanted to show him that she was beautiful and still fearsome. He stood his ground. She would stop just before him, turning around him, trying to nip him. But she never actually tore his shirt, and eventually she would turn her back in feigned indifference and trot away. When she had reached just the right distance, she would spin around abruptly and gallop forward to charge him anew. Chestnut coat gleaming and large, black, liquid eyes shining, she would stop just short of him like a streak of fire, rearing and pawing the ground. A display of honor. Her dance over, she would let him approach. He moved slowly, his hand reaching no higher than her muzzle, touching only her mouth. Their saliva blended in his open palm, and he spoke to her in a singsong voice.
�You are proud. Where do you come from? Did you fight in the Caucasus, do you know my mountains? Have you heard of the imam Shamil? At home, we don�t ride big horses like you into battle. We prefer little Tartar mares for war. We can jump from one to the other, dismount and remount at a gallop. Otherwise they�re like you, noble and faithful. When their riders are wounded and there�s nothing they can do, they lie down and serve as a shield for them. They are the first to die. Did you ever lie down to protect your master? You must be very brave if the czar granted you both peace and liberty. He can�t be all bad, if he takes care of you even though you no longer serve him. Koura, my horse, has never had clover to eat, not even in the summer, in the clearings in Chechnya. But he had fine legs and his eyes were as beautiful as yours. He could cover fifty versts without a pause, and I�m not exaggerating. Were they the czar�s friends too, the ones who are buried among the trees? What wonderful feats did they accomplish? Will you go and sleep with them one day, in this garden?�
He gazed toward the large white slabs aligned along the lane, a little way away. Like the scholars, the ancients, and the saints, the horses in this country were buried in tombs. Their names, forever united with their riders�, their dates of birth and of death, and the history of their exploits were all engraved in stone, so that posterity would honor their memory. Jamal Eddin understood. At home, too, the djighits sang of the valiant deeds of their faithful mounts. They mourned their dead companions and honored them. He wouldn�t have thought of forcing the little gate that marked the entry to the sanctuary in the shadow of the stables or of climbing over it. Not for any lack of desire or curiosity, but precisely because his intrusion would have amounted to a profanation.
�When you�re no longer here, I�ll come and visit you in your cemetery. It won�t be a sacrilege, because we know and respect each other. But I�m talking nonsense. In a few days, the parade marks the end of the school year, and then, it will be over for me. I�m old, like you. I�m ten years old, and that�s the age limit at the orphanage of Tsarskoye Sielo. It looks like they�ll send me far away from here, maybe to Saint Petersburg, maybe somewhere else. I don�t want to leave you,� he murmured with passion, �abandon you the way I had to abandon Koura. How old are you? Let me see your teeth. You�re much older than I thought you were. We�ll never see each other again.�
He had placed his hand lightly on her withers, moved it slowly all along her back to the beginning of her hindquarters. Eyes half-closed, his nose in her mane, he could see the colorless, flat countryside beyond the trees.
�I know you�re not strong enough anymore. I know you shouldn�t.�
With the sure fingertips of a connoisseur, he pressed lightly on the muscles where her rump began. The mare�s ears perked up, she snorted a deep breath and turned toward him with her large, black eyes.
�But do you want to? Do you?�
Consumed, like him, with a desire to melt into the plain, she stretched her neck in anticipation.
�One last time?�
He grabbed a clump of mane at her withers, stepped back, and leaped on her back. She took off like a shot. They crossed the field beneath the moon at a silent gallop, a dazzling farewell.

When they reached the fence that separated the field from the cadets� courtyard, he leaned back as though pulling on invisible reins, took his weight off one side, and dug a heel into the other, making her pivot.
�I know, you would have liked to have jumped. And died, perhaps. I understand.�
Against her will, he slowed her gait to a walk as they headed back to the stables. He spoke to her softly.
�Don�t be afraid of what�s going to happen. For the past two years, I�ve decided I�m already dead. Don�t be scared. Imagine, like me, that you�re going off to battle, but you�re already dead. If you live for one more day, take it as a gift from God. And don�t ask for one minute more.
�Yes, you�re old, but you�re wise too. So tell me something. What should I think of the Great White Czar?�
The First Cadet Corps
of Saint Petersburg August 1841�September 1845
�We, the Cadets of the 1840s�
By Alexander Alexeyevitch Milyutin
Extracts of an article from a
Moscow military journal from June 1904

�[�] I have been asked to collect my memories and describe our life in the First Cadet Corps of Saint Petersburg in the 1840s, when I shared a room with Jamal Eddin Shamil, the son of the famous imam. I don�t feel any particular need to do so, but since I am one of the last surviving members of the class, I acquiesced, and I shall begin.
�My name is Alexander Alexeyevitch Milyutin. I am the youngest of the Milyutins, who gave Russia the reforms we all know. But, unlike my older brothers, I have accomplished nothing that justifies my taking up the pen as I have been asked to do. I did not reorganize the army, like my brother Dmitri Alexeyevitch, nor did I work for the emancipation of the serfs, like my brother Nicholas Alexeyevitch. I wasn�t even a childhood friend of Leo Tolstoy, like my brother Vladimir Alexeyevitch.
�A short while after the death of my mother, when I was about ten, our uncle, Count Pavel Dmitrievitch Kiselyev, succeeded in obtaining for me what he had failed to obtain for the others. He convinced the Grand Duke Mikha�l Pavlovitch to have me accepted as a cadet in the First Corps, the most prestigious military school in the Empire, and the most difficult to be admitted to after the Pages� Corps. The First Cadet Corps only accepted the offspring of the most illustrious families, whose ancestors had been cadets themselves. We stayed there for eight years. When we left, we became officers in one of the imperial family�s regiments. The Czar was so fond of this institution that he had his own sons educated there. As for me, I belonged to the minor nobility and I was poor. That Count Kiselyev�s patronage should extend to my humble person was a miracle. I was drunk with joy.
�The cadets, friends of my older brothers who often came to my uncle�s home, tried to temper my enthusiasm with a few warnings. It was no use, I was swept up in the honor of having been admitted to such a company. For example, they insisted that I should prepare to be beaten by the older cadets. That even if they broke my bones, even if I bled like an ox, I would have to defend myself alone and without complaint. They also told me that, if anyone asked me who had done this to me, I must reply, �I don�t know.� If a superior should punish me for not having answered his question, even if he should beat me, starve me, and put me in solitary confinement, I should still reply, �I don�t know.� In short, they initiated me into what they called �the rules of Corps life� and assured me that I would suffer at first.
�The school was housed in the Menchikov Palace, just as it is today, next to the Beaux Arts Academy on Vassilievsky Island. It consisted of a complex of austere buildings with several courtyards, stables, an equestrian ring, and huge rooms for fencing and gymnastics. Although it seemed immense at first, I soon found it cramped.
�I was placed in what was called a �company without specialty,� reserved for those who had not yet decided whether they would serve in the infantry, the artillery, or the cavalry. When I presented myself before this company, there wasn�t a single bed available, and all the other companies� dormitories were full as well. For this reason, I was put up in a big separate bedroom that was reserved for the Cherkess students, about twenty of them. The bed I was assigned was next to that of Shamil�s son. I had heard his story from my brother Dmitri, who had told me about the siege of Akulgo.
�Jamal Eddin Shamil had just arrived from the Alexandrovsky Cadet Corps where he had been for almost two years. He had been admitted here at the Czar�s expense, out of his own purse, with two other orphans (whose names I still remember: Pavel Kolosov and Alexi Kirdan), either due to their excellent academic results or their superiority at physical exercises. I suspect the latter was the case for Jamal Eddin, for his classmates took great pleasure in describing how he distinguished himself on his first day at the Alexandrovsky Corps by refusing to be undressed by any of the teachers or to be touched or even approached by a doctor. And that, despite his recurring problems with discipline, he had become the glory of the school, unbeatable in the long jump, leapfrog, mountain races, and rope climbing. To hear them tell it, his exploits surpassed all the records of all the cadets of every age since the creation of the orphanage. As for equitation, at the year-end review in the big ring at Tsarskoye Sielo, Czar Nicholas, who prided himself on being the best horseman of his generation, saw him in the saddle. A glance at Jamal Eddin was enough to make him understand that this was not a ten-year-old on a horse but a magnificent centaur, straight out of mythology�and in the future, an incomparable cavalry officer.
�The three new cadets from the Alexandrovsky Corps had arrived in Saint Petersburg a few weeks before me. Though I felt far inferior to the other cadets, by wealth and by birth, I felt close to these three.
�Our great preoccupation was the �uniform question.� As long as we weren�t wearing a uniform, we weren�t considered cadets. My uncle had neglected this detail. As for my three friends, their uniforms had been sent back to their old school so that the Director could hand them down to other orphans. The administration gave Pavel Kolosov and Alexi Kirdan old jackets to wear during the time it took for the tailor to make them new ones. As for Jamal Eddin Shamil, the administration returned his Circassian costume to him. He was dressed as a Cherkess, placed in the Cherkess dormitory, and treated like a Cherkess. The very fact of being able to wear his cherkeska again made Jamal Eddin fervently grateful. It almost made him happy.
�He now spoke Russian without any accent and his years at Tsarskoye Sielo had inured him to the �rules of Corps life�: lie to one�s superiors, defend one�s friends, never denounce another cadet. He had mastered these rules to perfection and took me under his wing.
�Some of the hazing was really out of line, but the supervisors did nothing to stop it. As long as a new boy did not explicitly complain and reveal the names of his aggressors, they looked the other way. As first years, we couldn�t go out for the first six months anyway, as that was the period before our first examination. During those six months, we had time to get ourselves in shape. Those who didn�t, those who died from the harsh treatment and those who were crippled for life, weren�t made for the Russian army anyway.
�Jamal Eddin and I were the same age, but he was more mature, taller and slimmer and much more agile. It wasn�t just that he was as lithe as a cat; in addition to being supple, he was swifter than anyone I�d ever seen, even more so than his compatriots. He never let anyone hurt me and sent anyone who expressed any inclination to pick a quarrel with me to the devil. He knew how to fight, how to kick and fight with his fists, but when his adversaries ganged up on him�he was, after all, young in comparison to the twenty-year-old cadets�the other Cherkesses came to his rescue.
�The Cherkesses in our dorm room got along well among themselves, and all of them liked to wrestle. I often participated in their fights [�].
�I admired Jamal Eddin so much, and I was so grateful to him that, one day, I decided I wanted to show him that I knew how to defend myself if anyone ever bothered me. So I intentionally elbowed a cadet who happened to be passing in the hall. The cadet turned around and called me a �Dutchman,� an insult reserved for those of us who didn�t have uniforms yet. In response, I punched him in the nose. He started to bleed and went to the supervisor to tell on me. When the supervisor came to find me, I got scared. I didn�t know what to say. That was when Jamal Eddin intervened. He said it wasn�t my fault, that the older boy had pinched me and hit me and that I had only shoved him to defend myself. The older boy was unjustly given a caning. Jamal Eddin, judging him guilty of having complained to a superior, let the punishment take its course.
�To our surprise, the older boy didn�t hold it against us; thanks to us, he was promoted to �corporal.� You see, the cadets did not consider those who had never been whipped to be real cadets. Only the first caning conferred the title of cadet. The second enabled one to move on to corporal, and the third to noncommissioned officer. And so on.
�Six months after arriving, Jamal Eddin was already a Field Marshal, which signified that he had been beaten eighteen times. I remember a certain Count Buxh�wden, a long-time Field Marshal, who was beaten every week. This was a problem, because there was no higher rank of the army to promote him to. So we invented children for him, entire generations that could continue to rise through the ranks in his place. Every time Buxh�wden was caned, we imagined for example that it was his son who was promoted to first cadet, then NCO, and so on. When Buxh�wden�s son had made Field Marshal, it was his grandson�s turn to take over. After fifty-four beatings, Buxh�wden gave birth to a great-grandson who began a new career with us.
�Buxh�wden was two or three years older than we were and belonged to an illustrious family from the Baltics. He became Jamal Eddin�s friend and remained so throughout our studies. I don�t know what became of him, but if he is still alive today, he would surely have memories to share with our readers about daily life at the Cadet Corps.
�After a while�readers will forgive an old head like mine if I mix up the years a bit�when I finally had my uniform jacket, to my great dismay, they placed another bed in between Jamal Eddin�s and mine. This bed was assigned to a boy named Youssouf, who was the son of a wealthy khan who had allied himself with the Czar. His father had presented Youssouf at the Russian Court with great pomp, in hopes that the Czar would take him under his protection. Youssouf and Jamal Eddin despised each other immediately.
�Several months after Youssouf had settled in�probably a year or so after our arrival, in 1842 or 1843�Czar Nicholas made one of his surprise lightning visits to the school. These unexpected visits terrified the director, who always had a guard posted at the Isakievsky Bridge to warn him. The problem was that the Emperor came into town every day, alone or with a few aides-de-camp, to �breathe the air of his capital.� He drove in in his summer carriage or his little sleigh in the winter, and generally made a quick loop. When the sentinel arrived, breathless, with the terrible news that the Czar was headed in this direction, we had only a few minutes to prepare ourselves.
�The Czar�s arrival filled everyone with dread. Even the cadets who had done nothing wrong felt guilty. The smallest transgression could incur the severest of sanctions. There was no such thing as a venial sin. He visited each class, interrupting the courses with irrelevant questions that we answered, terrified, with nonsense.
��Don�t disturb the order of the day,� he�d say. �Just go on as if I weren�t here.�
�I remember his rage at the conduct of Cadet Buxh�wden�our Field Marshal with the long line of descendants�who forgot himself in His August Presence and leaned his elbow on the desk during a lesson. As a result, the Czar immediately demanded that his teacher be sacked. As for Count Buxh�wden, he earned another great-great-great-grandson.
�This time, after having visited the house, His Majesty came to our room, the dormitory of the Cherkesses. He walked up to Youssouf and asked him amiably how he was, and had he received any letters from home?
��No,� replied Youssouf.
�The Czar turned to the director, furious, and barked, �Teach him how to speak correctly!�
�Then he turned to Jamal Eddin and put his hand on his shoulder.
��If you would like to write to your father, you may do so, my boy. I grant you authorization and will personally see to it that your letters reach him.�
��I am happy to thank Your Imperial Majesty,� Jamal Eddin replied, politely and spontaneously.
��You have learned how to express yourself suitably. Bravo, my boy. And your arm, is it better? Show me.�
�Jamal Eddin quickly pushed up the sleeve of his cherkeska and revealed his scar, between the wrist and elbow of his left arm, which had healed well.
��That�s perfect. Continue on this path. I�ll be back soon to have a look at your progress and collect your letters.�
�Then His Majesty left, leaving us all breathless.
�Jamal Eddin did not revel in the Czar�s favor, but acted instead as though he found it perfectly natural. He refused to take part in any of our games from then until the next imperial visit. Instead, he holed up in a corner and wrote frenetically, covering sheet after sheet of stationery. He was probably afraid that the Czar would return before he had finished his letter to his father.
�Jamal Eddin remained a mystery to me. He never confided in me. All I knew of him was what my brother Dmitri had told me. I don�t think he even revealed his feelings to Buxh�wden, his best friend, of whom I was jealous.
�He was fiercely sensitive, and dignified, in a haughty way that sometimes made him aggressive�and dangerous to anyone who insulted him or was suspected of doing so. But he knew how to laugh and have a good time, too. He had an instinctive curiosity about everything around him and was always game for pranks and mischief. A great teaser, and an excellent comrade. In other circumstances, I believe he really would have been full of joie de vivre. He liked to clown around, especially on horseback, when he became downright impish and droll.
�But his own lightheartedness seemed to shock and displease him, and he tried to contain it. When he found he was enjoying something too much, as was often the case, when he was learning how to draw, for example, or how to dance�he was the best dancer, the most agile of all of us�sooner or later he would become annoyed with himself and tone it down. He stifled his own impulses and, in the end, he always tried to break himself.
�As for his arm, though he had scars all over both of his arms, this wound that the Czar knew about had attracted our curiosity. As usual, he was very discreet about it, and we had to worm it out of him. He told us, with great reserve and difficulty, that a Cossack of the Don had wounded him with a lance when his family was escaping from Akulgo. His family had managed to get away when he, Jamal Eddin, had fallen from his horse. That was when he had been captured and made a prisoner.
�I think he doctored the truth a little and mixed up several incidents, because he couldn�t admit that his own people had given him up. He still couldn�t bear the idea.
�But I did not understand that until later, in our room, when Youssouf, humiliated by the Emperor�s remarks and probably envious, started shouting that, if Jamal Eddin was in Russia, it wasn�t because he had been captured when he was running away, but because he had been betrayed and given away by his father.
�The fight that followed cost them both dearly.
�As luck would have it, after the Czar left, our company had been assigned a new captain�Captain Argamakov, also known as The Beast�who loved the sight of blood. The usual punishment for insubordination was twenty-five lashes with the cane. But twenty-five lashes from Argamakov were like the knout used in public beatings of true delinquents. In this case, the punishment was forty lashes for each of the two Muslims.
�The problem with Argamakov�s thrashings wasn�t so much the pain as the splinters they left all over you. He chose birch sticks covered with short, dry shoots three or four centimeters in length, and these cut deeply into the flesh during the flogging. If we did not remove the splinters immediately, they would get infected, and then we could do nothing�they would only emerge on their own, with the pus. But by that time, they could have made a person very sick. The doctor had advised the proctors to make Argamakov�s switches more flexible by soaking them in water. So they did the easiest thing and left them on the floor in the toilets. As a result, the infections caused by the filthy canes were even more serious. The only way to limit the damage was to bribe the guard to let us into the shed where The Beast kept his damned switches. Then, with utensils stolen from the refectory, we could cut off all the shoots to make what Jamal Eddin called �velvet canes.� He could make a hatchet out of a spoon and knew better than anyone how to sharpen knives. Before exams, we got very busy with this task, because we knew our bad grades would inevitably lead to more beatings. Jamal Eddin called these secret sessions of honing the canes �cramming.� Unfortunately for him and for Youssouf, we didn�t have a chance to hone or prepare anything, since their punishment was carried out on the spot.
�This was unusual. Monday was caning day for the youngest cadets, Saturday for the oldest. The administration had not chosen these days by chance. The wounds of those who had been caned on Monday had a whole week to heal before they went home on Sunday. Saturday�s canings meant being restricted on Sunday, so those cadets would have time to rest before the beginning of the week. The director�s goal was obviously to send the cadets back to their illustrious families in acceptable condition. However, this thinking did not apply to the Cherkesses. If they ever left the Corps at all, it was only on the rare occasions when they were invited to the barracks of the Montagnards of His Majesty�s Personal Guard. Usually, the Montagnards came to the school to pay obligatory visits. The Grand Duke Mikha�l Pavlovitch had instituted a weekly visit from the Muslim officers, so that the children would not forget their native dialects.
�So Jamal Eddin took off his cherkeska and was the first to lie down flat on the bench, his torso bare. Argamakov had picked three older students known for their strength to beat him.
��Go for it, but not just on the back and the buttocks, hit him between the legs too. As hard as possible�with the end of the canes�there, between the thighs!�
�The canes whistled through the air, delivering their splinters to the most sensitive places. His pants were soon soaked with blood. When the older boys didn�t strike him with enough energy, or when Jamal Eddin closed his legs too tightly for the switches to reach his bottom, Argamakov bellowed, �On his privates! Harder! Come on! Anybody else object? Silence, or else you�ll all get it. Go on, hit him on his privates!�
�Jamal Eddin did not cry out. He did not make a sound, and he did not even flinch as the blows rained down on him. I suppose he�d seen worse in the Caucasus. The Beast�s switches probably seemed like small stuff compared to the imam�s whip. This ultimate act of bravado, his silence, cost him two more points on his grade for discipline. He didn�t care though�he�d already endured the worst at that point.
�Youssouf, though, couldn�t stand the shock. Like so many before him, he howled with pain until he passed out. Argamakov�s canes made him so sick that they had to send him to the infirmary. There he caught cold. The climate of Saint Petersburg didn�t agree with the Cherkesses. A lot of them caught pneumonia, some of them consumption. That was probably what happened to Youssouf. They told us he had been sent home, and that he died shortly thereafter.
�Jamal Eddin was more somber than I had ever seen him. I guess he blamed himself for having brought misfortune to a Muslim, a boy who was one of his own people, even though Youssouf had been the incarnation of the traitor, because he belonged to the clan of the pacified who opposed the imam Shamil.
�And speaking of treason, I may be wrong, but I think he was obsessed by the idea, the fear of his own betrayal, of being a traitor. Fear of forgetting all that his father had taught him, fear of forgetting the past and the laws of his religion. This confused feeling of guilt, far from fading with time, grew greater the more and the better he adapted to the world around him.
�After Youssouf left, a certain incident bothered him for a long time. He was asked to turn in his cherkeska�the costume he had worn for over a year�and to wear the cadets� jacket again. He asked for an explanation and resisted as best he could, but to no avail. The worst, for him, was that the uniform suited him perfectly. He really looked like a Russian, and we told him so without irony. In his green tunic and cap, with silver buttons, a red officer�s collar and shoulder straps, he was magnificent. And I was thrilled! Now there were two of us in the dorm, two cadets among the Circassians. He didn�t understand the reason for this change, though, and it annoyed him and made him touchy.
�I finally discovered why he was asked to give up his cherkeska when I was researching this article. I came across a note, preserved in our archives, from the director of the Alexandrovsky Corps to our director. It is dated August 22, 1842, and it goes without saying that Jamal Eddin was never aware of this correspondence concerning him. The reader will no doubt understand:
��During my last visit to Your Excellency�s establishment, on August 17th, the day of the distribution of gifts, I noted, as I passed through the halls, that former Alexandrovsky Corps student Jamal Eddin Shamil was wearing the costume of the Cherkess Montagnards. I should inform you that I made inquiries to the hierarchy regarding what dress the Dagestani rebel�s son should wear at my school. I was made aware of a precise order from His Majesty on the matter, an order from January 1, 1840, indicating that the boy should wear the uniform of the cadets. This order was respected at my establishment, but it is not being followed at yours. I am therefore warning you of this serious breach of orders so that you may remedy it and dress the rebel�s son according to His Majesty�s will.�
�Even though Jamal Eddin had been dressed like a Montagnard when the Czar had come to visit�and the Czar had made no comment about his dress at that time�our director was quick to obey the monarch, who punished any and all with the same adage: �I cannot permit an individual, whoever he is, to dare to oppose my wishes once he is aware of them.�
�As for our studies, what is there to say? Jamal Eddin always managed to pass from one class to the next and never had any difficulties with his studies, as far as I know. His grades were average, except in gymnastics and all the martial arts, in which, of course, he excelled. They were terrible in discipline, and quite good in mathematics. I remember he was fascinated by physics, especially anything that had to do with electrical phenomena. Like all the Cherkesses in the dormitory, he was instructed in the Muslim faith and in the drawing of General Staff maps. I wondered why maps and plans were so important for the people in my dorm. I understood only much later, when I realized that one of the purposes of educating the Montagnards was to turn them into informers who would be capable of giving us precise information as to the disposition of rebel strongholds.
�As for our teachers, there were perhaps ten out of sixty who were of any use at all. The worst were the French, nicknamed �The Drums,� and the Germans, whom we called �The Butchers.� Even the cadets who spoke one of their languages when they arrived at the school managed to forget it in their presence. Our masters taught us the art of strategy with a strangely nationalistic bent. They informed us that our arms were the most sophisticated in all of Europe and that our uniforms were suitable for the North Pole as well as an equatorial climate. And that the Emperor�s long greatcoat�that famous gray tunic His Majesty wore all the time�offered equally adequate protection from the sun and the cold. In sum, every element of our army had been so perfectly and intelligently planned, down to the last detail, that a Russian soldier could travel the world without ever enduring any discomfort.
�Our days began at six with the bugle sounding reveille and ended at ten with a group prayer. The cafeteria food was disgusting and the schedule inordinately heavy. Our courses included military history, the art of fortification, geography, topography, horsemanship, mechanics, chemistry, and on and on. And that doesn�t even include art, music, and dance, or fencing, equitation, and maneuvers.
�In spite of this impressive curriculum, we learned nothing. Our only real interest was a close study of our masters� weaknesses and how to exploit them. Apart from the first-year hazing, we were very united as a group, a solid bloc against the adversary. I don�t know if the famous motto of Alexander Dumas was inspired by ours, but if I were to sum up my youth, it would be with those words that were carved on every step of the stairway: All for one, and one for all. We, the First Corps cadets every one of us, were occasionally bad sons, sometimes bad brothers, perhaps bad fathers and husbands, but we were never bad comrades. In this respect, I daresay that Jamal Eddin was an exemplary cadet. He placed the honor of the Corps above personal considerations, and there were no limits to his capacity for self-sacrifice in the name of friendship.
�As for vices, we didn�t drink and we didn�t gamble much, which suited him. But we gave blow for blow and insult for insult, and that suited him too. And we knew that we could get rid of an instructor by bungling our exercises on the parade ground, knowing it would result in his demotion.
�When Argamakov unjustly punished Buxh�wden one time too many, we decided the time had come to exact revenge. It was springtime, and the grass in the fields was high. We split up into two groups. One group ripped out the grass by the handful, and the others used the bunches of grass to write on the school wall: ARGAMAKOV, BASTARD. This inscription in bright green, which could be seen from one end of the garden to the other, upset our superiors. You never knew when the Czar might show up, and he would have immediately observed that the letters were not the work of a single culprit. He would have noted that we would have had to have climbed by the dozens, one on top of another�s shoulders, tufts of grass in hand, to write those words so high up. It was obvious that this huge BASTARD, visible from all over, was the work of the entire Corps.
�The incident reached the ears of our inspector, the Grand Duke Mikha�l Pavlovitch, who in turn told his brother, the Czar. A few days later, His Majesty arrived and called the entire Corps into the yard. He had us do a few exercises, which we accomplished to perfection, as usual. His reaction was to shout, �Terrible! Unacceptable! Get them out of here.�
�He was furious and immediately went to see the director. He had barely crossed the threshold of his office before raging at the director, �Things are not going well at all here! Laxity is rampant! It�s time for them to shape up, and it�s up to you to see that they do!�
�Shaping up began immediately. Our teachers made the transition from harsh to cruel, and there was no reprieve. But when Argamakov made the mistake of calling one of the cadets an imbecile, the insult shook the entire company. All the cadets, on all sides, began shouting, �Imbecile yourself! Out with The Beast!�
�We started tapping the floor with our stools and shaking the tables. And when he cried, �Attention!�, we answered him with whistles of disapproval. In short, the word the Czar dreaded most�revolution�seemed to be materializing.
�Word of the incident spread throughout Saint Petersburg. Soon there were rumors that the First Corps cadets had thrown stools at an officer�s head, that they had broken his arm, beaten him on the head, and all kinds of other wild tales.
The Czar demoted all of us, forbade us from going out on Sundays, and from receiving visitors for the remainder of the school year. The Grand Duke Mikha�l Pavlovitch hurried to the school. He had the Corps line up in three rows in the courtyard.
��Rebels, you have forgotten your discipline. Do you want to become soldiers? On your knees!�
�A murmur rippled through the lines, �Not on our knees! Not on our knees!�
�For the cadets of the First Corps, being forced to kneel was the pinnacle of shame. One brave cadet had recently opted to be beaten to death rather than go down on his knees. Another had agreed to serve as a soldier for twenty-five years rather than to kneel. It was a rule of honor. Those among our superiors who had been cadets themselves never inflicted this abject punishment; it was an indignity that no cadet could accept without dying of shame. Didn�t the Grand Duke Mikha�l Pavlovitch know this?
�He continued to shout the order, the only one we could not obey. �On the ground before me, band of traitors! On your knees, all of you!�
�Thank heavens, he saved the day himself. He demonstrated by example, falling to his knees and crossing himself, as though he were kneeling before an icon. Before God, we gladly debased ourselves. Before God, we could kneel with humility. The entire Corps, including the Cherkesses, knelt submissively around the Grand Duke.
��Only God can help you obtain the pardon of the Emperor now. Pray to the Lord that the Czar will pardon you.�
�After praying, he ordered us to get up and gather around him for a sincere discussion. We knew that this was a trap designed to ferret out the leaders and that we should not enter into any kind of discussion with him. Mikha�l Pavlovitch had a horror of any disorder or lack of discipline. Even more than the Czar, his contempt for anything resembling criticism or resistance was boundless. Anyone who attempted to justify our conduct would be subjected to the severest punishment. In his eyes, we were guilty of the ultimate crime: insubordination.
�Jamal Eddin stepped forward. With his usual poise and courtesy, he assured His Imperial Highness that we were not rebels. He knew he was taking a great risk. He knew that we all feared what might happen to him, that he might be expelled and, in his case, subjected to even further sanction. He explained that there had been no conspiracy on our part, that this was not a revolt but a spontaneous protest against the cruelty of the officers, whose harassment the cadets had been putting up with for many long years. He pointed out that the honor of the Cadet Corps was continuously scorned by our uncouth, ill-bred officers. He, a man of normally so few words, pleaded our case so eloquently that the Grand Duke listened to him. Jamal Eddin ended his discourse brilliantly by begging the Grand Duke to please tell the Czar that the cadets were praying to the Almighty that His Majesty might forgive them.
�A month later, the Czar appeared again. He inspected the school and seemed satisfied with the order of things. Officially, nothing had changed. But as a result of Jamal Eddin�s speech, the officers were ordered to temper their zeal and behave in a more civilized fashion. A few months after the Czar�s visit, we were forgiven. Our demotions were lifted and we regained our original ranks. The story of the grass-painted letters was forgotten.
�But for Jamal Eddin, the opportunity to present his precious letter to the Czar never occurred again. He kept writing nevertheless. Did he really think that the Emperor would have it delivered to his father, when Shamil had made his reappearance in Chechnya and was massacring our soldiers with unprecedented efficiency? The order had come from higher up to hush up news of our enormous losses in the Caucasus, so we knew nothing of what was taking place down there. Not yet.
�I spent nearly three years as Jamal Eddin�s roommate in the Cherkess dormitory. Though he said little during the day, he was a real chatterbox at night. He dreamed out loud, and his muttering, in Russian, with Avar mixed in, often kept me awake. I never wanted to tell him that. And I never, never dared to ask him the meaning of the word that kept recurring in his dreams, that he kept repeating over and over. He wouldn�t have answered me, and I know that he would scarcely have slept after that had I done so. When I tried to repeat the word to my brother Dmitri, he didn�t understand it. I confess, I did not look any further. Today, sixty years later, I present it to our readers, the way I believe I heard it. I�d be grateful if someone could tell me what it means.
�The word was bachou [�].�
The First Cadet Corps
of Saint Petersburg
March 1845
�Bahou, Bahou-Messadou, are you the mountain torrent that I dream of every night?
�No day passes without my heart crying out your name. Every time the cane whistles through the air, every time the lash cuts into the skin of one of my comrades, it is your back that takes the blows, your flesh they gash. Every time blood spurts from those wounds, I see you in my mind�s eye, kneeling beneath the pillory at Akulgo. I hear you weep and my lost soul sobs with you.
�But at night, is it really you, Bahou? Is it you who sends me these visions, like the saints of the believers who pray and fall asleep on their tombs? Where are you now? Do you come down from the gardens of paradise to visit me in my dreams?
�In my dreams, you are no longer there in body and voice. You are the river that flows beneath the bridge at Ghimri, you are the Andi Koysu that roils and rumbles and breaks against the boulders. You are not deserted, you are not empty. Mirrors of gold, plates, bracelets, sabers and their sheaths rise from your depths. The crests of your waves carry alabaster dishes, as white and pure as the foam. The most beautiful kinjals are swept along with the flow. They drift and swirl between the rocks. But you, the river of Ghimri, instead of sending them to disappear at the bottom, you throw them at my feet, on the riverbank. Then you recede, leaving me alone with this treasure that sparkles blindingly, and you forget about me. You have given me the lost sabers of the khans but you continue on your way, pure and limpid. What are you trying to tell me? I searched in the Book, but I found no answer. I asked the mullah, also in vain.
�Compared to Sheik Jamaluddin al Ghumuqi, he knows nothing, and I don�t trust him. When I asked him why music is forbidden for the true believers, why I should not listen to the song of a piano, why I should not learn how to play, he told me that, on the contrary, music is the creaking of the hinges that open the doors to paradise. But if that were true, my father would not have pierced all the drums. So he tells me that there are different sorts of music. That some can excite the soul and lead it to places it shouldn�t go. That what may seem right in the Caucasus, what we feel is good, isn�t necessarily so in Saint Petersburg. How can this be? There is only one law, the Sharia�and the Sharia forbids music and dance.
�According to him, life is so hard in our mountains and time so precious that men cannot permit themselves to be softened, their attention to God distracted, by music. But here in Petersburg, where time isn�t quite so dear, where the day goes on all through the night, where war is far away, music opens the heart and elevates it. He says that music here is a hymn to the Almighty, a way of thanking Allah for the life he has granted us. He says that all of the wonderful things that surround us here are a gift of the Lord, and that by naming his son Jamal, which means �beauty,� and Eddin, which signifies �religion,� my father agrees with him.
�I don�t believe it. He�s lying. He serves the infidels. And that is why the infidels have made him our guide. So he will trick us, mislead us, and send us down the wrong path.
�When he says that the Russians here are not like the Russians at home, on this point, he�s right. If my father were to meet the czar, I am sure that he would love him and respect him. The czar is noble and just and generous. Look at the way he treats his prisoners. See how he treats me. The giaours are not all as worthless as we think, Bahou. Yes, their women dance, they wear perfume and d�collet�s. And yet the empress conducts herself with the utmost modesty and dignity. She behaves honorably, and her sons respect her.
�Is this an illusion? An artifice of the devil? Should I despise her and all the other giaours? Buxh�wden�s friendship, and Milyutin�s, are they a trap? Should I not trust them? Bahou, answer me, tell me how to act. All this treasure at my feet, the gold borne on the waves, should I throw it back into the Andi Koysu or should I pick it up and keep it? Tell me, what do you ask of me?�
The Palace of Count Kiselyev
in Saint Petersburg
on the day of the feast of Saint Dmitri
September 21, 1845
�This place is a regular boarding house,� Count Pavel Dmitrievitch Kiselyev commented as he watched the flames of the smoking room ceiling light flicker with the resounding cavalcade upstairs.
The pink-and-white reflection of the sumptuous Zurova-Kiselyev Palace on the Mo�ka Quay shimmered in the water of the canal. This year, the feast of Saint Dmitri had taken on a special luster, and with good reason. For Count Pavel Dmitrievitch, this twenty-first of September, 1845, there was more to celebrate than just the memory of the family�s patron saint. Tonight he was welcoming home his beloved nephew, who had just returned from his second campaign in the Caucasus. Dmitri Alexeyevitch came home as perplexed as the first time, but now he was also in love, married, and full of plans for the future.
Two years earlier, he had fallen for Natalia, the daughter of General Poncet, and they had hastily married just before he was called back to his post. Their newlywed bliss had been ephemeral. His young wife had stayed in Saint Petersburg, while he had been forced to leave her for a solitary and tragic reunion with the mountains of Dagestan. But those dark days were over, and Dmitri was alive.
Although seasoned by hardship, at twenty-nine, Dmitri still had the candid gaze of a much younger man. His thick, ash-blond curls had scarcely darkened and remained as unruly as ever, a neat part on the side and brilliantine notwithstanding. It was a bit too long at the nape of the neck for the count�s taste, but that was of no importance. Dmitri was there, seated beside him in the smoking room before the hearth. And this evening, Kiselyev was giving a big party in his honor.
There would be a dinner, a ball, and supper, festivities that all the generations could enjoy. On this occasion, the youngest of the Milyutin brothers, the fourteen-year-old Alexander Alexeyevitch�Sacha�had been given permission to invite one or two of his schoolmates from the First Cadet Corps. He had begged to extend the invitation to two more of his closest friends, pleading that Saint Dmitri�s fell on a Sunday and that, because their illustrious families were far away, these boys were consigned to remain at the corps every weekend of the year. It would only be charitable, kind Christian charity, to invite them to the celebration. Cleverly skirting the whole truth, he named only two of his guests: Grand Duke Mikha�l Nicola�evitch, who was his age, and Grand Duke Nicholas Nicola�evitch, who was a year younger. Their dear mama, the empress, had gone to Italy for her health at the beginning of the summer and their father, Czar Nicholas, unable to do without her, had followed. Czarevitch Alexander, who was filling in for the emperor as head of state during his absence, scarcely had time to take care of his little brothers.
The excellent company Sacha kept no doubt influenced the count. He did not ask for the names of the other two boys but simply signed his name, authorizing leave for all four of them.
Another rumble shook the ceiling light.
�What on earth are they doing up there? At fourteen, one should know how to behave! If they keep this up, they�ll make the candles fall and set the place on fire.�
�Sacha is so excited this evening,� Kiselyev said gaily, reassuming the tone that matched his mood, �I suppose he can�t wait to welcome you home.�
A smile played about the count�s lips.
�Unless it�s the prospect of being around all these demoiselles that has them all in such a state of excitement. I have invited a few girls their age. I�ve been told they�re as lovely as can be.�
Now it was Dmitri�s turn to smile. Women, his uncle�s great weakness. He had dreamed of them so and loved them so. Clearly he could imagine the excitement of the five adolescents getting ready upstairs, combing their hair in front of the mirror. The count would probably feel the same way when he dressed for the evening a short while later.
�You can go up and see your little brother in a little while. I told him to stay upstairs with his buddies and not to come down until the girls arrive. We can still enjoy a few hours of peace and quiet. My dear child, I�ve thought of you so much. I wanted to set aside a little time to have you all to myself. You were right, weren�t you? Things aren�t going well down there.�
In the past week since his return, Dmitri had avoided talking about the war, reluctant to bore his entourage with his tales. But the count had appealed to his patriotic feelings in an intimate conversation between officers, and he couldn�t resist the need to confide in him for long.
�Shamil has taken most of the mountain passes between Dagestan and Chechnya. He and his troops circulate freely between the two regions.�
Sitting on the couch behind the card tables that were already set for games, the count pulled on his big cigar. With his legs comfortably crossed, he listened attentively. He knew that Dmitri was thinking of leaving the army, but he thought that would be a mistake. A folly, especially when the young man�s career was just taking off. His courageous actions in the Chechen forests had earned him a promotion to captain, and he was being considered for the Cross of Saint George. Dmitri might criticize his superiors, but they appreciated him. Now he was toying with the idea of resigning from the army and finishing the work he had begun on those long nights of watch duty in his tent in Chechnya: a book on the Caucasus. Well, why not? With time, Dmitri had come to know the region well, both its geography and its customs. After every battle, when every massacre was over, he had recorded what he had seen, continuing with the reflections that he had begun after the siege of Akulgo. But his personal experience was not enough, and with his usual enthusiasm, he had begun to research the subject thoroughly, delving into documentary sources. He dreamed of offering his suggestions to the czar and helping Russia to end this war. His greatest hope was to conclude a lasting peace. Yes, why not?
But there was no point in abandoning the service. Dmitri could just as well write his report�his book, if you will�without leaving the regiment. The count was ready to facilitate his task. His guests this evening had been chosen with precisely this project in mind. He had invited the relatives, the acquaintances, and all the friends who had ties in one way or another to the history of the Caucasus and who could provide Dmitri with information. The grand aristocrats of the Bagration dynasty, who had joined the ranks of the Russian army and fought the Muslims ever since Georgia had been annexed by Czar Alexander forty-five years before, would be coming. The members of the general staff of the new viceroy who had just been posted to Tiflis, Count Mikha�l Vorontsov, would be there too. And he was expecting the officers of the regiments on the line, who were on leave. There would be plenty of �Caucasian youth� on hand.
The count had extended the evening�s theme to the female guests as well. The princesses of the Georgian royal family, granddaughters of the last king, George�XII, would be chaperoned by their mother, Princess Anastasia, who was an old friend. Born Princess Anastasia Grigor�evna Obolenska�a, the princess had once been a great beauty. Now forty years old, she had thirteen children�eight girls and five boys�a gold mine for adolescent balls. Although her husband, Prince Ilya of Georgia, held the rank of Serene Highness and lived in Moscow, their three eldest daughters attended the Smolny Institute, which was reserved in principle for the daughters of the impecunious aristocracy of Saint Petersburg. Said to be even more breathtaking than her mother had been, Anna, at seventeen the eldest, had just been received at court as a maid of honor to the empress. Of course, all that was of no interest to Dmitri, who had already met his soul mate. But his second brother, the handsome twenty-seven-year-old Nicholas Alexeyevitch Milyutin, preferring a civilian career to the army, had chosen a more difficult path. And Volodia, the third, was at the university, supposedly studying philosophy. Perhaps Nicholas and Volodia would find an advantageous match among this evening�s guests, one that far exceeded their expectations. One could always dream.
Encouraged by the count�s questions, the guest of honor was not mulling over any of these urbane considerations.
�We�re losing ground and retreating everywhere,� Dmitri sighed. �In a single year, Shamil�s bands have taken fifteen fortified towns and twenty-seven cannons.�
�A disaster, I know, I know. And the czar is at the end of his patience. Every Monday, at the council meeting, he explodes, demanding that we have done with it. In this respect, you should note that the czar has taken what you once termed the �necessary measures.� His Majesty dismissed Grabbe. He replaced all the generals and doubled your troops. This time you can�t possibly claim that you lack means.�
�No, I wouldn�t dare. The emperor has also sent money, a great deal of money, to bribe those closest to the imam. We tried to have him assassinated; we even provided the killers with poison. They took the vials and the funds and laid all of it at the feet of their victim.�
�And you seem to find that normal.�
�The only choice we�ve left the Montagnards is to remain faithful to the imam Shamil.�
�Faithful? That close to treason? That kind of loyalty hardly seems commendable.�
�On that point�Russian loyalty, our own loyalty�we have a curious way of treating the indigenes who back us up and serve us. On the one hand, we spare no expense persuading the renegades to join our ranks. But once we have won them over, we pay no more attention to them and turn them over to the vengeance of their own without batting an eye. As a result, we reinforce their conviction that it is preferable to fight us, so we will try to buy them off, than to join us, only to be abandoned to a cruel death at the hands of the murids.�
�The arrival of Count Vorontsov will change all that. He�s been granted full powers. I know him. He�s very intelligent and shrewd. A formidable strategist, one of the great conquerors of Napoleon.�
�But what does a battlefield in the Napoleonic wars have to do with the war of ambush Shamil is waging?� Dmitri flushed with anger and slapped his knee, emphasizing each word with indignation. �Except perhaps that in Napoleon�s time, the Russians were defending their own liberty, their own territory against the invader. Whereas now, we�ve taken on the opposite role.�
The count uncrossed his legs and furiously crushed out his cigar, then hurled the contents of the ashtray into the fire in the hearth.
�I strongly suggest that you refrain from writing this sort of thing in your book, my dear. You risk finding the climate in Siberia much harsher than that of your much vaunted Caucasus.�
Genuinely sorry to have provoked the ire of the man he owed so much, the young man calmed down before continuing.
�But Count Vorontsov is moving too quickly, Uncle, and the czar is urging him on. He operates at double time. When he orders his entire army to plunge into the Chechen forest without taking the time to cut down even a single tree or clear out a single thicket, he�s committing an error that not even the most humble veteran of the Chechen regiments would be guilty of. He would know there are Montagnards hiding behind every tree trunk. He would be prepared for the barricades at every path, set to trap the middle of a column between several heaps of branches and isolate our soldiers in small groups�with men ready to decimate our troops once they are helpless to advance, retreat, or defend themselves. All that would be obvious.
�As for the horrors of the spectacle the imam regales us with, those of us who have managed to force our way through the obstacles and survive, they�re included in every report. Barbarities that make your blood run cold, a foretaste of what awaits us. The heads of our comrades planted among the branches, their mutilated bodies�hands, feet, and genitals chopped off�draped over the barricades, their bloody remains that must be removed before we can advance. I don�t want to upset you with such visions, Uncle. But I must tell you that just last month, Shamil massacred four thousand Russians. In three days.�
�That fanatic is a monster!�
�Indeed, that�s what he�s becoming.�
�What do you mean, what he�s becoming? It�s what he�s always been. For the past twenty years, he�s spread carnage and death.�
�For the past twenty years, he�s been fighting for the survival of his people. But now he wants something else.�
The count shrugged his shoulders.
�Of course, gold.�
�No, his son.�
�The kid you brought back?�
�The child I kidnapped. Shamil will do anything to obtain his return. He�s ready to murder, blackmail, even take hostages to exchange.�
�A wide-ranging program,� said the count with bitter irony.
Another thunderous commotion from upstairs shook the room, and the fifty candles of the ceiling light went out.
�Now they�ve gone too far up there! This is the last time I let these vandals come here, they�ve got some nerve! Go see what the hell Sacha is doing and tell him what I think of his behavior. As for the imam�s son, all you have to do is give him back. We don�t need the offspring of monsters and madmen here.�
Dmitri had scarcely reached the top of the stairs before Sacha threw himself into his arms. As he glanced at the other �vandals� standing on the landing, he immediately recognized the tall, slender figure of Jamal Eddin Shamil.
Milyutin was so taken aback that it did not occur to him to mask his surprise and emotion.
Jamal Eddin greeted him with a nod that the captain acknowledged. Standing stock still, they exchanged a long look of mutual anxiety and curiosity. Both felt a catch in their throats as memories of the past flashed through their minds.
Of the two, the younger one seemed the least troubled. He had been waiting for this encounter, wishing for it and seeking the opportunity to make it happen. He knew that Sacha�s brother had returned from the Caucasus. It was this that had motivated him to accept this invitation, not his friends� excited chatter about getting away from the school, dancing with real partners, and finally, finally, meeting some girls. If only he could approach the captain to ask him about what was happening in Dagestan and Chechnya. His knowledge of his father�s triumphs was limited to rumors circulating in the Cherkess dormitory, all of them contradictory, ambiguous, and deformed by the pacifieds� mistrust of the growing power of the imam. Would Dmitri Alexeyevitch be willing to give him some real news?
Despite his impatience, Jamal Eddin did not move and asked no questions. The boy hadn�t changed in that respect, Milyutin thought. With his characteristic reserve, this blend of restraint and assurance, he waited politely for the captain to speak. He kept the same distance from his former jailer as before, but this time his expression was devoid of all aggression and scorn.
The captain even thought he saw a certain softness, a hint of kindness, in the boy�s serious face.
In five years, the �hostage� had changed. He had become a sleek adolescent, extremely elegant in his red and green cadet�s uniform, cap in hand, saber at his side. A Russian aristocrat of the First Cadet Corps of Petersburg. He seemed only slightly less crazy than the two grand dukes, Count Buxh�wden, and the youngest of the Milyutins, who were racing up and down the corridor, doing handstands and myriad other acrobatic antics.
Dmitri hadn�t time to pursue his reflections further. The crystal of the torch�res vibrated, and he heard a heavy step behind him.
The count had emerged from the wing that served as his apartment and approached the little group. He had come to pay his respects to the emperor�s sons and to thank them for honoring his home. It was also an opportunity for the others to be presented to him.

�This Muslim can�t sit at this table with our guests!�
Kiselyev paced between the columns of one of the two rotundas on either side of the white banquet room.
The horseshoe-shaped table was set for two hundred, the candles of the three overhanging chandeliers not yet lit. On the immaculate tablecloths, a long line of silver candelabra shimmered in the mirrors, reflecting into infinity the image of the fine china plates, the gold-rimmed crystal carafes, the goblets and flutes.
�Do you hear me, Dmitri?� the count stormed. �He will stay upstairs. I do not want him to come down here. I forbid him to appear. His presence here would be an insult to the men who have fought in the Caucasus, an affront to the memory of those who died there.�
When standing before the boy in question, Kiselyev had shown more skill at dissimulating his sentiments than his nephew. Old courtier that he was, he had masked his surprise and dismay.
However, his fury was all the more violent upon his return to the ground floor, disrupting the hostess�s final preparations.
�Just to make sure, have him taken back to the Cadet Corps immediately. As for your brother, he has no idea what he�s in for. He hasn�t seen the likes of the caning that�s in store for him. I�ll have him whipped publicly here, this evening. How dare he invite this rebel to mingle with my guests?�
�This rebel, Uncle, is the classmate of the grand dukes and a ward of the emperor.�
�The emperor is magnanimous. But we, Dmitri Alexeyevitch, we cannot welcome him here, among us. I have told you, and I will repeat once again, that it would be a slap in the face, an unacceptable humiliation for the victor of Akulgo.�
Milyutin was petrified with horror at the allusion. �You have invited General Grabbe? This evening? Whatever possessed you?�
His uncle sensed his disapproval and swept it aside.
�You wanted the Caucasus? I give you the Caucasus, my boy!�
Dmitri refrained from further discussion on this wobbly ground. The proximity of Grabbe nonetheless perplexed him. He turned his thoughts over in his mind for a few moments before returning to the subject at hand�how to handle the presence of Jamal Eddin Shamil.
�To offend him without reason, shut him in upstairs, send him away, or in any way treat him as an enemy would be to diametrically oppose the education the emperor has chosen to give him and contravene His Majesty�s wishes. This boy now belongs to a better world, and that is the czar�s decision.�
His argument was a convincing one.
�Well then, have a second table set up, in your aunt�s dining room or the crimson salon or the blue one or the green one. Wherever you want, but way the devil away from here. The house is big enough. Organize festivities reserved for the children at the other end of the palace.�
�And who, among their young Imperial Highnesses and the little Serene Highnesses will you exile to �the other end� of the palace, Uncle? The Georgian princesses can only be seated here in the banquet room, at your right and next to their mother. As for sending the grand dukes way the devil away, that would be a first of some magnitude. You�d beat all records in terms of snubs and humiliation.�
�So, as you tell it, the problem is insoluble? Really, really, really,� the count exploded, �your imam has caused me no end of trouble, down to the very seating plan for my dinner!�
Dmitri smothered a smile.
�For the seating plan, I fear that the only thing we can do is follow the rules and leave the rest up to God.�
Milyutin feigned all the more gaiety because he realized just how serious the situation was.
Sacha had pulled off a masterstroke inviting Jamal Eddin to the Kiselyevs� and consequently presenting him to the higher spheres of the court. Here he was, the son of the �monster� who had cut off the hands, feet, and genitals of relatives of all the guests. The evening promised to be lively.
�Unless�Uncle, just a little while ago, you told young Count Buxh�wden that you had met his father in Bucharest, right?�
�I�ve known several Buxh�wdens in my life, his father, his brothers, his grandfather. All of them strapping lads, hot-heads, daredevils, and swashbucklers. But all had pure hearts and gallant souls. Why do you ask?�
�Because, from what Sacha tells me, the son is made of the same stuff. He�s the oldest and probably the only one of the little band who�s capable of measuring the consequences of a scandal for Jamal Eddin�s future.�
�The boy�s future, my dear, is scarcely my concern.�
�Nonetheless, I�ll warn Buxh�wden of the reactions his friend�s presence might provoke. So he can stick close to him, see to it that he stays as far away as possible from the officers, and keep an eye out for trouble.�
As for the potential trouble in question, Dmitri refrained from voicing his true concern. He did not admit that the sensitivity of the �Petersburg Caucasians� worried him less than that of the only real Cherkess at the soir�e. The danger lay in the violence of Jamal Eddin�s feelings. What would he be able to endure as he listened to the conversation around the dinner table?
The violence of his feelings was one source of concern, but he also worried about the speed of his reactions.
Having experienced it before, Milyutin was already familiar with Jamal Eddin�s pride. And he knew that he was both quick to defend it and easily offended.
The things he was in danger of hearing about his people could not fail to hurt him. All that he held precious�his religion, his flesh and blood, his very honor�would be subject to attack.
As for the presence of General Grabbe under the same roof, how could Jamal Eddin behave with restraint and dignity toward the man who had betrayed him and had him kidnapped?
It was insoluble. The count was right.

The moment Dmitri heard the rustle of petticoats and skirts and crystalline feminine voices in the vestibule, he realized he had forgotten the most important thing�the presence of girls. With luck, the evening would not play out the way he had imagined. With luck, the party would be frivolous and gay. Jamal Eddin could not carry the weight of the world on his shoulders or single-handedly solve the tragic situation of his people. The time had come for the boy to be what he always should have been: a child who acted his own age, an adolescent lad just like all the others.
�Well, even the worst,� Dmitri thought to himself, scoffing at his own gloomy apprehension, �even the worst scenario is by no means a sure thing.�

First breach of propriety: Sacha and his band did not come downstairs to greet any of the guests. Although the count had given them permission to descend, the five cadets remained glued to the steps midway down the staircase until dinner. They probably found it more interesting to watch, unseen, as the girls took off their wraps in the vast antechamber, arranged their hair in the mirrors, and smoothed the wrinkles of their skirts with fans. Though the boys� conduct would normally have been considered unacceptable, in this case, it was perfect. This way Jamal Eddin would not be introduced to the families. Dmitri had no intention whatsoever of reprimanding his little brother.
Perched on the steps, they whispered and giggled and exchanged witty comments in low voices. At fourteen, Nicholas Nicola�evitch�Nicky�the elder of the two grand dukes, already had a reputation as a connoisseur of horses, dogs, and women. He and Buxh�wden agreed that small hands and tiny feet were absolutely ravishing. For once Sacha had not exaggerated when he bragged of the charms of the Georgian princesses (on whom, of course, he had never before laid eyes).
Sisters and cousins continued to arrive, representing different generations. George�XII, the last king of Georgia, had had twenty children, and the eldest of his progeny were dowagers. They were dressed in their sumptuous national costume, with a headband worn like a crown and a long, diaphanous veil trailing down the back. Their dresses, hemmed just above the ankle, were richly embroidered. The ensemble recalled the chatelaines of the Middle Ages from Sir Walter Scott�s novels. They were too old-fashioned for the young people, who scarcely noticed them.
But the young ones were something else entirely. They wore crinolines of pink, blue, or white satin, in the latest Parisian style, with fresh flowers on their belts. They had large, dark eyes and long, lustrous black curls that framed their delicate features. With olive complexions, oval faces, and a similarly light step, the family resemblance was striking. According to the grand duke, ladies always fit into two entirely distinct categories. One group, His Highness pontificated, had a sort of languor about them, a faraway look of melancholy softness in the eyes. The others were intense and voluptuous, the incarnation of a promising sensuality.
Though Sacha did not understand all of these subtle distinctions, he did notice two girls his own age. Their governess was just helping them remove their wraps. Scarcely on the other side of childhood, they probably would not stay up for the ball and the midnight supper. But in their short, full-skirted dresses and their lace pantalets, they struck him as accessible, graceful, and worthy of conquest. Without informing anyone, he rushed down the steps, clicked his heels smartly, and presented himself as entertainment director of the junior class.
Indeed, Sacha was in fine form tonight. Everything was turning out for the best.

Dmitri was thinking the same thing as he sat down in the banquet room. Everything was turning out for the best.
Only the adults, the young people between sixteen and twenty, and the adolescents of the imperial family had been placed at the table. The rest of the children were seated at the two extremities of the horseshoe, the boys with their tutors, the girls with their teachers.
Due to the random order of the procession through the reception suite�the random order, or the skill of Buxh�wden, who had been confidentially informed of the potential difficulties of the evening�Sacha, his friends, and the sons of some of the guests entered the dining room last. Count Kiselyev already presided at the center table, with the two grand dukes, the princes of the Bagration family, and the generals seated next to him. Countess Kiselyev, n�e Princess Potocka, was seated at the center of the right wing, with the Georgian princesses and the other ladies across from her. Dmitri presided over the left wing of the table, surrounded by the dignitaries and officers. On the men�s side, the table was nearly full, so the dozen or so last to arrive sat on the other side, with the readers, chaperones, and governesses.
Dmitri sat back in his chair, satisfied with the arrangements. Yes, it had worked out fine to leave things to chance; in fact, it could not have been better if it had all been planned. Sacha�s band was directly in his line of vision, so he could easily keep an eye on Jamal Eddin. Even better, the group of chaperones separated the boys from the rest of the guests. It would be impossible for �the rebel,� as his uncle insisted on calling him, to hear any conversation other than that of his friends. No one had noticed the boy during the greetings and the procession. He had blended into the mass of uniforms. And no one would single him out now, seated on the other side of the world, two hundred place settings away from General Grabbe. The problems he had foreseen had simply disappeared.
One could even suppose that the boy would do his best not to attract attention. Wasn�t this reception his first, his introduction to society? His first formal dinner, his first ball? Dmitri recalled his own state of mind in the same circumstances. He had been fourteen and in mortal fear of appearing ridiculous, gauche, or awkward. His most fervent wish had been that no one should look at him or notice his presence.
And as he watched him, Jamal Eddin did not say a word. With his usual reserve, he seemed to want to disappear, sitting back slightly in his chair so that his neighbors could fully observe Sacha�s antics.
Sacha, on the other hand, was too much. He was going too far with his clowning. Dmitri knew that his little brother was trying to impress his rivals�in fact, all the boys at the party�because he thought he was ugly. Or at least he did not think he was as handsome as Their Imperial Highnesses who, with their blond hair and blue eyes, looked more German than Russian. They were the incarnation of all he wanted to be. But they were seated too far away for him to compete with them. Buxh�wden? Sacha definitely considered himself to be less masculine than Buxh�wden, who was a strapping, well-built, somewhat enigmatic lad. Jamal Eddin? Sacha undoubtedly knew that he was less attractive than Jamal Eddin, with his high cheekbones and large, almond-shaped cat eyes. Well, the devil with looks. With his turned-up nose and freckles, and the cowlicks he was forever trying to paste down, he was determined to be as witty as could be. So he exaggerated his comic side, overcoming his shyness by speaking loudly and gesticulating wildly.
Dmitri saw him address the two girls he had greeted in the vestibule, speaking over their governess�s head. They laughed unrestrainedly at his clever comments.
They were the younger sisters of the beautiful young woman sitting next to her mother at Countess Kiselyev�s right. Dmitri thought, deep down, that had he not been so happily married, the lovely Princess Anna of Georgia� In any case, Sacha�s conquests were named Varenka and Gayana. Varenka was fourteen, Gayana a year younger. Endowed with a delicate constitution, Varenka was slender and frail, with immense dark eyes and well-shaped, arched eyebrows. Gayana was a brunette like her sisters, but chubbier and livelier, and every bit as impudent as Sacha.
Placed on either side of their teachers, the girls wheedled their two chaperones into exchanging places with them, allowing them to sit next to the boys. They had just won their case and were sitting down between Jamal Eddin and another boy, who wore the prestigious gold-buttoned blue uniform of the Lyc�e Imp�rial, where Pushkin had studied. A smile crossed Dmitri�s lips. They were having a much better time at their end of the table than he was here, in the company of the minister of war.
Finally reassured, he ceased to pay attention to the goings-on around his little brother. The game had been won.
However, on this score, he was mistaken. The student from the Lyc�e Imp�rial, who was talking even more loudly than Sacha, was making him dangerously excited. As for Jamal Eddin, he was struggling to control a violence well beyond what Dmitri could have imagined a short while ago when he tried to put himself in the boy�s place.
What was so oppressive? The solemnity of the d�cor, the heaviness of the twenty-four white pillars, the Corinthian columns that supported the enormous vault above? What was it? The light? The heat? The shimmering flames reflecting off the crystal of the chandeliers and dancing in the mirrors like fragments of a rainbow? Whatever it was, Jamal Eddin felt trapped, caught by the throat, close to panic.
Tonight he was capable of measuring what had escaped him five years ago during the New Year celebrations at the Winter Palace. He could judge the splendor of all these objects, let himself be dazzled by the refinement of each detail and fascinated by so much richness and radiance.
He knew both too much and not enough about the world around him.
Though he had learned how to navigate in the realm of the cadets, he suddenly understood the great distance he still had to go. Yes, of course, he knew how to recognize an officer�s rank at a glance and how to salute according to protocol. His table manners were impeccable. But for the rest? His masters had not shown him how to click his heels before a girl or revealed how to flirt with her. And when it came to mastering the correct dinner utensils before him, all these knives and glasses, he was at a loss. Dmitri had been right in supposing that Jamal Eddin felt awkward and ashamed. But added to his adolescent emotions was another kind of malaise, a moral one that multiplied and complicated his discomfort.
He didn�t even need to touch the wine that sparkled red, white, and golden before him, the wine his father had poured out by the cask�the odor was enough to inebriate him and fill him with guilt.
In coming so close to what he never should have approached, in discovering the opulent beauty of women he should never even have imagined, in running his eyes over their plunging d�collet�s and their bare shoulders, he was playing a dangerous game with temptation. And he sensed this.
He wished he had never accepted Sacha�s invitation. He was angry with himself for taking part in it. He was angry with himself for being at this table, in this room, in this palace, in this country. He was angry with himself for everything.
He looked for an opportunity to disappear discreetly, but it was too late.
�Jamal Eddin,� Sacha cried, �you who know the region, the Caucasus belongs to Georgia, right? So Her Highness the Princess Varenka Ilyinitchna and Her Highness the Princess Gayana Ilyinitchna are at once Russian, Georgian, and Caucasian, no?�
Given his present state, Jamal Eddin did not understand the question at all.
�Monsieur maintains that that�s not the case,� Sacha insisted, indicating the student seated across the table from him. �Monsieur declares that Orthodox Georgia and the Muslim Caucasus have nothing in common.�
�I never said that!� the boy cried.
His voice was changing. Sharp and shrill, it carried a long way.
�Oh, really? Then what did you say?�
�I said that only part of the Caucasus Mountains are in Georgia. And that in this sense, the Georgian people are more Russian than Caucasian.�
The sententious student liked giving lessons.
�That�s totally idiotic!� Sacha burst out, ready to say anything in order to have the last word.
�All of the Caucasus is Russian,� said his adversary, developing his rationale.
�All the Caucasus is not Russian,� Varenka corrected him.
This intervention put a damper on the heated conversation, and a moment of silence ensued. Buxh�wden squirmed in his chair, sensing the danger. Jamal Eddin did not move. He listened intently to the girl�s words.
�The proof,� Gayana simpered, �is that Varenka�s sweetheart was Shamil�s prisoner for eight months in the Caucasus.�
�He�s not my sweetheart!�
�Maybe. But anyway, he was Shamil�s hostage for eight months.�
�Shamil?� smirked Sacha�s rival. �My father had him under his boot.�
The color drained from Jamal Eddin�s face. He was so visibly upset that Buxh�wden was afraid he would completely lose his composure.
�Our relative, Varenka�s fianc�, lived with him in his village, in his house,� Gayana professed insistently. �He says that Shamil is not at all the way everyone imagines him. He says that he is a great warrior, and he admires him.�
�Your relative,� the boy said condescendingly, �probably belongs to the branch of the Georgian royal family that chose to serve the shah of Persia rather than the Russian czar.�
Varenka turned almost as red as Jamal Eddin was pale. The student had struck a nerve.
Certain members of the Georgian aristocracy had plotted against the Russian occupation, and though they were Christians, they had fought in alliance with the Muslims. At the beginning of the century, when Russia definitively annexed Georgia, Queen Miriam, the widow of George�XII, had stabbed the Russian general who had come to arrest her in her bed, with a kinjal. Her youngest son, little Ilya, who was only nine at the time, had helped her murder him. Ilya was Varenka�s own father.
The criminal queen had been shut up in the monastery of Voronets for seven years before being allowed to live in Moscow on probation. To some, she was a heroine of the resistance. To others, she was the incarnation of all that was barbarous, shocking, and vulgar.
Forty years later, Emperor Nicholas had granted her his pardon. The girls� grandmother was now received at court, and the privileges, titles, and ranks of the entire family had been restored. The Georgian princes had been integrated into the Russian aristocracy and now counted among the most influential members of the empire.
In suggesting that Varenka�s �sweetheart� belonged to the enemy camp, the student had unwittingly attacked her loyalty. Even he did not realize the extent to which his comment was insulting.
Varenka managed to contain her anger, but she trembled with indignation and was close to tears.
�Our father fought Napoleon at Borodino, sir,� she said, her voice quivering. �Our uncles fought the Persians at Yerevan. The father of Prince Elico Orbeliani, our relative whom you have just denigrated, took the city of Poti back from the Turks. His brother distinguished himself in every battle against Shamil. The prince himself was taken prisoner at Dargo when he was fighting Shamil.�
�Of course, of course. I�m just surprised that he could have escaped from the clutches of the imam alive. Everyone knows how cruel he is.�
Varenka calmed down a bit.
�It�s true that he spent some very difficult periods in the pit where the imam kept his captives.�
Buxh�wden shot Sacha several urgent dark looks that warned of imminent disaster. Sacha understood that they had ventured out onto a minefield, but he could not find a way to cut the conversation short.
�The imam wanted to exchange him for his heir,� Gayana explained.
How could Buxh�wden drag Jamal Eddin away from all this? He tried to catch his friend�s eye, while Sacha attempted to distract him with subtle gestures and kicks under the table. It was all in vain.
Jamal Eddin hung on every word the girls said. He saw and felt nothing, nothing but the violence of the images and emotions their words evoked.
�The imam,� Gayana continued, all too pleased to be center stage, �had only one thing in mind when he captured our relative. He wanted to force him to write to the czar, to oblige him to beg His Majesty to give him back his son.�
�But the prince resisted,� Varenka cut in, with pride. �He refused to write the letter; he could not ask such a thing of his emperor.�
�So Shamil had him brought from the pit to be executed.�
�And the prince prepared to die. But the imam was so touched by his courage and his dignity that he pardoned him and spared his life. He even gave him free run of the village, as long as he promised not to try to escape. And that is how our relative lived with him for several months.�
�And that�s why he says he�s not cruel,� Gayana lisped.
�All that sounds too good to be true,� the boy scoffed.
�Well, you�re wrong,� Varenka murmured softly, �it is true.�
�Allow me, if you will, Your Highness, to express my surprise that the imam pardoned your relative without asking for anything in return.�
�Shamil finally exchanged him for several of his captains.�
�Your relative must have rendered some important service to the Montagnards for them to spare him and set him free,� the student insisted. �They�re very greedy, these people, as rapacious as they are corrupt. They in no way resemble the noble lords you�re describing.�
Varenka frowned. Exasperated this time, she lost her temper. �That, however, is the way things happen between men of honor! And that is how they did happen.�
�Please stop, sir.�
Jamal Eddin�s voice, like a knife slicing in one clean blow, cut into the conversation, its coldness matched only by its natural authority.
�You are insulting the princesses and questioning their word.�
�I don�t doubt their word, not for a second! That�s not what I wished to say.�
�I asked you to be quiet.�
He did not make the slightest gesture. He did not even raise his voice. It was worse. His entire person breathed contempt.
�On my honor, I never��
�Do not use words whose meaning escapes you completely.�
His terse words expressed such pent-up anger that Buxh�wden was afraid he would grab the other boy and throttle him. However, Jamal Eddin did not move a muscle. The student, worried that he had offended Varenka Ilyinitchna, chose to ignore the interruption.
�I swear to you, Your Highness, that��
�Be quiet. The subject is closed.�
�Yes, let�s all be quiet, shall we,� Varenka agreed, gracing the boy with a conciliatory look. �The war in the Caucasus is too painful and controversial a subject. Let�s all talk about something else.�
She gave her opponent such an encouraging smile that he was sure he had won her over, which was actually the intent of all his quibbling in the first place. Swallowing his humiliation, he complied. He was content to seek proof of her pardon by asking Her Highness for the honor�he emphasized the word pretentiously�of granting him the first waltz.

�Who is that cretin?� Buxh�wden whispered in Sacha�s ear as they were leaving the room.
�Tell me about it!� he exclaimed under his breath. �How could my brother have let that fool horn in at our table? Dmitri hit the bull�s-eye, giving us that son of an imbecile. We need to avoid him at all costs.�
�Jamal Eddin put him in his place.�
�That�s nothing. Just think what he would have done had he known he was talking to Nicholas Pavlovitch Grabbe!�

Everyone was waiting for the ball to begin. The women strolled in small groups through the adjoining receiving rooms while the men played whist in the smoking room. The young people played ambassadors and other games under the watchful eyes of their governesses. Behind the closed doors, they could hear the violins tuning up.
Suddenly, in an explosion of brass, the first measures of a polonaise resounded throughout the halls, a veritable thunderclap that instantly emptied the salons. Jamal Eddin found himself alone in the small rotunda known as the Hercules Rotunda.
Situated at the end of a gallery of paintings, the room was considered by many to be less than congenial. Decorated only with palms, potted plants, and four monumental statues of Hercules leaning on his club, it struck the ladies as cold and uninviting. Even those who were curious to see the entire palace turned around before entering this room. This was where Jamal Eddin had sought refuge when dinner was over.

He stood in the shadows of one of the alcoves, hidden by the palms and ferns. Varenka and Gayana had obtained permission from their mother to stay up until ten, until the mazurka, but he wouldn�t go watch them dance. He did not want to see them again; in fact, he was waiting for them to leave. It was not that he hadn�t found them attractive. On the contrary, he could think only of them and hoped that the evening would never end. Or else that the soir�e would conclude then and there, while he was still reveling in this feeling of security and peace.
He was happy.
He thought about what he had just heard, about the message they had transmitted.
The girls had said that Shamil was a great warrior, a generous and noble man, so noble that even his enemies admired him. And they had told him other things that were even more gratifying to hear.
They had said that Shamil was keeping the promise he had made when he had been forced to surrender him at Akulgo. �Never will I abandon you.�
They had told him that his father remembered him, and that he loved him.
All this time, these five long years without news, Jamal Eddin had feared that Shamil had forgotten him. He thought perhaps that his father had denied him, rejected him, the same way they had rejected his cousin Hamzat, whose own mother would have nothing to do with him, declaring that he stank and that he had been sullied.
Suddenly this constant, throbbing anxiety had vanished.
A knot inside him had unraveled this evening, leaving him confident and content. He was proud of the present, proud of the past, proud of Shamil and of his own origins. His faith in his love of his own people made him feel light, almost free, as he had been as a child. Hope had conquered his fear.

�Oh, are you there?�
Even before her full skirt and lace pantalets emerged from the forest of plants, he recognized her voice. Soft and sweet and a bit husky, Varenka�s voice belonged to the voices of his past and rose from the murmur of his memories. Of all the voices that sang in the back of his mind, hers was already the clearest.
The girl now stood before him, her dress a bright stain of pink among the leaves.
�We�re leaving,� she said awkwardly.
She seemed a bit out of breath, as though she had crossed the gallery at a run. She was wrapped in a warm shawl that covered her hair and shoulders, � la Russe. Covered like this, she reminded him of the silhouettes of the women who went to fetch the water in the mountains at home. The princess of Georgia was every bit Caucasian.
Her presence seemed friendly and familiar. Unlike Sacha, who would have been struck silly by her sudden appearance, he wasn�t surprised. Yes, of course he found those arched eyebrows and big, dark eyes lifted toward his unsettling. But the girl�s face, which had looked so serious when she had spoken of the honor of men, now seemed a part of the peace he had finally found.
She did not share his serenity. He could see that she was embarrassed and didn�t know what to say.
�We�re leaving,� she repeated. �And we wanted to�a little while ago, I didn�t tell you.�
She stopped and began again, slowly and steadily.
�A little while ago, at the end of our discussion, my sister and I were worried about making things worse with the� well, we�re very grateful. But before leaving, both of us wanted to thank you for having defended us.�
Her words went straight to his heart. For a moment he said nothing. The moist breath of the plants bathed his burning cheeks.
�Don�t say anything about gratitude. You have no idea, I am the one who is grateful.�

�Who is that cadet who�s talking to one of our Anastasia Grigorievna�s cute little things, at the foot of the Hercules Farn�se?� Tatiana Borissovna Potemkina inquired, squinting through her lorgnette at the statue among the palms.
The imposing Princess Potemkina stood several meters from them, two-thirds of the way down the gallery, with her husband and three of their contemporaries.
Her nickname at court, �La Potemkina,� � l�Italien, was exclusively hers and signified neither the overly familiar nor the pejorative. She was the wife of a marshal of Saint Petersburg nobility and self-appointed guardian of the temple. She considered it her duty to ensure the proper conduct and respect for tradition of nearly everyone, and boys and girls had to be presented to her before they made their d�but in the world. After a visit to La Potemkina and a dozen other powerful old ladies, one was considered to have completed the �dowager tour,� a condition sine qua non to being received at any party. Of all the young people present, not one had failed to pay his respects by calling on La Potemkina.
�I asked Count Kiselyev the same question,� replied her companion. �He�s going deaf, poor dear, he didn�t even hear me. The boy is remarkably beautiful.�
�Yes, ravishing. But at this age, cadets of the First Corps don�t have private conversations with girls, they play hunt the thimble with them in the nursery. Or else ask them to dance. Sacha, come here for a moment.�
The sturdy arm of La Potemkina had stopped him in midflight and now held his own arm firmly. Who would ever have imagined that Tatiana Borissovna had once had the figure of a sylph? Her friends had called her a liana, whose stylishly cut dresses with empire waistlines had emphasized her slenderness.
All that remained today of the nymph with the face of a Madonna was her long, straight nose and the pursed lips that accompanied her ponderous stare. At forty-eight, she had gained as much weight as she had confidence. Despite her full skirts, fluted bonnets, and the mass of curls framing her face, these days she resembled nothing so much as a man, all the more so because of her energy and pugnacity.
�You know your little comrade there, I suppose. What�s his name?�
Sacha clicked his heels and bowed before the four ladies, greeting them politely and paying a small compliment to each, as he tried to play for time. It was no use. Dmitri, engrossed in conversation ten steps away, would never come to his rescue. He would have to reply, and he couldn�t think of anything to say but the truth.
Good Lord! La Potemkina�of all powers, the most fearsome�La Potemkina had spotted Jamal Eddin. The worst had finally happened.
�He�s a friend of Their Imperial Highnesses the Grand Dukes,� he hedged, �His Majesty�s personal prot�g�. One of his wards from the Caucasus. His favorite ward.�
�The son of a khan. I thought so. I�d recognize a Cherkess anywhere.�
For several years, Tatiana Borissovna had been head of the ladies� prison committee, and in this capacity, she had visited Montagnards who were being held in the empire�s jails. She had met so many that now she was indeed capable of picking one out in a crowd.
La Potemkina had strong ties to the most influential members of the Orthodox clergy and was active in church life. She had devoted her immense fortune to the conversion of �pagans� and had financed several missions to the Caucasus and to Kamchatka. She had also founded a home for Jews whom she was preparing for baptism. But her specialty remained the conversion of Muslims. During her long career as lady catechist, she had converted over a thousand, or so she said. She organized the baptisms with great pomp in the chapel of her palace in Saint Petersburg or during her huge parties at Gostilitsy, her country home. She always invited her friend the empress Alexandra Feodorovna to the mass and the celebration that followed on such occasions. During the summer, the czarina stayed at her domain of Peterhof-Alexandria, only a few versts from Gostilitsy.
Tatiana Borissovna was widely respected by her entourage for her generosity and her religious zeal. Her husband, however, a little bald man, found her sanctimoniousness and her proselytizing exasperating and often teased her about both.
�Well, hurry up, my dear, go invite the emperor�s favorite to spend his vacation with us. By rights he�s yours, and you�d better act quickly before someone else grabs him and saves his soul.�
She shrugged her shoulders and rushed to the rotunda where Varenka had just disappeared through the rear door.
�Ah,� he said in mock horror, �if this ravishing young man is not only the czar�s ward but a Muslim, I�m done for. My wife will have him come to stay, feed him, take care of him, and practically adopt him. Poor boy, he doesn�t know what he�s in for.�

CHAPTER VII
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In Search of Inner Peace 1847

The pleasures of palace life
at the cottage of Peterhof-Alexandria
on the outskirts of Saint Petersburg,
two years later
Summer, 1847
As he often did after his evening prayers, Jamal Eddin retreated to his favorite spot, a refuge he had found in a little glade carved out of one of the hillocks of the park at Peterhof. He had found this open place among the summer pavilions and work sheds, far from the cottage where the imperial family had settled in. The imperial family. His family. At the far end, between two marble benches that faced each other like fireside armchairs, was the sculpted bust of a young woman. Her hair, parted in the middle and looped back on the sides in a braided chignon that exposed the nape of her neck and the perfect oval of her face�everything about this delicate little head of marble reminded him of Varenka of Georgia. The scent of the roses and lilies cascading from the four basins above the benches reinforced a feeling of almost feminine religiosity in this isolated spot. The peaceful stillness he had discovered here had been his alone since the beginning of his vacation.
Between the end of the year and August exams, he savored a mere ten days of happiness, which were too intense to be honestly deserved. The boundless joy of living in this paradise made him feel almost guilty, as though he should temper his feelings or hold himself back in some way. So every morning and every evening, he came here to talk to his father, as though Shamil were seated on the bench facing him. He imagined his father, calm and sober, sitting there in his long imam�s robe. Only at these moments could he summon the presence of the man as he remembered him. Despite all his efforts, Shamil�s face had faded with the years, and he could recall nothing more than a shadowy figure.
He resented this silence. Since the czar had allowed them to correspond, why had Shamil never answered his letters? He had stopped asking that question and so many others. His faraway guide, his cherished master, obstinately refused to show him the way, and so he asked no more. But he told him everything, describing what he saw and mulling over the events of the past few years with him. He constantly tried to convince his father that he and Czar Nicholas were very much alike. Both were charitable to the poor, both honored their ancestors� memories, and both looked after the honor of their progeny. The czar prayed and fasted and praised his god too.
Jamal Eddin went into great detail in these ongoing monologues, explaining to his father that the much-feared czar was kind and tender to defenseless beings. Like Shamil, he played with the children for hours, letting them climb all over him. He ate frugally, drank only water, did not smoke, and detested the odor of tobacco so much that it was banned from the streets of the capital.
Jamal Eddin didn�t dare push the comparison further by suggesting that perhaps, without realizing it, the czar practiced the precepts of the Koran. That would be going too far; it would be both absurd and blasphemous.
In any case, he had reached his own conclusions about the Great White Czar. No one was so solicitous of the welfare of the poor and more merciful to those he conquered. He was incapable of corrupting anyone with whom he had daily contact.

For Jamal Eddin and his fellow cadets, knowledge of the reality of Russia was confined to their limited experience as the sons of aristocrats.
In the rarefied atmosphere of court and army society�the only one he knew�his masters, his officers, and his comrades repeated day and night that Czar Nicholas was a great and wise man, almost a saint.
He himself had experienced the czar�s imperial generosity, and so he shared their opinion and could not imagine how the same man could pass for a monster in other circles. Those circles had dubbed him �the Iron Czar� and considered him a despot as stubborn as he was cruel, who silenced the voices of those who had the courage�and the misfortune�to express an opposing point of view.
Jamal Eddin longed for his own people to comprehend his gratitude to his benefactor, to whom he had become so attached.
His own people?
He shared Shamil�s view of the Muslims he had encountered in Russia, his disgust for the renegades and hypocrites, whom he failed to differentiate from other �converts.� Jamal Eddin�s judgment concerning them remained unchanged, he told his father. He despised those parasitic Cherkesses who adopted the religion of the infidels and complied with Princess Potemkina�s insistent demands out of sheer self-interest.
His violent rejection of members of his own community explained his apprehension at the thought of the Georgian princesses� imminent arrival at the cottage of Peterhof-Alexandria. La Potemkina would be here tomorrow. What more would she ask of him? What further pressures would she subject him to?
For the past two years, he had resisted her demands and refused to attend mass at Gostilitsy. But he had accepted the invitations to the children�s balls at her Million Street palace. She had paraded him in her salons and presented him to the mothers of �her little friends,� boasting that he was �the best equerry in all of Petersburg, a capital the finest horsemen in the world call home.� She gushed to any and all, even in front of him, that he was as handsome as a Chevalier-Garde and had the presence of an Imperial Guard, alluding to the empire�s most prestigious cavalry regiments.
He detested La Potemkina�s florid compliments concerning horses, the beasts he loved so, but what could he do? She attended all the drills at the cadets� stables, the parades and dressage, the charges and the carousels, behaving as though his virtuoso performances before the emperor were her own personal triumphs. And he was inundated with invitations to her home. During the school year, he could beg off with protests of studies, rules, and disciplinary actions forbidding him to go out. Last winter he had intentionally sought punishment and restriction several Sundays in a row. A lot of good it did him�the princess wrangled dispensations for her prot�g�. It was becoming increasingly difficult for him to resist the friendly overtures of the marshal�s wife.
Personally, he felt no antipathy for her. Impatience, yes, irritation and annoyance as well. But she was so solicitous of his well-being, considering herself his guide and mentor, that, in the end, he found the indefatigably warm and energetic old lady quite touching.
As for those Muslims who committed the supreme act of betrayal�daring to justify their crimes against God as a mere fa�ade�they earned his profound contempt. They were only kissing her hand because they could not cut it off, the Gostilitsy converts told him confidentially, just like the peace seekers of Ghimri long ago. They were traitors who deserved death and weren�t even worth the rope it would take to hang them.
He condemned them irrevocably.
Then he compared them to the czar.
Yes, the czar was mistaken. He prayed to idols and false deities. But this absolute master that his enemies called a tyrant allowed the faithful to worship the true God. They were free to pray to the true God, free to believe in the truth, free to accept that there was no god but Allah and that Mohammed was his prophet.
Freedom for the Caucasian Muslims�wasn�t that what the imam Shamil was fighting for? Freedom to obey the laws of Sharia.
Sensing his father�s judgment, Jamal Eddin admitted that it was hard to fulfill his religious duties in imperial society. Harder, in any case, than it had been in the Cadet Corps, with his Cherkess roommates. Here, in the summer, there was no mullah to teach him. He could still perform his ablutions at the fountains in the garden and isolate himself for a few minutes at dawn, at dusk, and in the evening to say his prayers. As long as he attracted no attention and his disappearance did not interrupt the activities, no one cared. Better still, everyone pretended not to notice. As for his dietary restrictions, he had managed to stick to his regimen by declining certain dishes. It didn�t come up often, as the czar�s chefs rarely served pork, and only his guests were served wine.
Jamal Eddin was making a spirited effort to convince his father that he should meet this particular infidel.
His friends, accustomed to his habitual reserve, would have been surprised at his eloquence and determination. He readily confronted every possible argument to convince Shamil that if he spoke with the czar, he would understand and respect him. Then their peoples could live in peace, perhaps even in unity.
He was obsessed with this certainty that Russia and the Caucasus could be united, a dream that applied to his love life as well. But he never told Shamil of his dreams of that kind of union.

That morning, as the sovereigns started off on their walk through the forest of Peterhof, they noticed the sun�s waning warmth on the cottage. Summer was almost over.
�The plums should be picked tomorrow,� the empress murmured. �It�s time. I�ll go have a look at the trees later on.�
At almost fifty, Czarina Alexandra Feodorovna�s taste had scarcely changed since her youth. She still preferred white gowns to colored ones and voile, silk, organdy, and chiffon to heavy velvet. Tall and slim, she was still elegant and stylish, and her passion for music and dance hadn�t faded at all. It was said that her step was so light that she seemed to glide, and her melodious voice still enchanted all whom she met.
However, upon closer observation, one could detect a nervous tic that made her nod her head at emotional moments, and her graying hair, her thinness, and a fleeting look of uncertainty in her eyes betrayed a profound fatigue.
The czar towered at her side as they walked toward a grove of trees. He wore the uniform of the Chevaliers-Gardes, as was his custom, and his erect posture added to his perfection. The years were taking their toll, though. A toup�e hid his baldness, and his budding paunch was restrained by a corset.
Before them, the garden sloped gently down to the sea. The maritime breeze carried the scent of the gillyflowers from the empress�s mixed-border flower beds up to the cottage. With its gray gables, broad bay windows, and a combination of gothic and Victorian architecture, the house resembled a great English country home. The cottage had been lovingly built by Mouffy and Nicks�Empress Alexandra�s and Czar Nicholas�s nicknames for each other�with comfort in mind, as they envisioned a life of peace and harmony together. Like a well-matched bourgeois couple, they looked forward to years of conjugal happiness, surrounded by their children and their grandchildren.
This extraordinary setting was as amazing as the splendor of the court, as exotic as a ball at the Winter Palace. The hostess of the manor always offered the same description to the wives of those diplomats who had applied the necessary energy and determination to be granted the rare privilege of a visit.
�This domain is named after me because it was my wedding present, the wonderful gift of our late and beloved Czar Alexander to his little sister-in-law. I had just arrived from Prussia, and I was feeling a bit lost. But when I discovered the sparkling sea, these ancient trees so close to the water, this magnificent view of the Gulf of Finland, Petersburg, and Kronstadt, I was filled with joy. Everything here was conceived with one thing in mind: happiness.
�And so my husband commissioned an English architect to build us a little cottage, just big enough for the two of us and the children we would have, and I�ve never been happier than I have been in this house. Its simplicity is a respite from all the gilt d�cor. Really,� she insisted, �I find the magnificent palace at Peterhof, with its grand fountains and thousands of statues and acres gold leaf, tiring to look at. Whereas here�come see my apartments. You�ll see that my bedroom is on the ground floor and looks out over the lawn.�
The visitors, charmed by such intimacy, returned to London or Paris to gush over the exquisite taste of every detail, the walls decorated with personal memorabilia, the portraits of the girls, the busts of the children, and the charming pastels and aquarelles.
�And do you know what all my sons tell me now?� the czarina continued. �Do you know what Constantine told me the other day as he prepared to leave Russia for several months?
��If I find a single place abroad as beautiful as our cottage, dearest Mama, I will consider my trip worthwhile.��
She was scarcely exaggerating when she described the house as a �little cottage.� She had merely neglected to mention that her close friends stayed at pavilions scattered over the fifteen hectares of surrounding parkland and that an army of cooks and servants occupied cabins deep in the woods. And that she could receive prestigious guests and the emperor�s counselors at the immense Peterhof Palace, less than a verst from her domain. She had forgotten as well that her flamboyant gothic chapel towered like a cathedral amid the greenery of the garden. And that in addition to the cavalry house, the stables and kennels of her four boys, an annex had been built next to the cottage for her three daughters. Here, at what the clan modestly called �The Farm,� they could learn cooking and housekeeping. Having served first as a playroom, then as a classroom, The Farm was now the private residence of twenty-eight-year-old Czarevitch Alexander, who was married and had a family of his own.
Who would have guessed that this was the Romanovs� nest? The bicephalous eagle�the emperor�s emblem�was absent from the gates. A poet had designed a second crest for Nicholas and Alexandra�s familial village, a saber encircled by a crown of flowers, an allegory for power wrapped in softness, the arms of courtly love. Graven on an escutcheon over the porch, carved on the medieval-styled furniture and chests, painted on the china and the bibelots, the saber and roses were visible everywhere. Even the spidery woodwork of the high-backed chairs and the filigree of the voile curtains at the bow windows were marked with variations on this symbol of imperial tenderness.

The emperor led his wife beneath the pine trees that shaded the lane, satisfied with his home and the impression of simplicity it presented to the world.

�This garden is so charming,� Princess Tatiana Borissovna Potemkina exclaimed as she descended from her carriage and stepped tentatively onto the lawn. �Absolutely breathtaking.�
In her absence, the czarina had asked her youngest son, Nicholas Nicola�evitch�Nicky�and his favorite maid of honor, Anna of Georgia, to welcome Princess Potemkina and take her round the cottage until she returned.
The moment he saw the carriage, Nicky went running off in search of Jamal Eddin.
�Since my father is always saying he should feel at home here, the least he could do is come out and fill in for me, play the son of the household,� he groused as he strode through the park. �Look after La Potemkina, take my place and receive the old witch and her dwarves.�
That was the last thing Jamal Eddin intended to do.
Anna, on the contrary, went running down the lawn to greet the party the moment the dowager arrived, primarily because her mother, Princess Anastasia of Georgia, and seven of her brothers and sisters accompanied La Potemkina. They were staying at Gostilitsy Palace, a few hours from the imperial domain.
The two princesses, lifelong friends and both close to the imperial family, were paying a neighborly visit. They would stay for lunch and spend the afternoon here. The czar was fond of both and liked to tease them, calling Anastasia �my fertile Ceres� in reference to her prolificacy and dubbing the holier-than-thou Potemkina �my good nun.� Both took his teasing as a mark of affection, and rightly so. Rarely did he appear as relaxed as he was in their company. He found La Potemkina, with her Bible in hand and a thousand projects in mind, amusing. She read to him from the Gospels before lunch and they discussed the day�s lesson at siesta time. At teatime, she would beg for subsidies for her unfortunate charges. Ever the good prince, the emperor would always comply with her requests. And then the empress would insist she stay for dinner.
Grand Duke Nicky knew from experience that La Potemkina would end up spending the night. Everyone said her own palace was filled with hangers-on and converts. Even here, she arrived with a gaggle of children and nannies who followed her coach in a train of three carriages. This tribe was all too content to escape the caravanserai at Gostilitsy and looked forward to their summer break in the country.
�Isn�t he lucky, our handsome Cherkess, to live in such a setting,� the dowager remarked as she leaned with her full weight on Anna�s arm.
The young woman�s mother, who had ballooned to nearly the size of their friend after the recent delivery of her last baby, took her other arm. Their skirts blending in a rustle of silk, the three walked up the lawn arm in arm toward the house.
Behind them, the horde of siblings�Varenka, Gayana, Gregory, Georgi, Lili, Piotr, and Dmitri, who had stepped down at the foot of the hillock�weaved their way slowly through the flower beds.
�And how is he getting on, here in this Eden?� La Potemkina persisted, her eyes searching the shadows beneath the trees.
�Is he here?� Gayana asked breathlessly, rushing forward and falling into step with them.
Anna smiled. The older woman�s glance toward the woods had not escaped her, but she pretended to address only her little sister.
�Are you looking for him, galloping with your nose to the ground through the bushes?� she teased. �Of course he�s here, Gayana. He�s spending the summer with us, just like last year. And like Christmas and Easter too. But I doubt you�ll run into him before lunch. Between the boats and the horses, he has plenty to keep him busy.�
�Such magnanimous hospitality is so typical of our angels,� La Potemkina sighed. �On the pretext that this orphan has no place to go during vacation, they invite him to paradise. All the same, the lad would be more in his place at Gostilitsy with the Muslims under Father Alexis�s instruction. He has so little time to learn all he does not know.�
�He already knows quite a lot,� Anna smiled. �He draws, he�s taking piano lessons with the empress, and he�s a much better musician than His Highness the Grand Duke Nicholas Nicola�evitch. Which, of course, is no great achievement,� she giggled.
Anna did not like the grand duke. Worse, she was afraid of him, even though he was three years her junior. He followed her everywhere and persisted in his attentions, oblivious to her rebuffs.
This was a long-standing obsession for Nicky. Ever since he had turned ten, he had had crushes on all of his mother�s maids of honor. He had a vast choice since there were nearly a hundred debutantes every winter who offered their services to the empress. And during the season of balls in Saint Petersburg, their ranks swelled with her sisters�, aunts�, and cousins� attendants. In total, over three hundred ing�nues of seventeen to twenty, all aristocratic damsels of Russia, Poland, Georgia, Lithuania, and all the conquered and annexed states, would be part of the intimate imperial circle, leaving court in a year, or two, or four, to marry.
They were an inexhaustible source of intrigue and passion. Nicky�s brothers, Czarevitch Alexander and Grand Duke Constantine, had sampled their charms abundantly before him, often to the ire of indignant parents. For the Romanov boys�at least the older ones�always tempted their conquests with the promise of marriage. These scandals always ended in travel. The broken-hearted young lady was sent home. The irresponsible young prince was sent abroad, and the uncles in Prussia or Austria were asked to find among the crowned heads of Europe a spouse better suited to his station.
But at sixteen�Nicky and Jamal Eddin�s age�a little crush on one or another of the girls they had grown up with was a perfectly harmless, almost childish sentiment. Or so the empress thought.
For the young people, falling in love in the summer was infinitely more dangerous and exciting than the lighthearted gallantries they indulged in at the palace. In this setting, their dreams became such an obsession that they colored every other aspect of life. The young people�s passions for horses and dogs, for sailing and the sea heightened their sense of romance. Love was as much a part of cottage life as sled races on the quays of the Neva were part of Christmas and lights in the forest were part of the czarina�s birthday celebrations in July.
And this August 1847, the graceful Anna of Georgia was the incarnation of love. Favorite reader and secretary, accommodating bearer of parasol and pruning shears, the carefully selected maid of honor was kept in Olympian seclusion for her virtue. With tresses as black and shining as a bird�s plumage, dark eyes, and red lips set in a perfectly oval face, she enchanted the entire family. Even the czar cast long looks at her and invented strange and elaborate compliments for her. Even the brooding Jamal Eddin readily gave up his solitude for her company. At siesta time, they would go off to some corner or the gazebo in the garden to recite The Prisoner of the Caucasus or Pushkin�s verses in praise of their mountains. As for the empress, she gardened, embroidered, painted on porcelain, and went for strolls with her chosen demoiselle.
�For Anna and me, our atelier is our own little world,� she would smile. �When we�re working there together, we�re so content that we don�t like to stop, not even for a moment.�
In this respect, as in others, Alexandra Feodorovna�s behavior was guided by her beloved husband�s tastes and convictions. Nicholas detested idleness in those close to him; laziness, he said, led to daydreams, which led to trouble. He himself was physically indefatigable and morally irreproachable�which he considered to be equal virtues. He constantly encouraged summer projects for his entourage. Of course, at Peterhof-Alexandria, the children were on vacation and daily life was free of etiquette and protocol. The guards did not present arms when their imperial highnesses passed, nor did they note the names of all who came and went through the different rooms. However, punctuality was a must, and each was expected to respect the schedule and order of daily tasks. It was up to each of them not to waste a minute of these precious days together.
At dawn, the bugle signaled the beginning of one of the military parades that both the sovereigns adored. Held in a clearing behind the house, the parade ended at ten. Their majesties then went inside to change for their morning stroll. Every morning at eleven on the dot, rain or shine, whether guests were expected (as was the case today) or not, the couple took off across the park, without an escort, like lovers, for an intimate walk and a chat. Whether on foot, on horseback, or in a landau, after thirty years of marriage they still treasured these moments alone together.
And it was precisely at those moments that Anna would find herself in an uncomfortable t�te-�-t�te at the cottage, alone with Grand Duke Nicholas Nicola�evitch. She was aware of her own beauty. During the long stays with relatives and friends at the great houses of Tiflis, in Georgia, she could not help but realize the extent of her power. She understood what the men�s looks and smiles conveyed. But the grand duke wasn�t content to just sigh like the others, dreaming of her charms as any well-bred prince would. His experience with other young women and the certainty that Anna, out of sheer modesty, would never complain�to whom?�made him bold. He would wait for her in the corridor and grab her in passing, forcing his embrace upon her. Nothing she did�vehement protests, slaps across the face, even indifference�discouraged him in the least. He always came back for more. His greedy appetite and brutal nature compelled him to act.
So in the absence of the imperial couple, the young girl desperately sought the protection of someone else, anyone who was not a servant. Where on earth had Jamal Eddin gone? Every morning was the same. Oblivious to Nicky�s imminent assaults, blinded by his own happiness, he was doing whatever he pleased. But where? In the boat house? The gazebo? The atelier? Was he busy breaking in his little Kirgese mare, the czar�s exquisite gift to him on his sixteenth birthday? Was he riding her in the corral, as he often did? The beach, the garden, the telegraph tower, the library�he could be anywhere. He never rested in the summer; he lived at the cottage as though every day were his last.
�Who among us,� La Potemkina paused to collect her words, then continued, addressing her two interlocutors and the group of children. �Of all men, who would refuse to punish the son of his enemy and treat him instead like his own son? One, and one only. The father of us all, who lives in Our Lord Jesus Christ.�
She paused in meaningful silence for a moment before uttering the sovereign�s name. Like the czar�s sixty million subjects, she claimed to have no will of her own, no personal judgment. She was solely an instrument of His will, the will of the Almighty, creator of the emperor as well.
Today her story of Jamal Eddin�s destiny in Russia was marked by even more pregnant pauses. She pretended to be so overwhelmed by the enormity of the czar�s imperial kindness that she literally had to catch her breath. And in this respect, the wife of the imperial marshal reflected the attitude of all the aristocracy. The portrait she drew was that of a just and benevolent guide.
Nicholas took great care to propagate the myth and publish the accomplishments of this irreproachable master and valiant knight, a legendary figure in whom he sincerely believed. The tale of the mercy he had shown his prisoner was peddled far and wide and had served him well in the hearts of all.
The young people gathered on the grass behind La Potemkina understood that her stance was indicative of her infinite devotion and reverence to the house of Romanov.
�They live to do good, be useful, and spread progress everywhere,� the dowager continued as she walked through the hydrangea bushes and the beds of roses. �They are so close to God, our angels, that they fail to realize that a pagan who is ignorant of the truth��
There. She had said it. Now she could zero in on her main point and express what had become her newest obsession, which she did with great emotional fervor.
��that a pagan who has not received the word, who does not know the Lord, has developed bad habits here. He has lost all sense of discipline, and he is being corrupted and spoiled.�
�But the example of Their Majesties is the very best model,� Anna of Georgia protested. �He�s receiving an incomparably excellent education.�
Sensing that the young woman had taken her observations as criticism, La Potemkina toned her comments down a bit.
�He�s not studying what he should, my dove, I�m just saying� what does he read?�
�Goethe, Schiller.�
�And the French writers,� she interrupted triumphantly, �who talk of nothing but liberty and revolution.�
�The empress doesn�t fancy French novelists. We read Walter Scott and Fenimore Cooper.�
�The Last of the Mohicans, I�ll bet,� Gayana interjected, �which just happens to be Varenka�s favorite book.�
She shot her two older sisters a waggish look.
�Is Jamal Eddin in love with you too, Anna? Have you turned his head like all the others? Is he flirting with you?�
�That�s all we need!� exclaimed their mother, who had never accepted the presence of a Chechen bandit�s son in Their Majesties� midst.
She had experienced firsthand the terror that Shamil�s men had spread when they swept down upon her husband�s lands and attacked the villages on the plain�raids, kidnappings, and ransom had been rampant. At home in Georgia, the Muslim threat was real and close, and with it loomed the shadow of carnage and death. And the sale of kidnapped Christians in the slave markets of Persia and Turkey.
�One good thing about the Cherkesses is that they don�t drink or gamble,� La Potemkina pontificated.
�And that they would make great sons-in-law?� Anna teased impertinently. �Then why do you want to convert them?�
�Ask Varenka what she thinks,� Gayana said snidely. �Hmm? She�s so pious, our little Varenka.�
Her sister blushed perceptibly but said nothing.

Late in the morning, returning from their walk, the imperial couple stopped for the second time near their cottage. From afar, they could see the group of young people running down the steps of the perron, the girls in pink dresses, the boys in white uniforms. A searching glance told them that Nicky and Jamal Eddin, the young men of the house, were nowhere to be seen. They stopped talking, sharing their unspoken sadness over the fact that none of the youngsters on the lawn were theirs.
Their second daughter, Grand Duchess Olga�Ollie�had gotten married the summer before, and a year ago she had left Russia to live with her husband in Wurttemburg. Her brother Constantine had accompanied her as far as her new kingdom, then continued his travels. He was sorely missed at the cottage. Even Mikha�l�Mischa�the youngest at fifteen, was spending the month of August elsewhere. Yes, children always grow up, and inevitably they leave. Of the seven, only Nicky was presently at home. They had recalled all these departures during their long walk and agreed to invite plenty of friends to the domain so that Nicky would have plenty of other young people around.
They avoided mentioning their biggest sorrow, the loss of their youngest daughter, Alexandra, three summers before. It was an emptiness they tried to fill in vain, and neither of them had been able to surmount their pain. She had died just months after getting married, at nineteen, while giving birth to a premature son who did not survive her. The empress�s great affection for Anna of Georgia was no doubt influenced by the resemblance of her maid of honor to her lost child. The family kept up appearances, surrounding themselves with young people and entertaining often, but they had never gotten over this loss.
�I�m glad Jamal Eddin is here with us,� Alexandra Feodorovna sighed, leaning on her husband�s arm as they turned into the lane that led to the back of the house. �There�s something reassuring about his presence.�
�Reassuring? Mouffy, that�s a funny way of putting it.�
�And yet I choose my words carefully,� she smiled apologetically.
�If, as you put it, this boy is reassuring, where do you suppose that comes from?�
�Why, from you, Nicks. You are the one who has made him the prince he is becoming. You taught him everything.�
�True, I wish I received letters from Constantine like the ones he writes to his father. From all our sons, for that matter.�
�What does he tell him?�
�Oh, he thanks Almighty God for his life. And he thanks Mohammed the prophet. And he thanks his father.�
�He thanks the imam Shamil? Whatever for, for heaven�s sake?�
�For being allowed to learn all that he is learning here with us. He tells him that the infidels have shown him incomparable generosity, that no one humiliates him in Russia. That he�s grateful for his destiny.�
�I�d expect nothing less from such a noble nature. And what does the imam answer?�
�Nothing. You don�t think I�d send a single word back there! All the letters land in my desk drawer, and when I�m done reading them, they end up at the war minister�s. Good old Chernychev says there are so many that he doesn�t know where to file them all. But then, he gripes about everything.�
�But then,� she said, a bit surprised, �why do you tell this child to write? Why do you encourage him?�
�So that he will remember.�
�Oh, Nicks. If you only knew how he longs for an answer, how much he hopes for one.�
The emperor frowned, sensing the shadow of a reproach.
�Hope never killed anyone,� he said curtly. �I do not want him to forget his origins, at least not completely. Speaking of which, I�d like you to have a little talk with La Potemkina soon. Our good nun needs to temper her zeal. She must stop pestering him with sermons and invitations to attend mass at Gostilitsy. I need this Muslim to remain as he is, a Muslim. Do you understand? I forbid her to convert him.�
�But he belongs to our world now. He is part of us.�
�You�re right, but then again, you�re wrong. I want him to be both Russian and Cherkess. Completely Russian and just a little Cherkess�that�s what I�m aiming for with this boy.�
�I can�t imagine him any other place,� she persisted, �or any other way. What if he falls in love one day? What if he should want to marry, to start a family?�
�Mouffy, whatever are you talking about? He�s only sixteen.�
�And you were only twenty when you married me.�
�What does one have to do with the other?�
�What would happen if he were taken with a young girl in our entourage? In his entourage, I should say. One of the maids of honor, for example? Like Constantine, like Nicky, like Mischa, and all their friends, like every one of you here.�
By alluding to the czar�s conduct, Alexandra Feodorovna was venturing out on shaky ground. Three years ago, when their daughter had died, he had taken a mistress, one of the maids of honor at the palace. He had fallen in love with her and pursued her mercilessly, and she had finally consented.
The empress had accepted this liaison, just as she accepted everything about him.
Her many pregnancies and the exhausting pace that the emperor demanded of her when they were not at the cottage had taken their toll upon her health. She had already suffered several cardiac alerts. The doctors, fearing that the next one would be fatal, had forbidden her from indulging in her conjugal duties. Nicks, full of energy and in constant need of activity, had no choice but to form other ties, elsewhere. She forgave him.
The emperor of Russia was so good, so just. So perfect.
Nonetheless, her jealousy was palpable. The proximity of the young woman, whom the czar had installed in a pavilion in the park and whom he insisted be present at every meal, caused the empress unbearable suffering.
In a sense, her marked preference for other young women, for Anna, for all the youngsters of the Georgian family who would serve her one day, was a means of distancing the czar�s chosen one from her own intimate circle.
�I understand Jamal Eddin has a penchant for one of the princesses,� she continued.
�What normal, healthy young man wouldn�t have a weakness for Anna? I�m glad he knows enough to appreciate all the beauty around us, Mouffy. The beauty that you yourself incarnate.�
�So do they,� said the empress pensively, nodding toward Varenka and Gayana, who stood among the hydrangea blooms. �So do they, Nicks, they are beautiful.�
Alexandra Feodorovna hurried down the slope to greet her guests.

The curtains fluttered, white and diaphanous, and floral scents from the garden floated in with the breeze. Light streamed into the dining room. Jamal Eddin loved nothing more than these meals with the entire family gathered around the long table. He loved the sonorous voice of the czar commenting on military reviews and the empress�s soft, melodious inflections. He anticipated the rustle of Anna�s petticoats before she even appeared. He loved her sparkle and how passionate she was when she spoke of the Georgia of her forbears. He even liked Nicky�s asides when he leaned close to Jamal�s ear to point out the young girl�s charms. He loved the delicate clarity of the glass in the bay windows and the streaks of sunlight on the pastel-painted walls, the warmth of the parquets and the shouts of the imperial grandchildren�Grand Duchess Maria�s four sons and the czarevitch�s two�as they played at his feet. Everything felt so familiar to him now.
And now, this miracle, the long-dreamed-of appearance of Varenka. His friendship with her sister and their bond of complicity within the circle of the imperial family had strengthened the tie and kept his memory of her alive.
Every night since he had met Varenka at Sacha Milyutin�s, he had relived that moment in the Hercules Rotunda, that face, as he drifted off to sleep. Varenka�s presence made this new day at the cottage perfect. Dazzling.

Calm down, Jamal Eddin told himself. Control the turmoil inside for a moment. Stop and think. Varenka was here. And he was going mad.
Sitting on the bench in the shadow of the sculpted bust, he breathed deeply.
At the cottage, an impromptu ball was about to begin, a country dance on the lawn in honor of the visitors. And he was possessed by a desire to join the festivities, perhaps even dance with her.
Get a hold of yourself.
A rumble of unusual activity from the Peterhof Palace nearby signaled that the carriages were coming for the guests. A line of teams clip-clopped down the lanes leading to Alexandria, and he could make out lights beyond the trees. In the glade behind the house, he knew they were setting up a buffet and stringing Chinese lanterns between the trees. But he would respect his spiritual meeting with Shamil. He would force himself to stay seated in this quiet place longer this evening than on other evenings after prayers.
Excited bats traced endless circles above the green outdoor room. Though he could find nothing to say to his father, he refused to give in to his own impatience. He would stay here in his company for as long as it took him to regain control of himself.
�What do young people dream of on a moonless night like this?�
The emperor�s voice.
Jamal Eddin started.
�Don�t get up. I�m pleased that this place is still alive, that of all the benches in the garden, you have chosen this one.�
Instantly recognizable, the czar�s deep voice conveyed its usual authority but lacked its usual composure. He hesitated.
�This is where my daughter loved to come.�
Jamal Eddin was embarrassed by his own ignorance and lack of tact as he suddenly understood: the bust of the young beauty between the benches was a memorial to the dead girl. How could he ask forgiveness for sitting in so sacred a place? He stood up, immobile before the powerful mass of a man who sat down in his place. The shadows were so deep that he could not make out the czar�s features, not even the shape of his face.
�She used to read here, she��
His voice broke.
Jamal Eddin had known him only in strength and triumph. The sorrow of this capable and powerful man upset and intimidated him.
It was the same as long ago at Akulgo, when he had seen Shamil suffer, hesitate, then crumple in pain when he was to surrender his son. He would have liked to have relieved him of his burden, taken on his suffering on his behalf.
He wanted to express his love to the czar.
However, he dared not and said nothing.
�You never met her?�
Jamal Eddin shook his head. It was not entirely true; as a child, he had seen the grand duchess several times. He remembered her as a wonderful, distant vision. But he sensed that the emperor expected only the briefest of answers.
�Unfortunately, no, Your Imperial Majesty.�
�Alexandra. Her brothers called her Adini. Adini said that, from here�� The czar stopped, inundated by memories. �She said that the view from here��
Overwhelmed by sadness, he could not go on.
Powerless and unhappy, Jamal Eddin stood still before him, the bust of the young woman barely brushing his shoulder. He was afraid to move and disturb the czar. For a long while, neither one of them spoke.
The emperor finally broke the silence, his voice full of sorrow and regret.
�She was an incomparable singer, such a musician. Of all my daughters she was the one who most resembled her mother. And she so loved�� He choked on his words, regained his composure, and repeated, �so loved life.�
At these words, the czar finally broke down.
It was then that Jamal Eddin made an incredible gesture. In a surge of sympathy, he knelt on one knee, clutching his benefactor�s hand in his own, and embraced him.
They clasped each other for a long moment.
The older man finally let go with a sigh, tapping him lightly on the shoulder.
�We are all in God�s hands. Our souls are not our own. He makes use of us according to His will.�
Finding consolation in this thought, the czar repeated, �I am the means he has chosen, that His will be done.
�And you?� he asked briskly, the tone and register of his voice changing abruptly. �What�s new with you? I�ve heard that the princess Potemkina is planning a big party in your honor at Gostilitsy?�
The warmth of his tone suggested that the news pleased him.
Disconcerted, Jamal Eddin did not know what to think or feel. At a loss for words, he rose to his feet.
The czar was well known for his mercurial changes, this manner of passing from one emotion to quite another in the same conversation, without any transition or warning. His interlocutors always found themselves baffled as he plunged them into another of a series of contradictory states. Some�the opponents he sent to Siberia�said Nicholas changed moods the way one would a mask; his contrasting expressions were merely the grimaces and poses of an unfeeling manipulator. Others�his loyal subjects�maintained that Czar Nicholas had such self-control that he prevailed in every situation, through his intelligence and moral strength.
�So, she has performed a new miracle, our good nun?� he exclaimed. �It�s true, she knows how to guide the most impenetrable souls to the path of love. I�m glad she succeeded in touching your heart, better than I, better than all of us.�
Jamal Eddin withdrew slightly. He stepped backward toward the bench.
�I respect the princess Potemkina�s faith, Your Imperial Majesty,� he said politely.
He could see it coming. He would stand up to the czar and incur the displeasure of the one man whose will no one opposed. The prospect terrified him.
With all the poise he could summon, he continued, his voice trembling slightly with apprehension. �I admire the princess�s generosity toward me, and I am grateful to her, but��
�And so you should, my boy, for you owe her your salvation.�
The czar pretended not to understand where all this was leading.
A short while ago, the empress had spoken of Jamal Eddin�s future, his crushes, and the need for him to be baptized if he wanted to pursue a career, eventually marry, and settle in Russia. The czar found such prospects disturbing. He admired his prot�g�s exceptional faculty of adaptation and realized better than anyone the extent of his intellectual acumen. He even thought, without bitterness, that Jamal Eddin might outshine Nicky or Mischa to become a more brilliant and better-read officer. But to imagine that this Cherkess would exceed the objectives for which he had been educated for the past eight years, deny his origins, renounce his religion, and become a Russian soldier, identical to thousands of other Russian soldiers? It was out of the question.
He knew the mind of his �brave nun.� The princess was not only a mystic, but a great romantic, the keenest matchmaker in Petersburg. Many, many aristocratic unions had budded under her auspices. For the good of the families, of course. Whether divine love or human love, love was her primary concern. She was so wealthy and generous that she would even provide a dowry for young girls who confided in her so that they could marry their chosen suitors. Or rather, the suitors that she herself had chosen, in her salons, having ensured that they measured up to the highest standards. Once, and only once, she had dared to provoke imperial fury by arranging the marriage of two of her prot�g�s at her parish of the Holy Trinity, at Gostilitsy, without parental consent. The czar had made sure she would not do it again.
But when she had a heathen in her sights, he knew that she could be tenacious. Who could tell? She might even succeed with Jamal Eddin.
Under other circumstances, he would have been pleased that this child, to whom he was sincerely attached, should find the truth. Unfortunately, the situation demanded that this heart be prevented from seeking the path of light. Nicholas was sounding him out, preaching falsely to discover the truth.
�Only in answering the call of God, of what He expects of you, can you do what is right.�
�I beg your pardon, Your Imperial Majesty, but�� the adolescent began to insist more vehemently, only to be interrupted again.
�All your happiness today, Jamal Eddin, your future here on earth and in eternal life depends upon your positive answer to the call of Our Lord Jesus Christ.�
This time, the young man could no longer contain himself. Defensive and almost threatening, his words were also full of pain.
�I would give my life for you, but this you must not ask of me.�
�I demand nothing, my boy, I simply thank the heavens for the grace you have been granted.�
�Do not force me.�
�Have I ever forced you to do anything?�
As though surprised and wounded by what he had discovered, the czar scrutinized his prot�g�.
�Have I ever forced you, Jamal Eddin Shamil?� he repeated, raising his voice. �Answer me!�
�Never, Your Imperial Majesty.�
�We were under the impression, the empress and I, that you wished to be baptized,� he explained curtly. �I was happy for you, and I gave you my blessing. However, given the violence of your reaction, your unspeakable rudeness, I see I was mistaken. The subject is closed. Since you haven�t enough love for God, for the czar, and for Russia, let us speak no more of it.�
�I love Russia, Your Imperial Majesty. I love the czar. I owe them everything.� His voice quivered with love and rebellion. �But I cannot serve them without honor. I cannot serve them by betraying my God and my people.�
The passion of his words left Jamal Eddin�s entire body trembling.
�Calm down.�
In the shadows, the czar smiled. For the very first time, the young man had lost his composure. When he abandoned his reserve, when he opened up, his feelings were quite transparent.
The czar had his answer.
�Calm down, please. And sit down there,� he added softly.
He pointed to the bench facing him. Jamal Eddin was reluctant to sit down.
He remained standing.
�You have already disappointed me,� the czar thundered. �Are you going to disobey me? I said sit down!�
Jamal Eddin sat down.
The czar seemed to be thinking. He measured his words.
�Of course you can remain a Montagnard and become Russian�who would tell you otherwise? The empire is vast. The empire is generous. Look at our friends, the little princesses from Georgia. They will all go home and live their lives. They will all leave, to be married in the Caucasus. The two eldest are already promised to Georgian princes. But their marriages will not change the fact that they are still Russian princesses. And you, when you go home to your father, you will be the imam�s heir. God willing, you will become his successor. And you will marry a Muslim princess, several even, since your religion permits it. But you will always be the child of the czar. I love you, Jamal Eddin. Like my own child. Do you know that?�
Distraught, Jamal Eddin rose to his feet again. The czar read his expression and understood that he had won. The boy had passed to the other side�his side�without even realizing it. Nicholas�s affection for him was boundless. This child was truly his son, a Russian prince who was worthy of him and worthy of the empire. He hadn�t been mistaken about Jamal Eddin. He was noble, devoted, and full of integrity�and still so young and so pure.
He began again, his voice full of kindness.
�I forgive your outburst just now, this stubbornness that is your worst fault. But in exchange, you must promise me one thing. We�ll make a pact, the two of us. When you return to the Caucasus, you will convince your father to come and see me. No matter what happens there, you and I will secure peace.�
This request corresponded so perfectly to Jamal Eddin�s inner feelings that he exclaimed, �I shall devote myself to the task with all my strength, Your Majesty!�
�And I know that you will not disappoint me. Now listen to what I have decided for you. In two years, you will be a standard-bearing cavalry officer in the Russian army. You will join one of my regiments; we can choose which one together. You will start your military career in Poland or on the Western frontier. When you have had enough experience and have become an excellent officer, then, Jamal Eddin, you will pay back a hundredfold what Russia, your country, has given you. You will work alongside your father to put an end to this fratricidal war forever. And in the meantime, my boy, take advantage of what your country has to offer, profit from all that Russia can teach you. Continue your studies, practice your English, your French, and your German, as well as the Avar language, Chechen, and the dialects of the mountain people. Keep up with your mathematics and physics, since you love those subjects. Accept all the blessings of providence with a mind free of concern. I authorize you to do so. Indeed, I encourage you.
�Go to Princess Potemkina�s balls when she invites you. There you will encounter enlightened minds, the best of Petersburg aristocracy. In her salons, you will meet the Muslim officers of my personal guard. They are the sons of khans and Cherkess princes, with whom you should develop ties of friendship, so that you can rely on them when the time comes. This elite will be precious to you. But in the meantime, in the meantime, my child, live! Live, I beg you, take advantage of all that you can. Now return to the terrace and tell the ladies I am coming. And leave me alone for a moment. Please, go back now.�

Jamal Eddin took long strides across the woodland grass. He could scarcely believe it. All that he had waited for, all these years, had just happened. The emperor had told him what he expected of him. Finally! And he had finally told him why he was here, in Russia, and how to repay his debt. Of course, during their first encounter in the Winter Palace, the czar had given him to understand the reasons for his abduction from Akulgo and his education in Petersburg. But at the time he had been too young to understand their meaning and too wary to believe him. Today, eight years later, he subscribed wholeheartedly to his benefactor�s plans.
Gone was the anguish that had prevented him from belonging completely to the Russian world, from accepting and approving its values. The guilt, the fear of betraying his past, the fear of forgetting his people�it had all vanished. The incredible announcement that he would soon return to his mountains endowed him with the one thing whose lack had always kept him from fitting in: confidence.
All at once, His Majesty�s explicit consent, their agreement that he was free to choose his own religion, and their pact for the future destroyed the last bastions of his resistance and swept away all his doubts and conflicting feelings.
Now everything was possible. Well, almost everything.
When it came to the Georgian princesses, he now knew that he was chasing rainbows and that his dreams of love were hopeless. But then, hadn�t he always known it? He had never expected his feelings to be reciprocated; he had never wanted anything from them. Because of their shared Caucasian origins, the homesickness they all felt for the mountains, the familiar common memories he read deep in their eyes, he had thought he could reconcile their different worlds through his passion for the young women. But he had been wrong. Anna and Varenka could not be the unifying link between two worlds. The czar had been clear on this point as well. Their destiny was not to be joined with his.
Knowing this, understanding it, even accepting it was one thing; feeling it, of course, quite another. He quickened his pace.
As he approached the cottage, his desire to be with Varenka grew stronger. His heart had sunk when the czar had said that she would belong to another, that the matter was settled. He thought he had overcome his twinge of sadness at the news, but now it returned, suddenly transformed into a raging storm. What did they expect of him? That he should sacrifice his feelings on the pretext that separation was inevitable? That was absurd! His complicity with Varenka was now free of the burden of the future, liberated from any ambiguity whatsoever, and could only become lighter, more innocent, and more joyous. He seethed in revolt against the voice that told him to let her go.
How was he supposed to conduct himself? Should he disappear among the plants, hiding in the shadow of the Hercules Rotunda, as he had the first time? Should he hide his attraction to her, feign coldness, and pretend to be indifferent to her? Should he invite all the other girls to dance, all except the one he loved? Why? Why should he behave in such a stupid manner? Because she was Christian, the granddaughter of a king, and promised to a Georgian prince? So what? The others were Christians too; the others were engaged as well. Why sacrifice his affection for her to his fear of suffering? Or friendship to caution? Tenderness to reason? His entire being rejected that way of thinking. Since life had offered him this glorious gift of freedom, why should he not take walks with Varenka, talk to her, laugh with her, even love her? Nothing else mattered. She was there, under these trees, just footsteps away. He began to run. She was there tonight. She was waiting for him tonight. Who could tell what tomorrow would bring? Tomorrow he would lose her. But in the meantime� In the meantime, my child, live! Live, I beg you, take advantage of all that you can.
Yes, all the happiness in the world was still possible. Tonight.
Overjoyed and burning with gratitude toward the czar, he joined the group on the terrace.
The bay windows of the salon were wide open. The crown prince, his wife and sister, their maids of honor and the children, Count Kiselyev, and other guests among the close friends staying at the palace had just arrived for the empress�s impromptu party.
The musicians were already seated in a semicircle on the lawn. After tuning their instruments, they launched into a Glinka polonaise and a few rousing quadrilles to open the ball. Then it would be Alexandra Feodorovna�s turn to play their favorite waltzes and popular mazurkas. Her piano had been brought out and stood on the parquet that had been installed at the center of the dance floor.
Everyone was going back and forth between the hall and the perron, waiting for the czar, who was to accompany his wife on the flageolet and the cornet. It would be lovely.
Leaning against the doorpost, Nicky watched Anna as she passed back and forth before him, carrying the sheet music, the stool, the lectern, the candles and candelabra.
�Walk on, mademoiselle, walk on,� Nicky said in French, �you�re awfully pretty this evening.�
He was careful not to brush against his mother�s second maid of honor, the one who lived in the pavilion of the park. Instinctively he sensed she was already spoken for and off limits.
Pretending, like Nicky, to be unaware of the presence of �this person,� Alexandra Feodorovna was supervising the final preparations. Jamal Eddin watched her flutter about. He found the empress beautiful this evening, lively and gay, the way he liked to see her. He noticed every detail: the nose-gay of red mignonettes she had slipped into her belt and the filmy gown of white chiffon that she wore. He noticed Anna�s white dress too, which was not quite so bright and softened with gray-beige stripes, and that Varenka and Gayana wore matching skirts. They were pink, as was customary at fifteen, but they were long now, hiding their pantalets and ankle boots.
Jamal Eddin�s conversation with the czar had made him receptive to other impressions as well. He appreciated the beauty of some of the married women and the opulence of their d�collet�s, proof to their admirers that time and successive pregnancies had robbed them of none of their charms. He even admired the ample shoulders of Princess Anastasia of Georgia. As for La Potemkina� Ah, La Potemkina. Ensconced in her plum-colored flounces, dripping with jet and braid, her black curls springing from her white headdress, she was simply amusing. He watched her bustling back and forth, checking on the party arrangements, and losing her patience. There was something touching about seeing such energy in someone of such a mature age, and her spontaneity and high spirits were contagious.
�It isn�t hard to be happy tonight, is it?� Anna remarked, eyes sparkling, as Jamal Eddin walked up to where she was standing beneath the trees.
The Chinese lanterns hung among the branches, just as he had imagined them earlier. The young people stood together in a halo of light.
�There�s a party in the air,� she mused. �Just breathing, it feels like a party.�
�Anna! Where did you leave my fan a while ago?� exclaimed La Potemkina, seated at the edge of the dance floor.
The young girl rolled her eyes toward the sky.
�Oh, she�s always losing something, that one.�
�And while you�re at it, get me my shawl too, will you? Anna.�
�Coming, coming.�
Varenka made a vague gesture to follow her.
�You�re not going to leave?� he said, half mocking, half serious. �Not right away, not yet. Not like the last time?�
She understood the allusion and smiled at him.
�Then everything is fine,� he said gaily, �and I�ll be able to make the speech I�ve been preparing for the past two years.�
He bowed deeply.
�Will you do me the honor��he emphasized the word ironically, as the obtuse student had done long ago at Count Kiselyev�s dinner table��the honor of granting me the first waltz? The first, and all the others?�

Princess Potemkina and the Georgian princess sat back in their armchairs and fanned themselves as they watched the young people.
The ball began, as planned, with the contra dances.
Jamal Eddin led the quadrilles tirelessly, taking the dancers up and down the steps of the perron, making each couple execute bows and curtsies, then leading them toward the garden only to draw the farandole back along the paths all the way to the sovereigns. Everyone laughed at the figures he imposed upon his poor quadrillers.
When everyone had tired of prancing about in bands of eight, a sudden stillness filled the air. Both dressed in white, the czar and the czarina rose, crossed the dance floor hand in hand, and bowed to the assembly like two strolling players. The wild applause made the Chinese lanterns sway, casting glimmers of red, yellow, and blue deep into the foliage.
They sat down next to each other among the great trees, whispered in consultation, smiled, then broke into a waltz. The emperor set the tempo, playing his cornet with lively enthusiasm.
The young people hesitated shyly. No one dared to be the first.
�Well now?� Nicholas exclaimed as he changed from trumpet to flute, in between breaths. �Are you going to dance?�
Since it was an intimate party, young men were permitted to ask the girls to dance without seeking permission from their mothers. Nicky grabbed Anna, Jamal Eddin, Varenka. And the others followed.
�It�s exceptionally hot for this time of year,� Princess Anastasia of Georgia lamented as she fanned herself more vigorously.
�Their Majesties are the best musicians in the world,� La Potemkina burbled. �And just look at the young people. I must say this is a show that is worth coming for. Our Jamal Eddin��
�Indeed, the Dagestani twirls around quite agilely,� the Georgian princess agreed.
�You mean, he waltzes like a god. I�ve seen him ride, and I knew he was an extraordinary horseman, but I wasn�t expecting this. He is the best dancer in all of Petersburg. Look at the other girls. Look how they tap their feet when he passes. They�re waiting for only one thing. Our dear, handsome Nicky is really a magnificent waltzer. But Jamal�s dancing�it�s something else entirely. Even in His Imperial Highness�s arms, Anna is trying to catch his eye. You can see she�s hoping for the next dance. But at this age, a boy is faithful to a girl, and he only has eyes for one.�
�Yes, it�s rather selfish of him to always choose the same partner.�
�Ah, the exclusivity of puppy love, my dear.�
�He�s going to end up compromising her.�
�Compromise Varenka? In whose eyes, my dear? We are among our own here.�
�Among our own? This boy has neither family nor fortune nor title. If it were not for Their Majesties� magnanimity, and your protection, my dear��
�Among our own,� La Potemkina interrupted, �such support is indicative of one thing: his own merit. Do you think Their Majesties, in their infinite mercy, would grant their august protection if they did not think he deserved it? When a young man with his presence takes over the mazurka, leads the cotillion, dances the French quadrilles.�
�Precisely. Such an excellent dancer has obligations. He does not consider himself the appointed partner of only one young girl; he dances with all of them, one after the other.�
As he turned around the dance floor, Jamal Eddin heard their comments. He felt heady with success. It was delightful to sense the music coursing through his veins, the piano lending its rhythm, and the flute beating time. He felt the music with Varenka�s every quickening breath. Something golden lit up and faded in her, in time with the waltz.
�Live,� the emperor�s flute repeated to him joyously. �Live, Jamal Eddin!�

CHAPTER VIII
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That Day May Dawn and Night Perish the Taste of Happiness 1848�1853

The training field for maneuvers
at the camp of Krasnoye Sielo,
near Saint Petersburg
The military academies parade,
a year later
May 1848
There was a roll of drums and a clash of cymbals. Jamal Eddin and his comrades stood impatiently behind the barriers at the edge of the field. The eleven brass bands of eleven regiments converged before them, saluting each other as they entered the parade ground. With each company playing its own theme, all eleven military marches burst into tune at the same time. While anyone else would have been stunned by the noise, the deafening racket lifted their spirits with pride and joy.
Today marked the justification and the apotheosis of eight long years of training.
Dressed in a white gown, the empress was enthroned in the first row of a sumptuous green box built for her at the edge of the field, surrounded by her daughter, daughters-in-law, ladies-in-waiting, and grandchildren. In the grandstands next to the imperial box on the same side of the field, the high society ladies flitted about, escorted by foreign officers, travelers, and visitors of rank rather than their husbands. The men of Saint Petersburg would serve in the arena. The highest dignitaries, Czarevitch Alexander, the grand dukes, and General Count Kiselyev, would lead their regiments in the parade. Even the cadets of the academies, who normally did not participate in military reviews at Krasnoye Sielo, would parade today. The special circumstances of this May 1848 justified the presence of the empire�s entire corps.
As a result of the revolution that had taken place in Paris the February before, Holy Russia had been forced to protect herself from the contagion of liberal ideas by preparing for war. Entertaining yet symbolic, today�s magnificent performance was a showcase designed to display the perfect training of the young recruits and the crushing power of the czar�s army. France, the constitutional republics of Europe, and other republics throughout the world were the intended audience. When the ambassadors left the grandstands shortly after the show, they would return home convinced that thousands of men stood as one behind God�s representative on earth. And that this amazingly cohesive and powerful bloc was the guarantor of universal order.

In the saddle since dawn, the cadets waited their turn. All of them searched the grandstands for the familiar faces of mothers, sisters, and their favorite girls. Like the others, Jamal Eddin scanned the crowd. There in the second row, gesticulating extravagantly, was La Potemkina, who loved the excitement of military parades and the odor of gunpowder. She was accompanied by her usual retinue, the patronesses of the prison committee and a gaggle of nieces and prot�g�s. Most importantly, he noticed, the Georgian princesses were missing. The entire Georgian family was absent. Of course this was no surprise to him. This very month, Anna was to marry a Georgian prince of the illustrious Chavchavadze line of Kakhetia, and Varenka was part of the wedding party. He so yearned to parade before her, and up to the very last moment, he had held out some hope of seeing her. Fate had decided otherwise, and he accepted it, crestfallen. But even his disappointment could not entirely spoil his pleasure today.
The colors, smells, and sounds of war�the clarion of the bugles, the cannon fire, the pungent scent of leather and horse manure, the taste of gunpowder and dust�were intoxicating.
His eyes were riveted upon His Majesty�s guards as they crossed the field, parading in columns, as they had during the Napoleonic wars. He knew, as they all did, that each of these horsemen had been chosen because of his looks. Long legs, broad chests, splendid complexions, suitable eye color, and lustrous hair were the predominant criteria for joining this exclusive group.
The magnificent Preobrajensky Guards wore their famous green uniforms. All of them were exceptionally tall, like the czar. Broad-shouldered, regular-featured, slim-waisted, with sturdy calves, and mounted on identical chargers, they sought to evoke the reincarnation of the heroes of antiquity.
The green sea of Preobrajensky Guards gave way to the blue lines of the Semenovsky Regiment, followed by a white wave of Izma�lovsky uniforms. The Pavlovsky Regiment, with their conical helmets and sabers drawn, a tradition fiercely won during the battles of the last century, brought up the rear. Then came the artillery, its first batteries of cannons on caissons drawn by teams of six bay horses. The second were drawn by sorrels, the third by gray barbs, and the last by black geldings.
The atamans of the Cossacks of the Don followed, riding little Kirgese mares. Then came the Uhlans, dressed in red-trimmed blue, a forest of lances broken occasionally by standards wrested from the Turks. Thousands of horsemen brought up the rear, and the cadets of the military academies closed the parade.
At the foot of the tribune, in the arena, the czar rode astride a prancing stallion, escorted simply by his brother, Grand Duke Mikha�l Pavlovitch, and a bugler who trumpeted his orders. He directed the drills.
Jamal Eddin missed the gesture that silenced the crowd, but suddenly all eleven brass bands fell silent, and the thousands of horses came to a standstill, their riders waiting expectantly.
The grand duke galloped off to the edge of the field with the bugler. The czar remained alone, facing his troops. It was absolutely silent. Not so much as a neigh, the creak of a harness, the click of a bit, or the spin of a spur wheel broke the quiet. A powerful silence and stillness reigned over all, in the grandstands and on the field alike.
Then the czar gave a mighty cry, one word that echoed as far back as the ranks of the First Corps cadets:
�Charge!�
In one fluid movement, Jamal Eddin and his comrades, all the men, horses, cannons, and mounts, bounded forward.
Waves of green, blue, and white swept across the camp at lightning speed, the thunder of pounding hooves eclipsing the women�s cheers.
The czar stood stock-still before the tide of horsemen. His horse pawed the ground, startled by the approaching spectacle. Ten thousand horsemen charged toward the imperial box, headed straight for the emperor.
The distance shrank by the second, and it looked as though the mass would trample the stallion and the grandstands full of women. But the instant they reached the box, the ten thousand horsemen stopped as abruptly as they had started, as a single body.
The horses� breasts formed a single line, their hooves aligned along an invisible mark that went on for several versts. Row after row, the ranks repeated their original order.
The only sounds were the bated gasps of the men and the snuffled panting of the horses. Their delicate nostrils quivered, some bleeding, less than a meter from the pale, distraught face of Czarina Alexandra and half that distance from the satisfied countenance of Czar Nicholas.
The sheer intoxication of participating in such a ballet, the excitement of executing such perfection, was inexpressible. Boot to boot, elbow to elbow, Jamal Eddin and his comrades�Sacha Milyutin, Buxh�wden, and all his comrades of the corps�had triumphed at this complex exercise, and their pride was boundless.
The feeling echoed Jamal Eddin�s long-ago memory of galloping among the murids, his brothers-in-arms. At the time, he had felt that he was part of the greatest army in the world, Shamil�s army.
More perhaps than all the other horsemen loping across the training field at Krasnoye Sielo, he was carried away with the headiness of that joy he had known long ago�a joy brought on by the sensation of belonging.

�My children, I am pleased with you.�
His Majesty uttered the ritual phrase that honored their work and crowned their exploits.
As one voice, they answered with a spirited, �At your service, Little Father!�, the ritual words of an equally sacred response.
The opening of the grand opera was over. The regiments headed toward their assigned corners of the maneuver grounds.
It was time for the performances of the Cadet Corps. Grand Duke Mikha�l Pavlovitch had informed their master of the program of drills to be accomplished, and the cadets had practiced for months. And they would practice again today, as many times as necessary.
Their maneuvers before the czar could go on for an hour or two, or six, or eight, until the horses were exhausted or their riders dead. No matter, the corps would continue to practice until it achieved the unity of divine Russian cohesion. But to do that perfectly with absolute precision was nearly impossible on this hilly, unfamiliar terrain full of bumps and holes.
One of the drills was the formation of an immense �8,� done at a gallop. At the intersection of the 8 were two low walls that the cadets coming from both directions had to jump. The challenge lay in jumping the wall in synchronicity with the rider arriving from the opposite direction, all while maintaining speed. The problem no one had taken into account was the dust. The earth had already been hammered by thousands of hooves, and hundreds of riders charging across the dry ground had stirred up a great deal of sand. Jamal Eddin, Sacha, and Buxh�wden could scarcely make out the rumps of the horses in front of them, and the obstacles loomed, gigantic, before their eyes at the last moment. Worse still, it was impossible to judge the remaining distance before the rider to the right or the left would crouch low in the saddle to clear the obstacle a few seconds before them or after.
With horses colliding in midflight, head-on crashes, thrashing horses, and trampled riders, a considerable number of men and beasts were lost that day.
The brutality of the falls and the gravity of the accidents did not prevent Grand Duke Mikha�l Pavlovitch from galloping up to the leader to bark in his face, �In your fourth squadron, first platoon, the first cadet�s curb chain has not been cleaned. Disciplinary action for the entire corps!�
The leader galloped down to the cadet in question. And there it was, to Buxh�wden�s horror�a spot of rust on the horse�s bit.
As a result, all the cadets would be forbidden to leave camp for a month. And Buxh�wden would be under arrest until further orders. But what did it matter to be punished, as long as the entire corps was in it together? They were there to live and die together. And the grand duke, with his eagle eye and his demanding nature, inspired more admiration than fear. Nothing counted but solidarity among comrades and admiration for their leaders. And love for the czar, of course.

Covered with dust, staggering with fatigue at the end of this long day, Jamal Eddin took the path along the river to return to camp. He had stayed at the stables longer than the others, and evening had begun to fall.
As he walked among the first rows of white tents, headed toward the lane where he and his companions were billeted, he had the sudden impression that he had seen this place before.
Puzzled, he stopped and looked around.
There was no doubt about it, he knew this place�the cordoned-off alleys, the tents like whitecaps as far as the eye could see. Of course. The camp at Akulgo.
The image was from long ago. From high up on the ramparts, he had gazed out over a sea of men, horses, mules, and cannons that spilled over the banks of the Andi Koysu. The light of the setting sun had played off the bayonets of the troops bivouacked along the river, just as it did here at the river of Krasnoye Sielo. The glinting blades had caught the sun�s rays in a forest of steel. Just as they did this evening. He had heard the shouts of greeting to the latecomers around the campfire. Just as he heard them this evening.
He suddenly realized that he had already lived through this scene, but on the other bank, the other side of the river.
He had stepped through the mirror. He had changed sides.
He was moved by his discovery, but not sorry. On the contrary, now he knew where the Most Merciful had placed him in the game of reflections and appearances. His place on the chessboard of destiny seemed clear, and he knew it was natural and just, because it had been designated by God.
He strode forward again, gaily reciting the last verse of Pushkin�s �Bacchanalian Song�:
That day may dawn
And the night perish.


Between Saint Petersburg and Warsaw
1849�1852
The exhilaration that Jamal Eddin had felt the first time he waltzed around a dance floor and galloped across the training grounds was repeated�and just as intensely felt�many times in the years that followed. Be they balls at the Winter Palace, receptions at La Potemkina�s, suppers at the barracks, parades, or hunts, Jamal Eddin was present for them all. And although he neither drank nor smoked nor gambled, his comrades always welcomed him as a boon companion they knew they could count on for high spirits and a little mischief. He finished his studies with execrable marks in the two subjects that counted for the czar: an average of six in routine drills, including the sacrosanct goose step, and four in discipline.
These mitigated failures did not prevent him from being named to his legal guardian�s regiment, the Uhlan Lancers of His Imperial Highness the Grand Duke Mikha�l Pavlovitch, the strictest of the generals. He entered as an officer of the seventh division of the Vladimirsky Lancers and was immediately posted to Poland, to help protect the Russian border.
The miracle of his integration into a prestigious regiment despite his mediocre grades and the haste of his departure for Warsaw were both a consequence of the bellicose atmosphere that had sprung up in 1849.
That winter, the fall of King Louis-Philippe of France had been rapidly followed by the Hungarian revolt against the Emperor Franz-Joseph. Overwhelmed by the magnitude of the uprising, Austria had asked for the czar�s help, and he had seized the occasion to invade Hungary. His army crushed the rebels and reestablished order throughout the country. The need for recruits among students old enough for military service increased considerably.
The emperor�s choice of post for Jamal Eddin suited his skills perfectly. He was now part of the light cavalry, prized for its capacity to move rapidly. Tall, slender, dark-haired, and elegant, he fit the typical Uhlan physical type as well.
The first steps of Jamal Eddin�s military career were exceptionally brilliant. Though Russia�s lightning victory in Hungary scarcely lent the Uhlans of Poland the opportunity to distinguish themselves, Jamal Eddin�s superiors were quick to recognize in him the qualities of an outstanding officer: bravery, authority, and a sense of honor. While Buxh�wden was still a junker and Milyutin a cornet, Jamal Eddin was promoted to lieutenant. It was quite an achievement, a record even, for officers of Montagnard origin had to show uncommon diligence to advance in rank. His military talents were not his only advantage; his popularity, the affection and respect of his men, and the friendship of his comrades also contributed to his rapid advance.
Moreover, it happened that the lancers� fearsome commanding officer, Grand Duke Mikha�l Pavlovitch, was felled by a fatal heart attack in Warsaw and subsequently replaced by his nephew, Grand Duke Mikha�l Nicola�evitch, Jamal Eddin�s former comrade in the Cadet Corps. The small group of friends that had so often gathered at Count Kiselyev�s home were together once again. Only His Highness Nicky, now a colonel of the guard, was absent. But Nicky had other matters to attend to or, more precisely, other skirts to chase in Petersburg, with his fellow lancers. Since Anna, the eldest Georgian princess, had married, the following year he had fallen for Varenka, who had replaced her sister as the czarina�s reader. But Varenka had then followed in her sister�s footsteps.
In May 1851, she married a Georgian prince, General Elico Orbeliani, who had been the imam Shamil�s hostage a decade before.
And so Nicky moved on to the third Georgian princess, Gayana. She was an easier target than her sisters and soon succumbed to his advances. Both families were scandalized to learn that she had become his official mistress, and the subject of Nicholas Nicola�evitch�s liaison with one of the little Georgian princesses dominated court gossip for some time.
�That�s it, it�s done,� La Potemkina wrote to Jamal Eddin with her habitual elegance in a letter announcing the marriage of one and the fall of the other. The knowledge that he had definitively lost Varenka saddened Jamal Eddin, but he had not seen the love of his childhood since he had joined the army. He had long known that her marriage was inevitable.
During those two years, he had been involved with other women and had other affairs. At Kovno, where the Uhlans were stationed, he had become the favorite in a circle of several married women who competed in their efforts to seduce him with an onslaught of charm. The handsome, mysterious, elusive Jamal Eddin was indeed considered a catch.
The orgies and visits to the brothels that his fellow officers enjoyed did not tempt him, but he enjoyed the fact that he was attractive to women. No woman ever left him feeling indifferent. He gave in to their advances readily and without fuss, but neither his friends nor his mistresses could count his conquests. Although he formed an emotional attachment to a few, he could not imagine a more serious relationship with any of them.
The former cadets remembered those years of inaction at Kovno as a carefree existence of concerts at the ch�teaus of the aristocracy, regimental dinners, and balls at the viceroy�s palace. It was la belle vie for the czar�s officers in Poland.
In the eyes of all, Jamal Eddin was now perfectly integrated and assimilated�more Russian than a Russian.

The soldier Jamal Eddin Shamil�s official acceptance into the occupation army had initially posed a problem for the seventh division military administration: what were they to inscribe on his passport?
Just before his departure in 1849, the emperor received an urgent and disturbing note from Jamal Eddin�s captain concerning the official civil status of the recruit. Should he write down the words habitually penned on his scholastic records: son of a rebel?
The czar had penciled in his response in the margin of Jamal�s military records. �Since the boy is not responsible for the acts of his father, and the word �rebel� does not indicate his country of origin, the expression �son of a rebel� is not appropriate. Moreover, it could negatively influence the character of the soldier in question. Consequently, his first name, his last name, and the notation �of Montagnard origin� will suffice.�
The question of his identity resolved, the captain was faced with another, one that the authorities were already familiar with: what uniform should Jamal wear? The papakha, cherkeska, ghizir, and kinjal of the Montagnard regiments? Or the imperial eagle-emblazoned shako, royal blue tunic with its red plastron and double-breasted button closures, wide silver-threaded belt, and lance of the Uhlans?
Exasperated by the errors of his predecessors, all of whom were going off on the wrong tangent, the captain composed a second note to the czar, this time concerning �Shamil�s uniform.�
Again in the margin of Shamil�s military records, His Majesty scribbled his reply: �The dress he prefers.�
Beneath this comment, Jamal Eddin�s decision would be noted.
But what would he choose?

This question became the subject of a guessing game the following day when the czar posed the question to the empress, Count Kiselyev, and the rest of their intimate circle at their �four o�clock dinner.�
�Mouffy, you know him well. What do you think, will he wear the cherkeska or the blue tunic? Which one has he chosen, the uniform of the Caucasian Montagnards or that of the Vladimirsky Lancers?�
His tone was triumphant. He did not wait for her reply.
�Well, no, you�re wrong, you�re all wrong. Jamal Eddin did not make the choice you all expected. He is faithful to his past, to his father and to his origins. He didn�t hesitate for an instant. In a gesture from the heart, he chose the symbol of his people of the Caucasus.�
The czar was jubilant.
Why would he be so pleased that his chosen son, his prot�g�, his favorite, had preferred the cherkeska? The empress and their guests were mystified. The czar was the only one who understood the significance of this ultimate act of loyalty, this gesture of faithfulness and affection that confirmed all his own acts and intentions. In choosing the cherkeska, Jamal Eddin demonstrated respect for his ancestors and for his commitment to the czar. He had, in effect, sealed the pact they had made that evening on the marble bench at Peterhof. He remained what he was always had been: a Caucasian.
Wasn�t this what they had agreed upon?
Both Russian and Montagnard, the boy was continuing to embrace the path of dual loyalty.
But did he think�as His Majesty feigned to believe�did he really believe he could reconcile the two? Without renouncing one or the other? Without betraying who he was?
Loyal to the czar and loyal to the imam, Jamal Eddin was trying to meet that challenge and make good on his word.

Keen to lend him support, the emperor immediately dispatched a Chechen aide to serve as his orderly at Kovno. He had no doubt that his envoy would prove both useful and pleasant. This servant would help Jamal Eddin perfect his knowledge of the language, the people, and the customs of the Caucasus. Jamal Eddin must progress considerably on this path before he could send him back to the mountains. And this Shibshiev was fluent in over thirty dialects.
He didn�t know it at the time, but the actions of this individual would prove fatal to the czar�s plans.

�A Muslim like you, Jamal Eddin, a Muslim who sleeps with his feet pointing toward Mecca, a Muslim who shaves his beard, a Muslim who wears scent, who kisses the hands of women, a Muslim who does not get up to pray in the middle of the night. A Muslim like you is no longer a Muslim, but a dog.�
With great difficulty, Jamal Eddin refrained from slapping the man across the face. Shibshiev was driving him crazy and had pushed him to the limit.
Shibshiev wasn�t much to look at. Small and stooped, he had an unhealthy gray complexion, and his cherkeska was always dirty. He lacked any of the elegance and physical courage that marked the mountain men and did not even wear the traditional Montagnard weapon tucked into his belt�a telling detail. He wore a long beard, which made him stand out among the Cherkesses of Saint Petersburg. How he had managed to get the czar�s stamp of approval was a mystery. Czar Nicholas execrated bearded men and had ordained that all at court, in the army, and in the city should be clean-shaven. He tolerated beards only among the Jews, the muzjiks, and certain indigenous regiments, with whom Shibshiev had never served. In fact, he wasn�t Chechen at all, but Uzbek, from the Kipchak tribe�a detail that escaped the notice of the Russians, who, in their contempt and ignorance of all other peoples, had failed to make the distinction. He had grown up in Dagestan and joined the imperial army as a �child of language.� General F�z�, whom he had served as an interpreter, had highly recommended him to communicate with the sons of khans studying at the military academies.
He had come to Petersburg a few years before Jamal Eddin, at the age of thirty-five. At the time, he had been very friendly to the infidels, especially to the young Circassians he sometimes visited. Jamal Eddin had known him for a long time and remembered him clearly. As a child, he had given Shibshiev a letter for his father, hoping to secretly bypass the authorities. The letter had ended up on the emperor�s desk, like all the others, and his efforts had earned Jamal Eddin a stern scolding and strict orders that he write only through the intermediary of the director. This incident had convinced Jamal Eddin that Shibshiev worked for the police as an informer charged with surveillance of the Cherkesses of the Cadet Corps, including himself. He had cut off any contact with Shibshiev immediately.
However, Shibshiev had changed over the past twelve years. He had taken a different path, in precisely the opposite direction of Jamal Eddin�s trajectory.
He was neither impressed nor attracted by the Christian lifestyle. In fact, his experience in the empire�s capital had transformed Shibshiev into something he had never been in his Dagestan village: a good Muslim. In Russia, he stopped smoking, drinking, and gambling. He learned to recite from the Koran and knew Sheik Al-Buhari�s Book of Hadiths by heart. This late-in-life return to the Sharia had made him all the more rigorously devoted to his religion. Now he obeyed all the precepts of the imam Shamil and concentrated his efforts on fighting the holy war, furtively and from afar.
Among the exiles of the Caucasus, Shibshiev was not the only admirer of Shamil. In the early 1850s, the imam�s victories had become legendary. Even his old enemies, even the hypocrites and the sons of the khans, had to admit that Shamil had brought honor to the Muslims. His network of spies now reached far beyond the line of Russian forts along the Caucasus. He received information from all over the empire, even the Saint Petersburg papers, which he had translated by his prisoners at the eagle�s nest of Dargo-Veden. He was so well informed that he had written to Queen Victoria, pointing out that his combat, and his alone, here in the mountains with his warriors, had prevented the czar�s armies from threatening the interests of the British as they advanced toward Afghanistan and India. Since, as he pointed out, the holy war was such a boon to the queen, he had asked her for arms. In London, in absolute secret, her ministers discussed whether or not to send rifles to the imam. And Shibshiev knew that he was a link in this chain, a cog in the wheel, and a relay in the organization of this formidable head of state.
When the czar had chosen him to serve Jamal Eddin, the eldest son of his guide and master, Shibshiev could scarcely contain his joy. He had galloped off for Kovno right away.

His disappointment was as immense as his hopes had been.
He understood instantly what the Russians had done to this boy. They had corrupted him, perverted him, and turned him against his father.
�Your forehead is as smooth as a woman�s,� he sneered, observing the absence of the zabtba, the blue callus that marked the faithful, above Jamal Eddin�s brow. He considered this to be ample proof that the boy did not pray as he should. Shibshiev did not even bother to look at his pants. He already knew that the knees were not worn out, as they should be if he knelt in prayer seven times a day as the faithful did. He could well imagine the rest. This Jamal Eddin was vain, soft, accustomed to luxury, his every action an affront to the law of God. He danced, he played music, he touched women and petted dogs. He used both hands at table and consumed food that the dietary laws forbade. He was even more impure than a giaour.
Profoundly shocked, Shibshiev pelted Jamal Eddin with threats and curses. He stuck to him like a shadow, relentless in his abuse. Jamal Eddin, who could not stand a confrontation or a row, considered Shibshiev�s behavior highly uncivilized. His crudeness and vulgarity were appalling. Shibshiev�s reproaches were so constant and so merciless that they exasperated him before he had even bothered to understand or register their substance. Most importantly, they were so excessive that they didn�t elicit in Jamal Eddin the least doubt or worry concerning his own conduct.
Since Jamal Eddin could not dismiss him without the czar�s approval, he simply tried to stay calm and tune him out�in short, put up with him. Only once did Shibshiev manage to shake his resolve, striking a nerve that touched Jamal Eddin so profoundly that he flew into a rage.

One evening the young lieutenant returned to his quarters to find that Shibshiev had fresh news from the Caucasus, information that seemed to have dropped from the sky. He announced that Jamal�s mother had died seven years ago and that the imam had chosen the eldest daughter of Sheik Jamaluddin Al-Ghumuqi as her replacement. He had taken other wives as well, who had borne him more sons. But that was nothing compared to the next piece of news. Shibshiev coddled his revenge triumphantly. No, it was nothing.
A year ago, Shamil had named Jamal Eddin�s younger brother, Mohammed Ghazi, as his spiritual heir and successor. The eighteen-year-old had legally taken his older brother�s place in a ceremony attended by all the na�bs.
Jamal Eddin listened to all this calmly and asked only one question�in Russian.
�Where did you get this information?�
�I know it,� Shibshiev replied, in Chechen.
�How?�
�I know it,� the servant repeated smugly.
�Who told you this?� Jamal Eddin exploded.
Jamal Eddin grabbed him by the collar. Shibshiev made no move to defend himself. He was not armed and would not engage in a fistfight.
Jamal Eddin let go of him. �Get out of my sight!�
He did not have to tell Shibshiev twice. The servant took the lieutenant�s coat, saber, and kinjals and left.
Stunned and enraged, Jamal Eddin could not believe the news. What? For the past thirteen years, he had written faithfully to his father, without ever receiving so much as a word of response. Never had the imam deigned to answer even one of his letters. He was so upset that he could not even find words for the exact reason for his anger. How could he have been stripped of all his rights of primogeniture when his father knew that Jamal was alive? The fact that Shamil had chosen this savage, this accursed shadow, Shibshiev, to deliver his message only added to the disgrace.
This kind of renunciation contravened all the laws of the kanly, as well as those of the Sharia, both the laws of blood and the laws of Islam. Such a repudiation signified the dishonor of the eldest son�and his death in the heart of his father. Shibshiev had delivered his message with full knowledge of these facts.
It would be his last.
Shibshiev�s smug disclosure of the imam�s relationships with his heirs had rendered him so hateful to Jamal Eddin that he ordered his aide to swallow his tongue. There were to be no more sermons or speeches. He assured Shibshiev that if he opened his mouth to utter so much as one word of criticism, he would live to regret it. At the merest hint of an accusation or an insult, Shibshiev would pay.

Shibshiev failed to comprehend the significance of this command from an officer like Lieutenant Shamil. He was too obtuse to realize that beneath Jamal Eddin�s calm exterior lay an untapped reservoir of passionate feeling. He learned the extent of his poor judgment when he dared to begin reiterating his insults. It was to his extreme detriment. The beating he took left him panting in terror at the violence of his master.
Anyone but Shibshiev would have planned vengeance for such humiliation and stabbed the officer in his bed. And in fact, Jamal Eddin was counting on an act of attempted murder to finally send Shibshiev back to Saint Petersburg. Or, quite simply, to get rid of him for good.
But Shibshiev did not budge.
He cowered in submission, kissed the hand he could not cut off, and ceased to call the imam�s son a dog or a woman.
His master demanded nothing more of him.
If the czar�s purpose had been to familiarize his prot�g� with Caucasian customs, the endeavor was a rousing success. By the time the Uhlans returned to Russia in June 1851, Jamal Eddin and Shibshiev were no longer on speaking terms.
Each waited for the opportunity to pursue his hatred to its inevitable conclusion.
Each, in his own way, did all he could to destroy the evil incarnate in the other.
Russia
At the Torjok garrison, in the province of Tver
September 1851
The scent of ripened wheat and lucerne rose in waves from the damp earth. It was wonderful to slip into the open country at daybreak, when the air was still, before the buzz of bees and insects filled the linden trees of Torjok. Banks of mist hovered low over the prairies, creeping toward the lakes, the ponds, and the thousand streams that dotted the countryside of Tver, then formed a thick blanket above the woods.
�Not far to the forest,� Jamal Eddin thought.
The game was to keep his horse in check until they reached the first pines, then to suddenly give him his head. Impatient to break into a gallop, Jamal Eddin turned off at one of the paths. The vast mass of trees, blue in the light of the summer dawn, stretched as far as the eye could see. He spurred his horse gently into a trot. Crushed beneath the horse�s hooves, the first pines needles released their tantalizing scent of resin. Applying firm pressure with his legs, Jamal Eddin directed his mount to bound forward. He crouched over the horse�s neck to avoid the low-hanging conifer branches, covered with gray barbs, as he took off into the cluster of tall trees. The croaking frogs on the banks of the streams fell silent. A woodcock fluttered away. The deer disappeared. But he knew that the animals were there, and the thrill of their presence made him forget Shamil, the czar, and Shibshiev. He forgot about his anger and the sense of injustice that loomed over him always. Without a doubt, that savage�s accusations had finally borne fruit.
If sometimes, in his innermost thoughts, he still spoke to his father, it was to tell him that never once had he faltered, that he had always fulfilled his religious duties, that he had always said his prayers and observed Ramadan, that he was still a Montagnard. In the midst of all the Uhlans, he had worn the national dress, the cherkess. He did not go beyond that in his silent monologues. He did not speak of his violent struggle within or of all the restraint and effort his loyalty to the Caucasus had cost him. He did not mention that his memory of the mountains was becoming increasingly vague and�worse still�that his sparse memories were painful, that the images Shibshiev evoked disturbed him. How could he have expressed the truth and admit that the problem was not that he felt different from his comrades but�on the contrary�that he felt neither different nor in any way excluded from the world around him? The difficulty lay in belonging to a lost world that was no longer relevant to his existence but to which his sense of honor demanded he remain loyal. And he was no longer even certain of that.
Oh, the hell with all these confusing thoughts. Gallop in a straight line, gallop over the immense flat stretch of Russian forest. The appeal of the endless, compelling plain defied the call of the Caucasus. Everything played out before him, rushing by thick and dense, the past, the future, all of it�life suddenly seemed simple.
He threaded his way swiftly among the black tree trunks, streaked now by the morning sun, whose light penetrated everywhere as he crossed the forest floor. He was flying, free, alive.
As he rode wildly on, he occasionally heard the echo of another set of pounding hooves. It was then that he caught a fleeting glimpse of his double, galloping through the foliage as the sunlight streamed through the trees. Far off in the distance was another horseman�no, it was a young woman, blonde, bareheaded, riding sidesaddle and dressed in a green habit. Her grace was enchanting. Now there was someone who knew how to ride. She held herself in the saddle with such natural elegance that even her mare seemed to sense it as she galloped on, limbs contained, head lowered. A magnificent beast, she reminded him of his friend from the horse cemetery, the sorrel mare from his first Russian summer, who played at charging him in the sleepless nights at Tsarskoye Sielo. In different circumstances, he would have pursued them. But this fugitive vision was so completely part of his pleasure, along with the pungent perfume of the earth, the images of the clearings, the croaking frogs, the light, the sun and the forest, and all that was Russia, that chasing them would have seemed not only futile but an utter sacrilege.

It was only in autumn, when the green-clad Amazon no longer appeared, that he realized he had been listening expectantly for the dull pound of hooves in the sand, just as he had counted on hearing them all summer. The strident cry of the black grouse mating in the branches above him now made him shiver with impatient anxiety. Somehow, in the midst of the triumphant radiance of nature, he sensed that he was waiting for something.
Something that did not come.
In his mind, he contemplated the face of Varenka and the eyes of all the women he had been attracted to at Covensk, all the women he had had to renounce. When he thought of his Polish mistresses�whom he had invariably chosen among the older and married women in order to discourage any illusions of a future or even a hint of a shared destiny�those with whom his religion forbade him to form any bonds, he felt a restlessness that cost him many sleepless nights.
A few dance steps, the whirl of a waltz�were those all he could ever share with these women? A turn around the dance floor. It all amounted to nothing. Even now, when he was known as a heartbreaker, he had no choice but to keep his own heart at a respectful distance; he could not allow himself to become attached to anyone. Could he ever marry a young woman of Torjok? Certainly not.
He had no choice but to curb his inclinations. Contain his instincts. Maintain his distance.
The forbidden pursuit of the Amazon in the forest embodied his sacrifice.
But he had reached his limit of insatiable dreams and crushed impulses. He could not stand any more impossible loves or chaste embraces. He needed air; he was suffocating among the green plants and love affairs nipped in the bud. In six, eight, ten months, he would return to the Caucasus. And bid a final farewell to passion. He regarded this return, this farewell, as inevitable, a source of neither revulsion nor pleasure, a necessity that he did not dream of eluding. But before then, he wanted to live! The devil with reserve and prudence! He was twenty, and he wanted to take a chance, to dare, finally, to love!
So when the mating season burst around him, when the cry of a bird made him look up and hear the echoing desire of the female, he imagined the celebration of consummation.
And in his mind, he returned incessantly to the image of the horsewoman. He sensed that the vision was not a dream, a mere chimera caught in the summer sunlight. There was nothing evanescent about the strength and haleness he had seen in the figure on horseback. The curve of the small of her back, her skirt sweeping through the hawthorns, her golden hair streaking through the sunlight�he was obsessed by it all. Everything about the young woman attracted him, down to her determination to cross his path, then cut him off. It was a game that had instantly threatened what little remained of his self-control.
And yet he had resisted the urge to respond and let life slip away.
The thought of this lost chance at a rendezvous represented the only real terror of his existence: the fear of dying without ever having loved, of meeting death without ever having lived.
In the shadow of Torjok�s onion domes
and linden trees, six months later
May 1852
Leaning out the window of her carriage, as was her habit, La Potemkina spotted the rider far off in the forest. Ah, the cherkeska. Not the long, black one, but a cherkeska of azure blue, with an officer�s collar of green velvet and the silver epaulets she so fancied. On each side of the breast was a ghizir, not with seven-cartridge belts but Russian-style ghizirs of fourteen cartridges circled with rings that gleamed in the sun. It was superb and represented everything that she admired. The ladies of the prison committee could say what they wished, but this costume, when worn as it should be, was still the most dashing of all uniforms.
The horseman trotted toward her, passing near the fences of the last houses on the outskirts of Torjok. She was blinded by the morning light and the little clouds of dust stirred up by his horse�s hooves. She would wait until he came alongside the carriage to flag him down and ask him for a favor. It was a stroke of good luck to have run into this strapping lad, who could help her get through a change of horses at the relay post of Torjok.
She had missed the turn-off to Machouk, the domain of her Olenin nephews. Now she would have to continue into the city, leave her own team, turn around and go back. Her doctor, her priest, her reader, and her two maids were all ready to give up and stop here for the night. Well, too bad. She was not one for putting off until tomorrow what could be done today. The trip promised to be full of inconveniences, and they might as well get on with it. She wanted to arrive at her nephews� place today. So what if they didn�t expect her to arrive before the weekend? All the better for them, for the sooner she got there, the sooner she would leave. It was indeed a piece of luck to have happened upon a lieutenant in the lancers of His Imperial Highness�s guard (as she had discerned from the color of the trimming on his epaulets, as well as his rank, regiment, and the number of his division), one who had galloped through the forest and was coming home before the heat of midday. Unless of course the reverse was true, and he was leaving the city. She had been wandering through the forest for so long, and, having gotten lost and turned around several times, she was no longer sure in which direction she was going. Imagine that. Arriving here, in this God-forsaken outpost, only to run into a Cherkess�no doubt a Muslim�of this rank and distinction. The Lord always showed her the path, leading her evermore in the direction of His lost lambs.
�I say, Lieutenant?�
He stopped and leaned politely toward the door of the coach.
�Would you be so good as to�What? It�s you! You�re not in Poland? I thought you were in Covensk.�
With her lace cap and ribbons fluttering in the window frame and her two clusters of black ringlets that hadn�t yet gone limp from the journey, La Potemkina seemed to have sprung forth from another world.
�What on earth are you doing in this hole, my poor friend?� she continued.
The �hole� in question spread across the two banks of a wide river. It counted over thirty chapels, ten churches, a cathedral, and a monastery of incredible wealth. The virtuosity of the spinners of Torjok had made its gold thread famous throughout all of Russia. Most of the gold-embroidered court robes and church vestments came from Torjok, as well as the sacerdotal tiaras and chasubles. A hole? More like a hive. The hum of spinning wheels filled the air in every house, bells rang the hour from every campanile, and the �smell of Dame Daria�s meatballs,� whose recipe Pushkin had immortalized in one of his poems, wafted from every kitchen. The sleepy banks of the river that flowed into the Volga a few versts from Torjok were dotted with long barracks that could be spotted through the linden trees. For over half a century, the light cavalry had been stationed here. And for the past three years, in the absence of the soldiers currently bivouacked in Poland and Hungary, the military administration had been building new barracks and an entire camp for the garrison.
The officers rented apartments in the city or outbuildings of the nearby manors. Jamal Eddin, who lived off his pay, hadn�t the means to afford one or the other and lived with his men. But his comrades, officers belonging to the nobility who were posted at the garrison of Torjok, enjoyed a wide selection. Most of the domains surrounding the city belonged to one or another branch of their relatives. They could live at Mytino, the domain of the Lvov princes, with the Poltoratsky princes of Grousino, or with the Olenins of Boristovo, who would house them at Machouk. All of the aristocratic families, both from Saint Petersburg and Moscow, possessed at least one manor in the area. And with good reason. The region was situated on the Sovereign�s Road, the royal path that linked the two capitals. Four hundred versts from the Winter Palace and three hundred from the Kremlin, Torjok was an unavoidable relay post. The entire empire passed through its courtyard. Even the czar changed horses at the relay post of Torjok; even he dined and slept here.
So when La Potemkina implied that she was setting forth into a desert, she was simply demonstrating her usual disingenuousness with regard to anything that annoyed her. She had only reluctantly abandoned her dear Gostilitsy and the prospect of festivities at Peterhof and intimate soir�es at Alexandria cottage. Among the many properties she possessed was a country home at Torjok (along with several thousand souls there, for whom she was responsible). For over fifteen years, she had put off coming to have the roof repaired and the church restored�in short, to look after her affairs here in person. She had finally decided to do so. During the work, she would stay with her closest neighbor, the son of her late sister, the painter Piotr Alexeyevitch Olenin.
�Will you come keep me company there, Jama?� she simpered, employing a diminutive she had never used before. �They�re nice, my nephew�s family, but so very provincial. Do you know them? Yes, of course you know them.�
Her urbane prattle took him by surprise. He had forgotten this chatty tone. Amazing, wasn�t it, how La Potemkina�s voice was enough to evoke the air of Petersburg, a breath of court air right here under the pine trees. It took him a few moments to get in tune with her.
�I won�t ask you to ride with me, as the carriage is full.�
Behind her in the carriage he saw the haggard, crumpled faces of her five or six traveling companions. A second rattling and shuddering carriage followed with difficulty in the wake of the first. Who else but this old woman would have dared to make the trip without stopping? She might protest that she could only breathe the rarefied air of kings and emperors, but she still had more energy and impatience than most. She hadn�t changed at all. Jamal Eddin found her vitality amusing and endearing, just as he always had.
He had turned back and dismounted and was now slowly backtracking through town in her company. He would gladly have accompanied her all the way to Machouk, but he was on duty today, and the captain required his presence. He would take her as far as the relay post and ensure that she would be able to start off again as she wished.
The indefatigable Potemkina nattered on at the coach door window, listening to nothing, looking at nothing, paying no attention whatsoever to her companion, nor to the monuments along the path. She did not see the neoclassical pediments, the colonnades, the porticos, or the domes that perched, white and monumental, between the isbas and the wooden churches. What could it possibly matter to her that �this village� was dripping with history, that it had been burned by the Mongols, captured by the Polish, retaken by the Slavs, and finally rebuilt by her relative, the very wealthy Prince Lvov, an inspired architect enamored of antiquity and benefactor of the city?
�Yes, of course they receive the gazettes at Machouk,� she continued, obsessed by the prospect of her forthcoming stay. �They translate Byron and transcribe Scarlatti, they compose and paint and hunt and dance, but they simply know nothing of social graces. When I think of the stature the Olenins once enjoyed in society�their relations, their fortune. Do you remember Alexis Nicola�evitch Olenin? Do you have any idea what a man of character he was?�
No, he didn�t remember. Truth be told, he had never known.
�The founder of the National Library, director of the Academy of Beaux Arts, a friend of Pushkin, of Krylov, of Briullov. Alexis Olenin�s salon at Priutino was altogether different from his son Piotr�s circle at Machouk. Guess what he had the audacity to tell me this winter�that ninny Piotr! Just guess! After I had arranged a position for his eldest daughter with the empress. �My Lisa, at court? Never. She�s much too good for that.� I thought I was dreaming. And the poor girl, in the carriage just behind us, pretended not to be disappointed to go home, pretended to prefer the charms of her Machouk to the pleasure of serving the empress. Well, you�ll soon see for yourself. Just don�t expect much. Of course you know the Olenin girls. You met them at my home. I gave a ball for Lisa when she made her d�but, along with the young Lvovs. You remember, it was four years ago. A group of sisters, cousins, and aunts, all more or less the same age. A tribe much like our Georgian princesses. Less illustrious, less exotic, but more numerous. This winter, eighteen of them came to spend the ball season at the house; it was absolutely exhausting. And now that it�s over, they�re heading back to Machouk. I�m bringing ten of them home all at once.�
Seated on a bale of hay in the courtyard of the post house, La Potemkina chattered on.
The lieutenant came and went around her as he selected the horses, negotiated the price, and found two men to drive her to her nephew�s home, bring back the team, and return the one she was leaving behind now.
It was only when they were about to leave that he saw her, the figure of a small and delicate young woman among the animals. He was taken aback. She had alighted from her carriage with her companions and was leaning against one of the arches, among the horses tied up to the iron rings. The trip had left her chignon in some disarray, and a few locks of blonde curls had escaped from it. He noticed that, contrary to custom, she was bareheaded. She wore no hat, not even a head scarf. Two diamond teardrops scintillated from her earlobes, catching the sunlight. She had been observing him for some time and did not try to hide the fact. She seemed to find Jamal Eddin�s ballet before La Potemkina�his politeness and diligence, his efforts to please her�highly amusing. Nice show, her eyes said. How gracious and competent! He frowned, feeling ridiculous. Such open curiosity on the part of one of her sex and age surprised him. Young women did not usually scrutinize men, or if they did, it was only from behind the cover of the feathers of their fans. She was challenging him. He walked toward her.
�Lisa, come over here,� La Potemkina quickly interjected.
She dipped under the horses� necks and strode forward among the animals.
�Have you met Lieutenant Shamil?�
�Yes, of course, Aunt. But don�t ask him the same question, he�ll tell you no.�
No, Elizaveta Petrovna Olenina? He hasn�t had the honor. She shot him an impudent look, her eyes black and lively. �We were introduced at your home in Gostilitsy and at your home in Petersburg. And once again here at Uncle Lvov�s, in Torjok, last summer. He never recognizes me.�
�I beg your pardon. Even at a distance, in a green riding habit, you are unforgettable.�
She was taken by surprise, and her astonished expression was even more genuine than her insolence. He was flustered. How could he have uttered this imbecilic compliment, pronounced those idiotic words? Moreover, he hadn�t any proof that this young woman was the rider in the forest. Except that she was blonde. And that she stood up straight. And seemed to like horses. Had he already been introduced to Lisa Petrovna? It was impossible. She was teasing him. At Gostilitsy? His memory was a blank. At one of the Lvovs� many balls in Torjok? Disaster. Nothing rang a bell there either.
La Potemkina cut things short, sending all the travelers in her entourage back to their carriages.
�Come to see me, Jama, come soon,� she said plaintively, leaning on his arm. �You know, it�s going to be just dreadful for me there.�
He promised he would, helped her into the carriage, and shut the door. Lisa had taken her seat at the back of the second carriage.
�You know,� the dowager stressed even more loudly, �Machouk��
The young woman pressed her face close to the window. They were talking about her home, and so she listened.
�It�s everything I detest.�
He glanced at the girl at the window. She had heard everything.
�The little flowers, the nightingales� songs, the old neighbors, the ancient cousins, the entire summer, without anyone�my God, what a bore!�
Embarrassed, he flashed her an apologetic look, asking the young woman to excuse this lack of tact, begging her not to take these insulting remarks to heart. The princess didn�t really mean what she was saying. Lisa understood and acquiesced with the same look she had given him earlier.
He was once again struck by this strange blend of good sense and sparkle, of sweetness and irony. She shrugged her shoulders, a twinkle in her dark eyes, as if to say, �Yes, I know, the princess is like that; she always goes overboard. What can we do?�
He smiled at her. �Strangle her. Or forget it.�
The carriages shuddered as they started off.
As the old lady passed the porch, she leaned out the window of the door again.
�Don�t leave me!� she wailed in a tragic voice, in case Jamal Eddin had not fully understood her distress.
This time, he and the girl both raised their eyes to the heavens and laughed out loud.

He did not wait for the proper period of time to pass, not a week, not even a day. After a sleepless night, he started off on the road to Machouk.
At Machouk
May 1852
Riding along the edges of the ponds, he already knew. He had no doubts or worries. He just tried not to give in too soon. Ordinarily he might notice that no forest seemed more ideal for hunting, that none of the four hundred lakes in the district looked so suitable for fishing. He could talk himself silly with observations and obvious facts. But no matter what he said or did, on the road to Machouk, he was consumed with something other than fish and game. The mystery of this aquatic landscape, the great trees that swayed languidly between water and sky, the rustle of game, and the birds� cries all contributed to his state of mind, suspended somewhere between wakefulness and dreaming. All around him he felt intense forces at play; he sensed the cause of all his sleepless nights the September before, when he had waited, hoped, and searched in vain for the return of the Amazon. He would not let her escape a second time.
He needed no proof that the young woman at the relay post was the woodland rider. He didn�t even think about it. No more than he thought of those big, dark eyes, the blonde tendrils at the nape of her neck, the curls that fell from her temples, her laugh, and all the other details that possessed his mind. Her face was already such an intimate part of him that its individual traits no longer mattered. Its passion and freedom were a part of him, and he carried the softness of the way she looked at him deep within himself. Lisa�s very self haunted him body and soul.
However, he was not prepared for the universe he would discover at Machouk.

Turning in beneath an arbor of trees, at the end of the lane he saw a wooden manor house that entirely blocked the lawn. It was a low white house situated at ground level, with a veranda that wrapped around it on all sides. He hesitated, his heart racing.
All his senses alert, he came forward almost solemnly, intuitively sensing the importance of this moment. The most minute details were inscribed in his memory. He noticed, for example, that the entire house was bathed in light, inundated by the sun�s rays streaming through the French doors that opened wide onto the terrace. Unobstructed by blinds or curtains, the light spilled out over the lawn on the other side. The garden behind the house was aflame with peonies, and several people were playing badminton beneath the chestnut trees near a long white table. Far beyond them, below the park, a winding river sparkled in the sunlight like a silver serpent.
As he came nearer, he realized that he had been mistaken. A muslin curtain veiled one of the casements on the right side of the fa�ade and fluttered in the breeze. Pausing in the springtime heat, he could hear through the window the sound of a piano playing a lively Glinka variation on an Italian theme. It was a piece Jamal Eddin knew and loved, and it made him feel all the more keyed up.
He jumped down from the horse and handed the reins to the groom, then waited at the bottom of the steps as a servant disappeared inside the house to announce his arrival. He tried to smother his timidity by distracting himself with other sensations�memories of the cottage at Peterhof-Alexandria, the feelings the Glinka divertimento evoked, the colors, the sounds, and the scents all around him. He breathed in the perfume of the orange trees, which were aligned in large planters along the guardrail of the veranda above him. Everything�the clutter of furniture on the veranda, the buttercup-yellow satin that covered the chairs, even the yellow tablecloth on the pedestal table�seemed to be soaked in sunshine.
The wasps buzzed in the lilacs.
The piano was still.
Now he saw the ruffles of a gown rapidly approaching. He wished the Glinka melody would go on and that the rustling skirt would never reach the perron.
Expecting Lisa Petrovna to suddenly appear before him, he was disappointed.
The woman who stood at the top of the steps had gray hair. She was beautiful, with a round face and black eyes, and she looked down into his face with the same gaiety and self-confidence that Jamal Eddin had found so captivating in the young woman at the relay post.
�You�re Lieutenant Shamil, aren�t you?�
She smiled at him kindly.
�We�ve been expecting your visit.�
So here was the woman who ruled over this marvelous domain. He did not know the heritage of her past, or that Machouk came from her first name, Macha. Initially built on other grounds by her illustrious forbears, the Lvov princes, the house had been her wedding gift when she married the painter Piotr Olenin. It was she, Princess Maria Nicola�evna Lvova, who had had the house transported and reassembled here, board by board, enthroned in light above the ponds and the meadows. Her five children had been born at Machouk and their home had witnessed twenty years of untroubled conjugal bliss. The kindness in the eyes that met Jamal Eddin�s at this moment was a good indication that this woman had a gift for happiness, one that she shared freely everywhere she went.
He felt immediately at ease in her presence. And the instantaneous fondness was reciprocated.
�You are most welcome here. Our aunt can�t stop talking about your surprise encounter. Come in, come in.�
He strode after her across the salon.

From between the branches of the chestnut trees that bowed low over her chaise longue, Lisa Petrovna saw the young man she was waiting for suddenly appear on the terrace with her mother. Lieutenant Shamil at Machouk? A flush of joy enveloped her entire being. At last. She did not move, savoring the vision of Jamal Eddin as he walked toward the table where all her loved ones were seated. He greeted her father, her sister, her two brothers, her nanny, the Lvov cousins, even Coutin, her grandparents� old governess. He even kissed Aunt Tatiana Borissovna, who had risen to embrace him, addressing him in French, as �my darling, my heart, my favorite,� rolling the �r�s� in her loud, lilting voice. Lisa did not get up. She would wait for him to come over to the chestnut trees. It had taken four long years to arrive at this point.
She had by no means exaggerated the day before when she said that they had been introduced on numerous occasions. What she had not mentioned were the consecutive maneuvers she had employed to arrange this series of encounters. The first time? She remembered the gown of white tulle she had worn that evening, the rose in her hair, her ribbons and slippers. She had never felt so pretty, and she was surprised at having been so invisible. True, she had only been fourteen at Count Kiselyev�s party honoring Captain Dmitri Milyutin�s second return from Chechnya. La Potemkina had arranged for her to be invited to the children�s ball that the count gave for his youngest nephews. But Lisa could only listen to Sacha and his friends� discourse from afar. Seated at the table surrounded by governesses, she had so envied the Georgian princesses who seemed to be having such fun in the company of the cadets. She had even heard their argument about the Caucasus and the honor of the Montagnards and the harsh exchange that ensued between the student from the Lyc�e Imp�rial and the most dignified of all the young men, until then the most silent and most reserved of the group. This boy�s bearing had appealed to her. She had decided to reward him by choosing him as her partner to dance what would be her very first waltz with a real suitor. But he had disappeared.
Much, much later, when she had spotted his tall figure in the salons, she had felt the same flush of pleasure and was met with the same disappointment. In an effort to get to know him, she had placed herself in his path. Afraid that he might be put off by a direct approach, she had always managed to meet him in the company of her cousins, her aunts, and a gaggle of chaperones who would draw no special attention to her. But in this last ploy she had been all too successful. Her name, her face, her entire person were lost in the mass, drowned in a sea of vague relations. He had greeted her as he had all the others, bowing with the same courtesy and aloof politeness that he had accorded all the ladies. He had looked right through her�and with good reason. He was utterly blinded by another and had eyes only for his love, the princess Varenka of Georgia.
Last year, Lisa had learned that Jamal Eddin�s regiment was stationed in town. By this time she knew the story of his origins�and she knew of his fondness for horses. She herself was a horsewoman of such unparalleled excellence that last winter, during the season of balls at her aunt�s, the czar had allowed her to train on the obstacle course of the imperial stables. To this day, she was the only young woman to have enjoyed such a privilege, even though she was not a member of the court.
Those long gallops through the forest of Torjok had never been a matter of chance.

She had imagined this moment so many times, dreamed of it so often, that she was suddenly paralyzed, incapable of rising from the chaise lounge to greet him.
If he should cross the distance that separated him from the chestnut trees, he could not help but notice�of this she was certain�the beating of her heart, plainly discernable beneath her blouse.
She placed her hand on her breast and pressed with all her strength to still the pounding. To no avail.
Nothing calmed the feeling that was becoming more violent with each passing second.
Machouk
May 1852�April 1853
In that moment, Jamal Eddin succumbed to another kind of charm. Entranced with the entire family, he opened his heart to an immediate and total affection, an impulse akin to love at first sight, that included every member of the tribe.
There could not be a warmer, more welcoming, more whimsically imaginative clan than the Olenins of Machouk. There was nothing conventional or narrow-minded about them.
Life at Machouk brought back the enchantment of his days at Peterhof-Alexandria, the spell of summers with the czar�s family and the princesses of Georgia. Yes, Machouk had all the magic of the cottage�without the penchant for appearances, obligations of power, or ostentatious simplicity of the stage-managed events of the imperial household.
Singing, drawing, poetry, and theater were all an integral part of daily life at the manor. Jamal Eddin�s beloved Pushkin was the object of a unanimous passion, the very soul of the circle, the god and protector, and all of them knew Eugene Onegin by heart. But each one spent his time and efforts according to his own tastes and talents. Princess Macha practiced the piano for several hours a day in the salon. Piotr, the painter, engraved portraits of his friends and illustrated the frontispieces of their books in his studio at the far end of the garden. The young people declaimed Corneillian tragedies and spouted Marivaux beneath the vaulted roof of the gazebo in the glow of the Chinese lanterns. Even Princess Potemkina had to concede that her previous offhand comments that �her nephew received the gazettes� and translated Byron were a bit thin. In reality, the household was the incarnation of all that artistic and literary Russia revered.

The environment suited him so perfectly, and he moved in it with such grace, that all at Machouk were as taken with him as he was with them. Alyosha, the eldest of the boys, cornet in the Army of the Caucasus, swore by him. The sixteen-year-old Tatiana, twelve-year-old Maria, the Lvov cousins and their entire entourage, who lived in the surrounding manors, unanimously agreed that no performance, no ball, no hunting party was complete without Jamal Eddin�s presence.
All of them concurred.
With a few exceptions.
�I�m in the dark as to Lieutenant Shamil�s upbringing,� old Mademoiselle Coutin said in French, giving the thread of her embroidery a sharp tug. �No one knows his family; we really don�t know where he comes from.�
Seated in a row in the shade of the veranda, the four governesses and two readers�senior among the several generations of chaperones and duennas who guarded the honor of the young ladies of Machouk�were busy with their needlework. A gigantic silver samovar, �Pushkin�s samovar,� sat on the pedestal table before them. A veritable institution, it had a spout in the form of an eagle�s beak, which had leaked for the past thirty years, but no one would even have considered having it repaired. Legend had it that Pushkin had asked for the hand of the sister of the master of the house, the famous Anna Olenina, before this samovar. And that, also before this samovar, he had fallen in love with another of their relatives, the equally beautiful Anna Kern.
La Potemkina shrugged her shoulders.
�Who could have transformed this boy into such a marvel,� she said, with a hint of mock wonder.
Seated near the embroiderers and absorbed in a game of solitaire, the princess fussed over her bad cards. Never lifting her nose, incessantly turning over one, then another, she heaved a deep sigh and muttered, �I wonder too, Coutin. An officer of the highest merit, a mathematician, a pianist, a poet,� she ticked off his qualities with her customary exaggeration. �A man from the best of circles, whose many talents outshine even those of your charges.�
Sensing an imminent critical remark, La Potemkina restrained herself, with some difficulty, from uttering further hyperbole. She didn�t mention the inanities she confided to her maid concerning her hopes for �her� Muslim�that Jamal Eddin was of royal blood and destined to inherit an empire, that he would become governor of the Caucasus�but she did make one point:
�To whom do you suppose this great seigneur owes his perfect education, Coutin? If not to the master of us all.�
�The czar?�
La Potemkina deemed no further comment necessary.
However, she did find it necessary to remind them that the young man navigated in the highest circles and that she would not have introduced him had he not been a welcome favorite at the Winter Palace with close ties to the court, the chosen son of the emperor himself.
All these details were superfluous at Machouk, except to the guardians of the temple, who were more particular, more conservative, and more suspicious about the pedigree of visitors than the proprietors of the domain themselves.

Enjoying long strolls, picnics, and teas, La Potemkina was overwhelmed by the surfeit of pleasures and her datebook was full. Between fishing parties and rounds of whist, she was constantly coming and going. And to think she had worried about being bored.
In a sign of her changing mood, she had come to the conclusion that the two young ladies of the household, the twenty-year-old Lisa and Tatiana (her namesake), actually resembled her. There was no doubt about it, they had inherited her energy. Lisa hunted, shot, and danced with all the enthusiasm that La Potemkina had had in her youth.
�Indeed, far too good for the court,� Jamal Eddin teased her.

Lisa�s free spirit made Jamal Eddin feel restless, even violently agitated at times.
What he experienced when she galloped at his side could only be called ecstasy. He loved the proud way she carried herself, the clear, clean profile of her head. He loved her supple wrists at the rein, the way she sat straight in the saddle, the graceful movement of the small of her back, which naturally followed the animal�s rhythm. And her hands, which were so gentle at the horse�s mouth. Yes, it was a form of ecstasy to watch her tapered fingers, slim and strong and skillful, as she gently reined in her spirited mare without the least hint of violence in her gestures.
Lisa�s confidence and open manner kindled his senses and illuminated his imagination. Conscious of his feelings, he was always careful to treat her with respect, or at least never to compromise her by revealing his desire. He could not bear the thought of offending her.
He had known so little tenderness in his life that he could not even imagine how tenderly he was loved.
Atop a haystack,
on the grounds of Machouk
August 1853
�She is a goddess. With this kind of woman, it was inevitable. Something had to happen,� said Sacha Milyutin. He continued, without any irony, �Something dreadful, terrible, irremediable�like marriage.�
Buxh�wden and Jamal Eddin were so used to Sacha�s ranting about women and conjugal ties that they hadn�t paid any serious attention to him in ages.
With their hands behind their heads and eyes gazing up at the sky above, each of them was dreaming of his own love. Lying in the hay, they were waiting for the appropriate time to present themselves at Machouk. There, Lisa, Tatiana, and all the young ladies were resting beneath the mosquito nets. The men would join them after their siesta for the evening�s entertainment.
They were not the only ones waiting there at midday. Behind a nearby haystack, Shibshiev was spying on them. Jamal Eddin�s attentiveness to the giaours at Machouk had revived his old worries, and a sense of foreboding had taken shape in the back of his mind.
Though the memory of his beating had made Shibshiev more prudent, he had nonetheless returned to his former ways as a spy.

Indifferent to this hostile presence, the three friends lay still in the sun. Though they shared the same hopes and dreams, the similarities among them ended there. Despite the broad red moustache that dominated his face, Sacha still looked like a child. With close-cropped hair and a square, clean-shaven jaw, Buxh�wden��Bux��had become a blond giant whose imposing stature belied a more gentle soul than one might have imagined. The two comrades had followed Jamal Eddin down the same romantic path and found themselves, like him, at the mercy of their feelings.
Bux was smitten with the youngest of the Lvov cousins. �In love, absolutely cooked,� in the words of Sacha, who admitted that he loved young Tatiana �more than life itself.� As for Jamal Eddin, his fascination with the eldest of the Olenin daughters was no secret�except, perhaps, to the young lady in question.
That August, the girls seemed to have bewitched the Uhlans of Torjok. The officers of the seventh division rivaled for the hearts of Lisa, Tatiana, Marina, and the others. Rumors of a conflict with Turkey, which had been threatening to break out since April, only added to the urgency of their sentiments. The brief separation they had just suffered due to the rites of the grand maneuvers had merely fanned the flames of their respective passions.
Not that springtime at the camp at Krasnoye Sielo had been a failure. On the contrary, it had been a great success. That year, even more so than in 1848, the emperor had sought to discourage any foreigners� inclinations to enter into an alliance against him. The show had been particularly brilliant. With the simulated battles performed before the Persian ambassador, the parades for the American senator, and the drills and charges done before the European diplomatic corps, the lancers had outdone themselves. In addition to their heartache, strict discipline, tension, and exhaustion made Jamal Eddin and his comrades eager to return to Machouk. Each one set out on the path to the manor with renewed fervor.
As for La Potemkina, she would not have missed the Indian summer season at her nephew�s for anything in the world. The speed of the train that carried her to the new station of Tver on the recently inaugurated railway line joining the two capitals had definitively converted her to celerity and modernity.
But summer was almost over, and time was short.
�Yes or no, did Tatiana miss me while we were gone?� Sacha wanted to know.
�Who cares?� grumbled Buxh�wden, a man of few words. �As long as she loves you today.�
�But tell me frankly, do you think she�s too young for me?�
�For you? No.�
�For me to marry her?�
�You�re not the one who should get married. He is.�
These few words�uttered in Buxh�wden�s typically offhand way�resounded for an instant in the leaden heat.
Sacha, always ready for a counterpunch, yelped, ��He,� meaning whom?�
�Him,� Buxh�wden replied, with a slight gesture of the chin in Jamal Eddin�s direction. �He�s the one who should be getting married,� he repeated.
Jamal Eddin had closed his eyes and remained perfectly still.
Sacha looked at him for a moment, then announced, �Bux is right. Marry her, old man. Propose now, the sooner the better.�
The piece of straw that Jamal Eddin had been absently chewing on was suddenly still.
Scarcely unclenching his teeth, he muttered, �Impossible.�
�Why impossible?�
�Because.�
�Why impossible?� Sacha repeated insistently.
Jamal Eddin said nothing.
�Is it that fanatic?� murmured Buxh�wden, gesturing toward the shadow of Shibshiev behind the haystack. �Is he the one who has poisoned your blood and driven you crazy, to the point of preventing you from living?�
At this, Jamal Eddin opened his eyes. Explicitly formulated criticism was not generally Bux�s style. His judgments�and Buxh�wden�s frequent disapproval of his superiors seriously threatened his military career�were normally expressed with innuendo, contempt, and the force of inertia.
Jamal Eddin did not move but continued simply to gaze at the sun.
�Do you want my advice?� Milyutin cut in pompously. �Marry her, my friend, marry her. Without a doubt, you will never find a finer girl than Elizaveta Petrovna.�
�He knows that,� Buxh�wden snorted. �He�s persuaded that this woman is the companion destined for him by God or the devil. Just look at him, he�s burning with love, he�s drying up and withering away. And she, poor thing, is literally dying of hunger and thirst right next to him. If this imbecile keeps this up, he�ll end up instilling doubts in her mind, and then he�ll lose her. And it will serve him right.�
�I agree with Bux, hurry up. She loves you, she�ll say yes, it�s obvious.�
Jamal Eddin abandoned any pretext of composure.
�A woman like Elizaveta Petrovna cannot accept a man without a birthright. Without a name, without a title. Without wealth.�
�That�s what you think,� Buxh�wden countered sourly.
�You�re forgetting your own merit,� Milyutin seconded him.
�What future could I offer her?� Jamal Eddin�s features hardened. �What destiny? Just stop!�
He softened his tone. �Quiet, Bux, you don�t know what you�re talking about.�
�And you, Jamal Eddin, you�re talking about destiny, but you�re still vacillating, a prisoner of yourself and paralyzed with fear. As long as you are incapable of choosing your camp, of risking everything for what you feel, that is what you will remain: a man without freedom, a pawn caught between two worlds and two loyalties, a hostage to both Shamil and the czar. And he who has not dared all is a man of little substance.�
Jamal-Eddin paled at Buxh�wden�s attack.
�Do you think her father would give her to a Muslim?� he shot back vehemently.
He was silent for a moment before adding, �The subject is closed.�
Sacha shrugged his shoulders.
�I don�t see the problem: you love her, she loves you, her parents love you, the czar loves you. It�s your move, old man, convert.�
�The subject is closed,� he repeated, his tone final.

But he was mistaken. The subject was not closed.
The conversation had opened a chasm he could not close.
Buoyed by a wave of fragile hope, he was overwhelmed by conflicting thoughts and feelings.
Impossible. Impossible, but why? Sacha�s questions and Buxh�wden�s words ran endlessly through his mind.
He was caught between two worlds and two loyalties, each of which excluded the other. The choice he had always refused to make, between the Caucasus and Russia, was now an imperative. How could one belong to two universes at once? What would happen if he dared to ask for Lisa�s hand, if he dared to marry her? He could not even find the words to express his thoughts.
Choose. Dare. A man is of little substance unless he has done his utmost to live in harmony with himself.
And in response to such high-minded eloquence, he recalled the suras of the Koran that condemned to death one who denied Islam: God would not tolerate another divinity sharing His place.
He went over his reasoning again. What if he should go all the way and truly embrace what he had become: a Russian, who belonged to the Russian army, in love with a Russian girl�and married to a Russian woman? He would have to renounce the task for which Allah had created him and the emperor had educated him. He would not be able return to the Caucasus and serve his people.
His people? Who exactly were they�Shibshiev?
He who denies the Almighty after having believed in Him, he who deliberately opens his heart to nonbelief, has provoked the wrath of God. For he will have chosen a life in this world over a future life.
Was this what it meant to dare all? To commit the act of supreme betrayal?
A traitor before God. A traitor to his father, a traitor to the czar.

He abruptly ended his visits to Machouk.
What now?

�Everything happened very quickly,� Elizaveta Petrovna recounted in her memoirs, written over half a century later at the age of eighty-seven. �I have forgotten nothing of the events that transpired in late August, 1853. By that point, we knew Jamal Eddin well, and my parents had a great deal of respect for him. He had been coming to see us all year, he had become an attentive companion to Tatania and myself, and he didn�t seem to differentiate between the two of us. His conduct was irreproachable, he treated us both exactly the same way. In all sincerity, I never once suspected that Jamal Eddin had been coming to see me. No one would have guessed it.
�But then, one morning I was sitting in the salon, trying to sew by the light streaming through the French doors, when he suddenly appeared on the terrace. A morning visit was unusual. He had not come to Machouk for the past several days, and I had been very worried about his absence. When I got up, my sewing box fell to the floor and the spools of thread rolled away around me. He was as pale as death. He looked like a madman. I knew that something had happened, that he hadn�t eaten or slept during all that time. He strode across the room, his eyes ablaze, took me by the hand, and said, without introduction or explanation, in a flood of words, �I love you, Lisa, I love you, I love you!�
�His eyes brimmed with tears and his lips were trembling.
��If it�s yes, if you love me too, I�ll go talk to your father immediately.�
��Yes, yes, yes, I agree!� I stammered. �To everything, yes, yes!�
�He took me in his arms. Together, we went to knock on the door of the studio at the far end of the garden.�

�Good Lord, what�s going on?� La Potemkina said to herself as she came charging out onto the terrace.
Her instincts had alerted her. The governesses, the children, and the servants, all of them, were standing, petrified, amid the garden furniture in disarray. The readers and the nursemaids, standing before the little shelf that held the votive candle to the Virgin, were crying and praying. Old Coutin, forgetting her former Roman Catholic habits, crossed herself incessantly. She swayed before the icon, bending to kiss it as she droned on.
La Potemkina paled beneath her rouge and powder.
�What has happened?�
Even the young people, even Alyosha and the Lvov cousins gazed in a state of expectation that bordered on the trancelike. She noticed the absence of several family members in the group.
�Where is Lisa? Where is your mother, where is Piotr?�
�In the studio,� Tatiana replied. Although visibly moved, the young woman spoke in a normal voice. �They�re talking. They have some things to discuss. He has asked for her hand in marriage.�
�He�� La Potemkina instantly understood. �Lord, oh Lord, protect him!�
�It�s done. Papa consented. Papa says Lisa is fortunate to marry a man of his character. He summoned Mama, and she joined them at the far end of the garden. When Mama learned the news, she nearly fainted. But once she had recovered, she seemed very, very happy for them too. Papa has said they may marry on two conditions. That Jamal Eddin be baptized. And with the consent of His Majesty and his blessing of their union.�
La Potemkina clasped her hands together.
�Praise be to thee, my God, who has illuminated the soul of your child in granting him Grace. He is saved.�

La Potemkina, however, had gotten a little ahead of herself. Saved? She was forgetting that her own efforts to lead Jamal Eddin toward the light, along the path of the �true faith,� had earned her the sharpest warning of her life: an imperial reprimand, very close to complete disgrace.
Saved? There was still the sizeable challenge of attaining the czar�s blessing, which would entail his sacrificing the political project that had motivated the boy�s kidnapping in the first place. The czar would have to forget all that he had invested in Jamal Eddin�s education, all of the strategies he had employed to gain his confidence, seduce him, and shape him in accord with his own plans for the past fourteen years. To defy the will of Czar Nicholas and make him change course was no small endeavor. Would Jamal Eddin manage to wrench approval from the emperor? He preferred to avoid asking himself that question.
Wild with joy, he gazed at Lisa as she walked in the light. At long last, he felt a deep sense of harmony within himself. All traces of anxiety and doubt had fled. After months of agonizing heartache, Jamal Eddin had finally discovered peace.

He requested a few days� leave and took off at a gallop the next morning along the Sovereign�s Road, which led to the Winter Palace.

CHAPTER IX
[image: ]
The Choice 1853�1855

The Winter Palace
September 1853
Standing before the massive red palace, Jamal Eddin felt a moment�s hesitation that strongly resembled panic.
Between Torjok and Petersburg, he had had time to contemplate what he was about to ask. He was preparing to commit the unthinkable, the act he had always refused. The step he was about to take contradicted everything he had been for the past fourteen years. It denied his own will and refuted all his former choices. It renounced the child he had been. It defied all of his own reasoning and betrayed his pact with the czar.
How could he present the emperor with such an insane request?
His destiny hung in the balance. He knew it. He could win or lose everything. Double or nothing. He could lose Lisa. The terror of such a thought made him forget all the others.
He dashed up the stairs of the entrance to Saltykov. The sentinel recognized him and he walked on through. However, he noticed a strange confusion among the soldiers, a disorder that increased at each landing as he rushed, unsuspecting, up the stairs. He was nearly out of breath when he reached the White Hall. The chamber attendants who greeted him let him cross through the adjoining salons without asking him the nature of his visit. Their uncharacteristically lax attitude and lack of curiosity surprised him. But it was just as well. He descended the steps toward the imperial office.
He knew the way. He had been received here several times when he was younger. It was here, in this modest room on the ground floor, that he had first met the �Great White Czar.� The camp bed, the portrait of the empress on the table, and the pastels painted by his seven children all remained engraved upon his memory, forever linked to the moment when His Majesty had returned his kinjal to him. Every time he found himself alone with the czar, he remembered that compassionate gesture. Though he only thought of it fleetingly, he had never forgotten it. And each time the memory evoked within him the same surge of admiration and gratitude for his kindness.
He thought of it today as he rushed toward the office, his confidence renewed as he recollected the incident.
The door was closed.
None of the attendants had bothered to inform him that the emperor no longer received visitors here, nor in his immense office on the second floor. He now met with his audiences in the former headquarters of his late brother, Grand Duke Mikha�l, the gold and green salon with its Kashmir carpet and its earthenware stoves emblazoned with the battle-ax and the lictor�s fasces.
As he retraced his steps, he was struck this time by the strange atmosphere.
The embassy attach�s, orderly officers, administrative personnel, and secretaries all seemed to be in a state of agitated turmoil that he hadn�t noticed on his way in.
They seemed unusually numerous and rushed, all headed in the same direction he was going. It was impossible to pass them, so he followed the flow.
�The outcome is certain,� said one of the courtiers, �since God is with us!�
He listened attentively now, catching snatches of conversation among the small groups walking alongside him, all of whom were saying the same thing.
�Russia is not fighting for any material gain.�
�She is embarking on a crusade.�
The word rang in his ears. It had never been used at Uhlan headquarters in reference to the previous six months� preparations for a conflict with Turkey. At Torjok, they had said that the czar was arming for war, not that he was leaving on a crusade.
�We are waging a holy war,� a young girl insisted.
His blood turned to ice.
He was familiar enough with the ways of the Winter Palace to know that this was not an idea that any of them had come up with, but one dictated by the emperor. What was the czar thinking? He had better find out fast.
�We are fighting for the triumph of the eternal faith.�
�That�s why everyone is against us,� one of the maids of honor nodded. �Monumental and contradictory forces are pitted against each other, the East against the West, the Slavic world against the Latin one.�
He stopped to take stock. He must forget his own feelings, his passion, even forget about Lisa�and calm down. What on earth were they talking about?
The affair�the crusade�had begun a few years ago in Jerusalem, Turkish territory, with a quarrel between Christians. This he knew. He recalled that the czar had been livid to discover that the Muslims had allowed the Roman Catholics to be in charge of the holy places, when the honor had belonged to the Orthodox Church since time immemorial. And Russia was the protector of the Orthodox Church throughout the sultan�s territory. Catherine�II had even signed a treaty to this effect with the Sublime Porte. It was an official pact. For the sultan to have broken his word, granting Napoleon�III�s Catholics all the privileges that the Orthodox Church and Czar Nicholas were due, was an outright betrayal. Ambassadors and diplomats had hastened to make the Turks admit their duplicity. But the sultan, backed up by the French and encouraged by the schemes of the British, refused to budge.
That much Jamal Eddin knew. He also knew that the czar had suggested that Russia and Europe share the scraps of the Ottoman Empire, whose demise seemed imminent.
The only detail Jamal Eddin had not picked up on at Torjok was that the European powers were extremely wary of Russia�s expansion into the Balkans and the Black Sea. That proposition had been accepted on the condition that the czar (representing Russia) be excluded when it came time to divide up the remnants of the Ottoman Empire. The czar had protested the snub, insisting that he had never intended to seize Constantinople. But it was to no avail. Europe feared his appetite for conquest too much to believe him. The result would be war�war with Turkey, of course, but also with France, England, maybe Austria, and perhaps even Russia�s long faithful ally, Prussia. Now Jamal Eddin understood.
His timing could not have been worse. What did his destiny matter when the entire country was threatened? It was utterly mad! He wanted to turn back, but something pushed him inexorably toward the antechamber of the green salon with the rest of the supplicants.
The room was crawling with dignitaries, ministers, and members of the council, who had come to discuss current affairs, quite separate from military matters. Like Jamal, each had mentally practiced the speech he would present to the czar, backed up by a thousand arguments and reasons, all the way here. It was best to be prepared and to be brief; the czar never received anyone for more than ten minutes. As a result, he saw a regular parade of visitors.
The imperial schedule was further complicated by the czar�s imminent departure for Olm�tz, where he planned to meet the emperor Franz-Joseph in a last-ditch effort to keep the peace.
Jamal Eddin stepped back. What good was his energy, his eloquence, his love for Lisa in such circumstances? It was mad. He should wait for a more opportune moment. Rapidly and a little awkwardly, he turned to press against the tide and make his exit. Too late.
The orderly officer opened one side of the double doors to the czar�s office and summoned him.
�If you will be so kind as to follow me, His Imperial Majesty will receive you now.�
From the back of the salon, the emperor�s resonant voice boomed jovially.
�Come in, my boy, come in! It�s always a pleasure to see you. Come protect me from all these sharks!�

The office was crowded too. A swarm of officers huddled around maps that were spread across several tables. The d�cor had changed, as well as the atmosphere. The looming figure of the czar across the room was the only thing that remained as it always had been. Clad in an impressive white uniform, he was standing erect, backlit by the sunlight from the window, absorbed in the files he was poring over. Jamal Eddin was familiar with his habits and knew he would maintain this pose until the last minute. An old tactic, it was a way of making his visitors slightly nervous before he surged forth out of the shadows in all his splendor. Or in all his wrath. Over time this act had become a ritual of the imperial audience.
Jamal Eddin could not see the czar�s features clearly, but he sensed his tension and fatigue. His self-control was usually evident. Today, however, he seemed to have difficulty concentrating. He handled the dossiers absently, opening this one or that without really reading them.
�Let me just finish what I was doing, my lad. It�s good to see you. You�ll tell me all about your life in Torjok. Frankly, I�d like to be in your place, with the path laid out before me. You at least know where you�re going. I,� he said to the room at large, �I seem to endure one betrayal after another. And to try to remain faithful to what I consider my duty.
�Russia shall remain faithful to her honor,� he continued, �faithful to all she is committed to.�
The czar was no longer addressing Jamal Eddin but haranguing the assembly of officers. He chose his words carefully. He wanted everyone here to remember them and to spread them far and wide. He spoke forcefully, mistaking his adoring audience for the judgment of posterity.
�Russia will defend Christianity against all the countries fighting on the side of the crescent.�
Now he turned to Jamal Eddin, who stood at attention before the unoccupied desk.
�For you see, my boy, among the traitors and hypocrites, the Turks are not the worst. No, the worst are not those who advise the sultan and his hordes of fanatics. The worst are the faithful who betray God.�
The czar�s words made Jamal Eddin uneasy. This invective against hypocrites and the traitors, these words so familiar to him, upset him deeply.
�Actually, the worst ones are the Christians.�
Now was clearly not the moment to ask to convert to Christianity.
The czar was so perturbed at the mention of this European alliance with the Muslims, this monstrous and incomprehensible choice�against him�that he dropped one of his dossiers.
Petrified, Jamal Eddin did not move. He remained standing, heels together, arms at his sides. His heart was beating as though it would burst.
All the aides-de-camp scrambled to their knees to gather up the sheets of paper scattered on the floor.
After a brief silence, the emperor returned to the question that obsessed him.
�Is it conceivable that Russia can find no allies among her Christian brothers? That the king of Prussia and the emperor of Austria are capable of adopting Mohammed�s cause as their own?�
He straightened his shoulders and roared again, �If they dare to do that, then so be it! I place my hope in God and in the justice of the cause I defend. Russia alone will raise the holy cross, and Russia alone will follow its commandments.�
He turned back to Jamal Eddin and repeated, �I�ll be with you in a moment, just let me finish what I�ve begun.�
But he broke off again, leaving the window to walk to the chair behind his desk, where he sat down heavily.
�At ease, my boy, sit down, sit down. I�m glad to see you. You, my dear children, are my consolation and joy. What brings you here, my lad, what can I do for you? You would like to join the army of the Caucasus, to go and fight the Turks, is that it? You would like to take the occasion of this war to see the mountains again? Unless��
A glimmer of bitterness flashed in the czar�s eyes.
�Unless you have come to ask me to send you back to your father? To take up arms against me, like all the others. You�re all the same. You come to walk all over Russia before stabbing her in the back without regret!�
This last wounded Jamal Eddin so deeply that he replied in nearly the same tone, with anger and disdain.
�My father does not need me to fight you, Your Imperial Majesty. He has designated a successor more to his liking to command all his na�bs�my younger brother, who is much more capable of serving him than I.�
The czar frowned.
In the confusion of recent months, he had only glanced at his captains� reports concerning Shamil. He vaguely recollected having read a few sentences about a transfer of power in Dagestan. It came back to him now. The �heir,� who would become the fourth imam, was said to be made of the same stern stuff as the father. An incomparably courageous djighit, a magnificent horseman and a formidable warrior, he was a fervent partisan of the holy war and as religious and violently anti-Russian as Shamil. The designation of this twenty-year-old chieftain, much loved and admired by the Montagnards, had complicated the czar�s projects for the Caucasus. Though the plan to install Lieutenant Shamil as the legitimate successor may not be totally nullified, it would be, at the very least, much more difficult to achieve.
The czar chose to dismiss this new annoyance.
�What are you talking about?� he said curtly.
�About my loyalty to Russia, Your Imperial Majesty!� Jamal Eddin answered passionately. �Nothing more stands in the way of my love for her. My father�s choice has freed me from��he took a deep breath, searching for words to express what he had felt as a fundamental deliverance��from the conflict that has been tearing me apart.�
He weighed his words carefully and repeated, �My father�s choice has released me from the duty of answering your kindness with hatred.�
A torrent of words followed.
Jamal Eddin confessed that, at last, he could love his country without reservation, that this sense of belonging was so real and so deep that he was asking his benefactor, to whom he owed everything, permission to adopt his faith, to convert and to marry a Russian.
The czar deciphered the meaning of his words instantly. Conversion, marriage. Why, the young man was in love! The empress�s fears, during all those summers that Jamal Eddin had spent at the cottage, had been confirmed. He was smitten with some lovely creature in his entourage. It was entirely predictable. La Potemkina had finally achieved her objective. Did that matchmaker have anything to do with this? Yes, quite probably. Baptism and marriage. Bravo!
The czar gave him a blank look, as though he had not heard or understood. His silence plunged Jamal Eddin into a state of anguish. Perhaps he hadn�t explained himself clearly enough. But how could he clarify himself now if His Majesty did not grant him permission to speak?
Impassively, the czar summoned the orderly officer and asked him to escort the other men out, dismissing him as well. The officers left the salon.
When the door had closed behind them, the czar leaned forward on his desk and said severely, �Is it up to me, Jamal Eddin Shamil, is it up to me to remind you of the meaning of apostasy for a Muslim?� He exploded in anger. �I was under the impression that I had provided you with a religious education from the mullahs! In Islam, apostasy means death! If you were to convert, it would be the duty of the first Montagnard who crossed your path to kill you.�
�As it would be to kill any Russian, Your Majesty.�
�No, Jamal Eddin, not any Russian, and not any giaour. A renegade! Do you understand the gravity of the act you are asking me to approve? You would be useless in any negotiations for peace. On the contrary, the worst possible interlocutor! You speak of serving me. Of what use is an intermediary who can only inspire hatred and mistrust among his own people? I could never send you back to the Caucasus!�
�Send me to the Caucasus, Your Majesty, and I will serve you. Send me to Turkey, and I will serve you. I am not afraid of death.�
�But you are afraid to live without love, is that it?�
�Yes, Your Imperial Majesty. I love a young woman.�
�Her name?�
�Elizaveta Petrovna Olenina.�
�Piotr Alexeyevitch�s daughter?�
�The same, Your Imperial Majesty. When I met Elizaveta Petrovna, when I fell in love with her, I thought of you and your family.� He lowered his gaze. �I thought of you and the empress.�
�Good God, what does that have to do with it?�
�Because of your example, Your Imperial Majesty. You taught me the meaning of happiness.�
Jamal Eddin went on to describe Lisa, her grace and her virtues, the kindness of her parents, and his own feelings. He confided in the czar, admitting everything. He said that Lisa was the wife God had chosen for him, and that with her by his side, he could accomplish his duty and face any trial.
The czar had professed nothing less, felt nothing less toward Mouffy, throughout their entire life together. In a startling flash of intuition, he had known she was his soul mate the very first time they had looked at each other.
And even now, when he felt alone and abandoned by all the kings of Christendom, he still found peace when he was with his wife, despite his liaisons with younger women. Without his wife, where would he be today? She had given him so much joy. With her, he had been content to be �Lord of the Cottage,� the title he had once used to travel incognito in England. It suited him better than �Emperor of Russia.� If God had not put him on the throne, he was sure he could have lived a simple bourgeois existence, as long as he had Mouffy and the children by his side. The children. The very thought of them amid all this chaos raining down on him made him sentimental. What kind of a world would he bequeath the czarevitch Alexander, a world where Christians allied with Muslims to fight Christians? Thank God his daughter Alexandra would never see this, his beloved lost daughter, who was in heaven now with the angels. The memory of Alexandra, Adini, who had not been able to live out her earthly existence, saddened him. Emotion began to color his reasoning. What right had he to rob Jamal Eddin of his happiness, to deprive him of salvation? What right had he to prevent him from saving his soul by being baptized?
The boy�s return to the Caucasus had become problematic. And if, moreover, he no longer wished to return�
The czar was not crazy enough to send him back to this father against his will. That would be a monumental wrong. Without the young man�s love for his people, he would be useless to Russia there. It was certain to be a disaster. The fact that he preferred civilization to barbarity could be seen as a triumph.
That today he should choose Russia, of his own free will�yes, it was a victory! And far more brilliant than any military victory.
Once the idea took root, it had obvious appeal, and the emperor began to see its advantages.
This much was clear: Jamal Eddin�s choice embodied the triumph of the Russians over the Chechens. The triumph of the czar over the imam. Nicholas�s personal triumph over Shamil.
The voluntary conversion of the imam�s son proved to these savages, and to the entire world, that no one could resist the Orthodox faith and the truth that was incarnate in Holy Russia.
The voluntary conversion of the imam�s son was proof of the triumph of light over the forces of evil.
It proclaimed to the whole world that Christ was King.
Jamal Eddin�s mind was characterized by such integrity and his heart had resisted for so long. Such a call could only come from God.
The czar renounced his earlier plans entirely. He accepted the fact that his prot�g� would never become an imam at his service.
But he was still worried, not about carrying out his plans, but about Jamal Eddin�s affections. The boy was so sincere�was he sure he wasn�t making a mistake? He knew Jamal Eddin was passionate by nature, his character and his actions wholehearted. He was probably the most passionate of lovers as well. Overcome with adoration for this young girl, he was perhaps blinded by love.
The czar sounded him out one last time.
�You understand that if you marry a Christian, you will never be able to go home to your father?�
�But you are my father!�
A cry from the heart.
The czar was so touched, tears welled up in his eyes.
Kings may have abandoned him, but this child remained loyal and loved him. He reacted by making a decision that was completely irrelevant to the matter at hand.
�You will be named an officer in my own Chevaliers-Gardes!�
�Thank you, Your Imperial Majesty,� Jamal Eddin stammered, this incongruous order jolting him back into the world of practical decisions. �But I cannot accept such an order��
�Because you haven�t the means? Don�t worry about a thing, my lad. My treasury is now yours. In all the great changes your future holds, I will always be at your side. Come here, my son, come closer, Prince Jamal Eddin, so that I can embrace you.�
Deeply moved, Jamal Eddin stood up. The czar rose too.
�Come here, let me bless you.�
Jamal Eddin obeyed and walked around the desk.
Trembling with emotion, the two men looked into each other�s eyes for a long moment. Then they clasped each other in a heartfelt embrace.
As he had six years ago, sitting on his daughter Alexandra�s favorite bench at Peterhof, the czar was the first to pull away. His face was wet with tears.
�I want to be godfather at your baptism,� he said with infinite tenderness. �And I shall be best man at your wedding. Take this cross.�
The czar unbuttoned his collar and removed the crucifix he wore under his uniform. He placed it around Jamal Eddin�s neck. As the gold chain touched Jamal�s skin, it caught for an instant on the leather cord he wore beneath his cherkeska. The inlaid precious stones of the cross clicked against the little silver tube he had never removed, not since the day on the ramparts of Akulgo when his mother had rolled up the sura of Men and placed it inside to protect him from the temptation of evil. The last sura of the Koran.
�Take this crucifix as a token of my love and of the immense love of Our Lord Jesus Christ. His will be done. Go now, my child. I consent to all for your happiness.�
Machouk
October 1853�April 1854
�No other story could have begun so inauspiciously,� La Potemkina prattled on before her audience of governesses and fellow embroiderers, �and ended in such an apotheosis!�
She reveled in this success as though she had been personally responsible for it.
Her priest, accustomed to the conversion of Muslims, was already giving Jamal Eddin religious instruction, and she followed his progress with her usual zeal. Her nephew�s family was too far removed from the affairs of aristocratic society to organize this kind of a ceremony, so La Potemkina was planning the two masses that would take place at her Church of the Holy Trinity at Gostilitsy.
�His Imperial Majesty as godfather! His Imperial Majesty as best man! Such an honor!�
She scarcely took a breath before enumerating the countless privileges �such an honor� implied. Godfather, best man. In assuming these roles, the czar was not only symbolically taking part in the destiny of the young couple, he was ensuring the social and financial future of their household as well.
�The prerogatives of the czar�s godsons can extend to their progeny as well,� the wife of the marshal of the aristocracy explained to the women of Machouk, who were deplorably unsophisticated in her opinion. �The crown pays for their education, they are granted an honorary function as a career, and their fortunes are assured with gifts and substantial emoluments. At every parade and official ceremony, they are in the front row.�
La Potemkina was equally quick to point out that Jamal Eddin�s admission to the regiment of the Chevaliers-Gardes elevated him to the rank of a Russian prince. To belong to the Chevaliers-Gardes, a young man had to count so many noble forbears that relatively few cadets were eligible for the honor, even among those of the First Corps. Quite apart from his blue-blooded lineage, a candidate had to count at least one former general of the Gardes among his grandfathers. Not to mention a colossal fortune to be invested in equipment, the purchase of several uniforms, and the maintenance of several dozen horses and as many servants. The czar�s generosity would provide for all of this.
�If anyone stands to gain from this marriage, it is surely the Olenins,� she insisted, with her usual habit of stretching the truth. �Ah, she can congratulate herself on her conquest of Jamal Eddin, our little darling. A veritable triumph over fate!�

In the eyes of the lovers, there was no talk or triumph, destiny, or fate. For them, the universe opened up. Each dawn was the beginning of the first day of the world, and the sun rose over an immemorially radiant present.
Even Shibshiev seemed to have vanished from sight.
Of course, his services were no longer of any use. But overwhelmed by emotion at his meeting at the Winter Palace, Jamal Eddin had forgotten to ask that Shibshiev be dismissed. If the latter had had any suspicions regarding the purpose of Jamal�s trip to Petersburg, they were confirmed by the gold chain that glittered around his neck upon his return. In addition to the fact that no Montagnard was allowed to wear an ornament of gold next to the skin, Shibshiev had immediately guessed the significance of the medal that dangled there, hidden beneath Jamal�s collar.
The engagement dinner at Machouk, officially confirming the czar�s approval, left no doubt in his mind as to what was to come. This unspeakable disgrace inspired in him a single reaction�the desire to kill.
His choice and his duty were now clear. He must assassinate the son of his imam.
Knowing this, Jamal Eddin was constantly on his guard and extremely attentive where Lisa�s security was concerned in the weeks that followed the announcement of their marriage.
But Shibshiev did nothing.
Unpredictable to the very end, he was unusually silent. He made no threats, no speeches, no scenes. Nothing. Outraged, and probably terrified by the act that Shamil�s son was about to commit, he melted into the landscape and fled.
�Good riddance!� thought Buxh�wden, who had always strongly disapproved of Shibshiev�s presence in the regiment of lancers at Torjok.
No one would see his shadow skulking around after Jamal Eddin in the forest of Machouk anymore.
But one day, when it was nearly autumn and the sun had dipped low between the distant mountain peaks, Jamal Eddin sensed a threatening presence as he rode through the woods with Lisa. They dismounted. Lisa was leaning against the tree where he had just tied up the horses. He bent over to take her hands and kissed them one by one. She smiled, her eyes sparkling. He bowed before her, and she looked down at the nape of his neck. He stood up straight; she did not resist when he took her in his arms. He felt her go limp in his embrace as he slowly kissed her eyes and mouth. Her blonde curls cascaded over her shoulders, and for a moment he held her head, with its golden hair and pale face, in the crook of his arm. She raised her lips to his, and Jamal Eddin was carried away, consumed, burning within.
Suddenly he started, and his eyes flew open.
She raised her head.
�Don�t move,� he whispered.
He drew his weapon and bounded forward. There was no trace of Shibshiev in the surrounding thicket.
He hurried back to her with long strides. He looked about sharply, his kinjal still poised, on his guard and ready to protect her. Something inscrutable about his intensity stirred her deeply. His eyes were narrowed, his black hair pushed back off his forehead, and he moved like a slender and nimble animal in the wild. She was dazzled, not by any danger at hand, but by his beauty and by the miracle of being loved by this man. She chose to make light of this rush of emotion and laughed.
�Did you see Satan?� she teased him.
�I saw nothing.�
�And for good reason. He�s not crazy, this devil, he knows he�s lost all his power. He must have left Torjok by now.�
Jamal Eddin was still worried.
�Come on,� he said, �let�s go home.�

The warning in the forest was the last.
Jamal Eddin was experiencing a period of joy too perfect, a degree of happiness too intense to allow any anxiety to enter his mind. He had overcome wrenching indecision; his contradictory feelings were a thing of the past.
He forgot about Shibshiev.

The two ceremonies would take place when the czar was available. His schedule was heavy and complicated, and he was not especially in the mood for festivities. Jamal Eddin sensed this and searched for a way to speed up the plans for his wedding day.
His usual reserve, the calm he expressed when he was away from Lisa, gave way to agonizing impatience. When he leaned down to take this slight young woman in his arms, when he carried her to a green clearing in the shade of the trees and laid her on the moss, when she pulled him close, their bodies enlaced, he could no longer contain his passion, and their pleasure became a torment. They had dreamed so long of the moment when they could love each other that desire was turning into torture.
�This is becoming unbearable,� he murmured, his face pale as he untangled himself from her embrace.
She said nothing but understood completely. If her parents� trust in Jamal Eddin was such that they had promised her to him, he could not take her from them before they were married. He would have to wait. Like them, he must have faith in life, in this promise of happiness, in the czar, and in God.
She sensed the violence of the restraint he imposed upon himself in order to respect his word, implicitly given to the Olenins, and how he suffered in refusing what Lisa held out to him. She loved him all the more for his scruples, his force of will, even his sense of honor.
�Hold me,� she murmured, �hold me back.�
He clasped her tightly against him.

At the double declaration of war�against Turkey in October, and France and England in March�La Potemkina was obliged to postpone the date for the festivities. With the signature of a defensive alliance between Prussia and Austria and the consequent conscription of the Army of the West, to which Jamal Eddin belonged, she put it off a second time.
The czar was convinced that the main attack would come through the Balkans and Poland rather than the Crimea, so he sent his elite troops to protect the Western frontier against a Hapsburg invasion. The Uhlans� departure for Warsaw and, from there, for Lublin became imminent.

In the little wood at Machouk, all the couples who had been floating on air descended abruptly back to earth. Buxh�wden and Marina, Milyutin and Tatiana whispered a thousand vows and embraced a thousand times. There were no farewells and no tears, just a very tender and serene au revoir. Yes, tomorrow the Torjok lancers would leave for war. But they would be back the day after. The Ottoman fleet had already been sent to the bottom of the Black Sea. The army in the Caucasus�the troops normally engaged in fighting Shamil�would soon crush the forces of Mustafa Sherif Pasha. On every front, victory over the Turks seemed assured, so much so that the Persians sought to protect themselves from the Russians by signing a treaty of neutrality. As for the French and the English, the czar�s troops had already planned a heavily armed reception for them if they attempted to land in Crimea. That left the Austrians, but the Uhlans could take care of them.
Like the Hungarian conflict five years ago, this war would be as short as it would be glorious.

Jamal Eddin and Lisa walked arm in arm beneath the tall trees. They felt so inextricably tied that it seemed that the blood of each beat in the other�s veins.
�I want to take you away with me now, this very instant.�
He stopped and took the young woman�s face in his hands. She did not move. His voice trembled with passion.
�Next time.�
The little diamond teardrops hanging from Lisa�s ears sparkled between his fingers.
�The next time I hold you this way, it will be for the rest of our lives.�

Jamal Eddin had no sense of flashback when he departed for the Polish border. On the contrary, everything had changed; the world looked entirely different to him. He was leaving as a Russian officer, engaged to a Russian girl. For the first time, he knew the future belonged to him. He felt at peace with himself as he never had. He was twenty-three years old, he was happy, and he was in love.

Because he was defending his country, Lieutenant Shamil had exchanged the cherkeska of the Montagnards for the red, blue, and gold uniform of the Vladimirsky Lancers.
The Cottage of Peterhof-Alexandria,
six months later
Late September 1854
�Odessa bombed. Bomarsund under siege. How are such disasters possible, Major General Milyutin?� the czar roared, pacing up and down in the spacious room, which, built to look like a ship�s cabin, took up the entire attic of the cottage.
Dmitri, the eldest of the Milyutin boys and Jamal Eddin�s former guardian, stood up straight in the center of the room, miserably watching His Majesty come and go before him.
The czar wore a simple tunic; the only touch of color was its gold epaulets. The light that flooded in from the balcony played on the frescoes of the wall murals and the ceiling, a d�cor of trompe l�oeil draperies that evoked a war chief�s tent at the Field of the Cloth of Gold.
The two men had known each other for a long time. Major General Milyutin had accompanied the czar to Olm�tz and to Potsdam during the most recent negotiations with the Austrians and the Prussians.
Nearly forty years old by this time, Dmitri had filled out considerably. His blond curls, though still a little too long, had touches of gray now. But he had maintained a youthful figure reminiscent of an adolescent who had grown too quickly, and his shoulders stooped only slightly. His capacity for work, his enthusiasm, frankness, energy, and integrity�qualities all too rare in this administration�had earned him the resentment of powerful enemies. He had not been spared the opposition of various aristocrats, particularly the adversaries of his uncle Kiselyev, but they had failed to affect what had been a splendid career. Today Dmitri was among the emperor�s closest military advisors.
As first secretary to the minister of war, he had been assigned to elaborate strategies of defense in the Baltic Sea, but Major General Milyutin�s field of specialization remained the wars in the Caucasus. His Majesty hadn�t gotten around to reading his report, the fruit of ten years of research on the Muslim peoples of the mountains, nor had he yet deigned to hear the major general�s conclusions on how to achieve a lasting peace in this mysterious region of the world. Nonetheless, Milyutin did not despair of one day capturing his interest. The czar had chosen him as his privileged advisor and sounding board on all questions relating to Chechnya. But for the moment, those questions had been pushed to the back of the sovereign�s mind.
�The English fleet here, beneath this balcony, the English fleet in Russian waters, daring to thumb their noses at me all the way here, at my home, at the cottage!�
In June, the shadow of war in Europe had indeed descended over the czar and his family at Peterhof-Alexandria. The enemy had sailed into the Gulf of Finland, just a few cables� lengths from Petersburg. For several days, you could spot the British admiral�s sails from the windows of the czar�s office. The courtiers at Peterhof had found the nautical show amusing, but the czar was beside himself. Milyutin found him so changed that he didn�t dare bring up the new disaster he had come to discuss, the taking of hostages on his lands in Georgia.
�And now France!� the czar ranted on. �Europe sold out and the French are disembarking on the beaches of the Crimea! How is this possible?�
He struck one of the shelves with his palm and repeated, �How is this possible? I accepted without protest our defeat on the Alma River, since that was God�s will. But what pain, Milyutin, what utter humiliation it is to know that this defeat is due only to a lack of courage on the part of my troops. You, Milyutin, you who know how to fight. Think of Akulgo. Taking the promontory of Akulgo was infinitely more difficult than merely defending the Alma! I ask you, what has become of our glorious army? What happened to this army that vanquished Napoleon, crushed the Turks, took Warsaw, and saved the Hapsburg Empire?�
�The Russian army hasn�t changed since 1812, Your Imperial Majesty. The Russian army is still the bravest and the most faithful of all armies. But our rifles, Your Imperial Majesty, haven�t a quarter of the range of the French rifles.�
�What are you talking about?� the czar snapped. �Our soldiers are so well equipped that they could go around the world and back and still lack for nothing.�
Milyutin had been hearing this phrase in schools and ministries for twenty years and always found it exasperating. However, he thought it best not to mention this and returned to his central preoccupation.
�I�m only telling you the truth, Your Imperial Majesty. Even in the Caucasus, we are sometimes issued rifles without any triggers, without bullets and munitions. They send us cartridges that are too small. Or too big for the breeches. Or cartridges filled with millet dust instead of gunpowder. The imam Shamil�s muskets are even older and in worse shape than ours, but��
�But that doesn�t prevent him from committing atrocities. Let�s discuss that then, Milyutin, since that is why I summoned you. Your minister�s reports about this affair are confusing, though I suppose that he, like all of us at this difficult time, has other pressing worries on his mind. But the empress can�t sleep for thinking of it.�
Indeed, Czarina Alexandra Feodorovna hadn�t slept for months. The conflict pitting the czar against her brother, the Prussian king, had upset her to the point of making her ill. Like her husband, she could not understand Europe�s attitude. Her surprise at the hatred of powers she had always considered friendly, her disgust and anguish, were wearing her down. There was too much injustice, too much ingratitude. The slight nod, a nervous tic that she had developed when she was upset, had become a continuous trembling. She was fifty-six, but she looked twenty years older. Her two youngest sons were leaving for the front the next day, Nicky for the Crimea and Mischa for Poland. And now, as if the danger threatening her children were not enough, her old friend Princess Anastasia of Georgia had thrown herself weeping at her feet with a dreadful tale of the imam�s latest abomination.
Anastasia�s daughters, once her own maids of honor, beautiful Anna and sweet Varenka, had been kidnapped by the hordes of the imam Shamil. Anna and Varenka were now hostages of the Chechens! The empress lacked both imagination and experience of the world, but she had no difficulty conceiving what this kind of captivity implied. The heartbroken mother had told her how the young women had been attacked at their country home. How they had been robbed, stripped of their clothing, and forced by blows of the lash to leave their manor house. Half-naked, they had been dragged to the mountains on foot, barefoot, with their children and all their servants riding pillion behind the murid horsemen. How they had galloped for a month, hanging onto their kidnappers, even though Anna was still breast-feeding her new baby. She described how all their little ones, from two months to six years old�all of Princess Anastasia�s grandchildren�had been separated from them, and how Lydie, Anna�s infant, had slipped from the arms of her exhausted mother during a chase and been stabbed and trampled by the Montagnards. The czarina was horrified by such terrifying images. She knew she must speak to the emperor and force him to do something. He alone could save Anna and Varenka.
But Nicks had other worries on his mind, things far more pressing than the kidnapping of twenty-three women and children. There were so many dead in the Crimea. Poor Nicks. He was so good and so generous; he did not deserve this.
�The empress is begging me to intervene and negotiate with the imam,� Nicholas continued, frowning. �The czar of Russia doesn�t talk to bandits! Dealing with Shamil would make all the Muslim fanatics think that they can get what they want simply by attacking defenseless victims. One cannot give in, one can never give in to blackmail; it�s a question of honor. But then, what does honor mean now, when Christians are betraying each other?
�However, I�m not like those traitors, like the emperor of Austria and the king of Prussia and all those other ingrates who abandon their friends in the face of adversity. The family of Georgia has always served me faithfully, and the princesses� mother is very dear to us all. Right now she is waiting in tears in the salon. This dreadful business has been going on for nearly three months. I owe her an answer.�
His Majesty could not contain his rage.
�I had hoped that in the space of three months, you might have found a way out of this matter without my intervention!� he exploded. �Now what is your opinion? Can we still save the girls?�
�Yes, Your Imperial Majesty. They are imprisoned in the imam�s seraglio. Although they lack everything, they seem to be well treated. But time is short.�
�I�ll give you five minutes, Milyutin. Be brief. What the hell has been going on in the Caucasus while we have been fighting a war on the Turkish front?�
�An old story, Your Imperial Majesty, a very old story. Your Majesty is no doubt aware that Shamil has been demanding the return of his son for the past fifteen years? In all the peace overtures that we have extended to him, the return of Jamal Eddin has always been a condition sine qua non. How did he learn his son was about to marry a Christian? How did this news reach him so quickly? I suppose the imam has always feared that his son would be converted and placed informers in his entourage. Shamil�s network of spies is as effective as ours in the Caucasus and far superior to those of all the European powers. He knows everything. According to our sources, he was devastated at the news of his son�s forthcoming marriage. No doubt judging that he could not allow his son to be lost in this world and damned in the next, he reacted with all the determination that we already well know is part of his character. He took advantage of the fact that so many of our troops have been transferred to the Turkish front and are spread thin elsewhere to dare to do what he had never attempted before: a hostage raid on the plain, far from his eagle�s nest in Chechnya. We never would have imagined him capable of such audacity.�
�You should have expected it. The Montagnards� raids on Georgian villages have been terrorizing the population for ages.�
�No murid band had ever dared to venture that far, Your Imperial Majesty. The expedition had been carefully planned. It was led by his younger son, a warrior named Mohammed Ghazi, the future imam. This Mohammed Ghazi swooped down from the mountains with an army of three thousand horsemen to attack the manor of Princess Anna.�
�Sinandali?� the czar interrupted.
�The same, Your Imperial Majesty.�
The czar was referring to the property of the Chavchavadze princes, a mansion nestled among the vineyards at the base of the high, snowy mountains of the Caucasus, three hundred versts from Tiflis. A domain blessed by the gods, it had a charm and sensuality that was matched only by the intellectual climate provided by the hosts. Griboyedov, the famous ambassador who had married the sister of one of the owners, had lived at Sinandali. Lermontov enjoyed long stays there as a guest. Even the emperor had chosen to spend a few hours in this paradise, in the company of the most eminent members of the Georgian aristocracy, during a trip to the Caucasus twenty years ago.
�I remember the vast terrace and an exotic garden with flowers everywhere. A chapel, too, on the riverbank.�
�They climbed up that way, from the riverbank, Your Majesty, and they burned everything�the chapel and all the rest. There�s nothing left. And as for the family��
�I know. The empress shed every tear in her body describing what they did to them. I know, I know. And what is the state of negotiations now?�
�They are at a standstill, Your Imperial Majesty.�
�Who is talking to the Chechens right now?�
�The hostages� family, Your Majesty, Prince David Chavchavadze, who is Princess Anna�s husband and the master of Sinandali. He wasn�t captured.�
�Where the devil was he?�
�At his post, Your Imperial Majesty, commanding the fort where he was stationed, on the other side of the river. He was fighting for Russia, not protecting his property. His relative, Prince Grigol Orbeliani, is negotiating for the princess Varenka Orbeliani on behalf of his brother, the princess�s late husband.�
�I didn�t know little Varenka was already a widow.�
�Her husband, Prince Elico Orbeliani, was killed by the Turks in December.�
�He had also once been the hostage of Shamil, if I�m not mistaken.�
�Your Majesty is correct. Prince Orbeliani was taken prisoner by Shamil about eleven years ago. Apparently the idea of exchanging an important captive for his son has been on his mind for some time. But fate has been cruel to the poor Orbeliani family. Varenka lost her husband during the siege of Oguzlu, at nearly the same time that one of her sons took ill and died in Tiflis. Her other child, a boy of eight, is being held prisoner with her in Shamil�s seraglio, along with her sister�s surviving children.�
�What does Shamil demand in exchange for their freedom?�
�Hostages for hostages. He wants his son, of course, and his nephew Hamzat, whom he believes is still alive. Third, he wants the son of his old friend, Ali Bek. And a hundred forty-eight other prisoners. As well as a ransom of a million rubles.�
�A million rubles! Does that savage have any idea what a million rubles represents? That�s my entire budget for the war ministry!�
�That�s what Prince Chavchavadze and Prince Orbeliani told him, Your Majesty, that his demands were so exorbitant that they made it impossible to continue the negotiations. They explained that this was an affair between families, theirs and the imam Shamil�s, and that they were dealing person-to-person, not state-to-state.�
�Well said. And how did Shamil react?�
�By threatening to sell their sons on the slave market in Constantinople and to divide up their wives, sisters, and daughters among his na�bs before the end of the month.�
�Will he do it?�
�He�s done much worse, Your Majesty. This is the kind of promise he keeps. The princes wrote back immediately, explaining that his son is not a hostage or a prisoner but an officer in the Russian army, and that they could not force him to return to the Caucasus. They added that no one would ever dare to request that the emperor send him back to his father. However, if Jamal Eddin wished to return to his family and asked for the czar�s permission to do so, then perhaps it would be granted. But such a request could come only from him.�
The czar sat down at his desk to think, his head bent over his clasped hands. If he surrendered Jamal Eddin to Shamil, all of Europe would believe that the imam of Chechnya had brought the emperor of Russia to his knees, that he had sold out to the crescent. He could just picture the headlines in London and Paris: �The will of the humble Shamil prevailed over that of the powerful Nicholas.� In these terrible times, this new humiliation would be one more slap in the face.
On the other hand, it was possible that complying with Jamal Eddin�s wishes and permitting him to marry had not been a wise move.
Had God allowed Shamil to seize the princesses so that the czar might reconsider the situation? Did the Lord actually want him to return to his initial plan, the idea that had motivated his educating the boy in the first place? He was still a Muslim and still fully able to fulfill the mission for which the czar had always intended him. His return to the Caucasus was still possible.
In the end, was this the best solution for Russia? To send Jamal Eddin back to his own people, to work for peace, as he had always planned?
The emperor mulled all this over for a long time.
�Despite Shamil�s despicable methods,� he said decisively, �I don�t see any political obstacle to returning his son to him.�
Milyutin then rapidly conveyed the message that the war minister had entrusted to him.
�In the case that His Imperial Majesty has no objections�this is from our headquarters at Tiflis�the princes humbly request that His Imperial Majesty obtain a response as quickly as possible. In only three weeks, the princesses are to be distributed to the na�bs, in their auls. Even a definitive refusal is preferable to silence. A refusal would leave room for the slim hope of reopening negotiations on new terms. But in the absence of a clear response regarding the return�or not�of the imam�s son, Prince Chavchavadze has no choice but to bid farewell to his wife and children, forever.�
�Good. Jamal Eddin should be informed of the kidnapping and given the choice to stay in Russia or return to his father�s home. It is up to him. I�m not going to say, like Pontius Pilate, that I wash my hands of the affair, but personally I�m neither for nor against his return. Therefore I will make no decision in this matter. He must express his wishes. The choice is his. I leave him free to make it.�
Report of the commander-in-chief
of forces in Poland
Warsaw
November 8, 1854
From: Count Nicholas Mikha�levitch Muravyev,
General of the Armies of the West

To: Major General Dmitri Alexeyevitch Milyutin,
First Secretary, Ministry of War

�[�] A week ago, on the 30th of October, I received a letter from His Imperial Highness the Czarevitch Alexander commanding me in the name of the Emperor to urgently summon Lieutenant Shamil to my headquarters.
�The Vladimirsky Lancers are bivouacked two hundred versts from Warsaw, near Lublin. Lieutenant Shamil made haste and reported to my office this morning, November 8. He had ridden all night, and I received him within the hour. Since he did not know the reason for his urgent recall, he was concerned about those close to him. He asked after the health of Her Imperial Majesty the Empress, whom he knows to be ill, and that of the family of the painter Piotr Alexeyevitch Olenin at Torjok. I reassured him on both counts with a simple question that amounted to, �Would you be willing to return to your home in exchange for the princesses who have been kidnapped by your father?� He seemed astonished, I would even say stunned, by my question. He turned very pale. When he had recovered a bit from his surprise, he questioned me about the kidnapping. I gave him all the details he asked for. I did not hide the threat to the honor and the lives of the hostages, but I emphasized the fact that His Majesty had left him entirely free to decide. He could not hide his dismay. I told him that he could take his time to think things over and give me his answer; the mail for Saint Petersburg did not leave until late morning, and all he had to do was to knock on my door when he was ready.
�He left the antechamber. I had several visits this morning. He did not seem to notice. Every time I received someone, I saw him there, standing very still against the wall in the shadow of a corner, oblivious to everyone coming and going around him.
�Although he remained standing, perfectly straight, he seemed devastated, as though stricken.�
In the antechamber of
General Muravyev�s office
Warsaw
November 8, 1854
Prisoners in a Caucasian village.
His mind raced; he could not get hold of himself. What, exactly, did the general say? That Anna and Varenka, their children and their servants were being held captive on the promontory of Akulgo. No, wait, the general had not mentioned Akulgo.
An abyss yawned before him. He felt dizzy, as though he were on the edge of a precipice. He felt nauseous as his mouth filled with the taste of blood and dust and he breathed in the odor of rotting flesh�the taste, the stench of Akulgo. What other name had the general mentioned? Prisoners at Veden. The seraglio of Dargo-Veden. He said the words over to himself. Varenka was Shamil�s hostage. Jumping from one detail to the next, drawing his mind back to the objective facts, he tried to penetrate the reality, understand the meaning, and measure the consequences. But in his turmoil, he was unable to identify the nature of the shock that had struck him. He could not express the actual pain. He clung to a kind of generalized suffering, an overall view, and to snatches of the conversation that came back to him. The princesses were to be distributed. The princesses were to be sold. Varenka would become the servant of a na�b. Varenka, the slave of a Shibshiev! The reality of that image appeared before his mind�s eye in all its horror, and he could follow it no further. Varenka, the prey of a vermin such as Shibshiev. Yes, of course it was Shibshiev who was behind the whole plot�the kidnapping and the blackmail. That sneak hadn�t wasted a minute informing his master.
�I should have crushed him like a cockroach on that first day in Poland. I should have chased him and slit his throat in the forest, with Lisa, the last time.�
Lisa, the last time? Until this moment, he hadn�t dared contemplate the link between Varenka and Lisa. Of course he knew, he had instantly made the connection: returning to his father�s side meant losing Lisa. Going home meant giving up love, happiness, and the future, everything he had once believed was possible.
But not returning meant killing the princesses.
Whether he stayed or left, there was no solution.
He was caught in a vise, torn between two impossible choices.
�If I obey my father, maybe he will free his hostages. And then what? I will take my place beside him among the warriors of Allah. Just as before.�
He dared not imagine what his life would be like in the Caucasus. He had come such a long way in Russia.
How could he go back?
�How do I unlearn all that I have learned here? How do I unlearn the books and physics and mathematics, unlearn the music? Destiny is so strange. At the very moment I accepted all the advantages of studies and civilization, at the precise moment I was preparing to devote myself to them, fate throws me back into the heart of ignorance. I shall probably have to forget all that I have known and walk backward, like a crab.
�But what does it matter? Without Lisa, what does anything matter? Without Lisa, the rest is immaterial. How can I unlearn loving her? Happiness with her seemed so close. Her parents had consented, the czar had consented. Nothing stood in our way. Who is forcing me to sacrifice her today? Who is making me sever myself from her? No one. The czar has left me to be master of my own destiny. Who is forcing me to leave Lisa? Who is forcing me to abandon my regiment, leave my friends, disown Russia? No one. Why should I sacrifice Lisa for the princesses, if no one asks it of me? Why should I break the heart of the woman I love in the name of hatred? Out of duty? Come, now. What duty? Filial duty? I can recognize no sense of duty toward a father who turned his son over to his enemies. For the son that the imam supposedly claims today was not captured by the infidels at Akulgo. He was given to them. He was abandoned for fifteen years without any news, even though Shamil was evidently powerful enough to place informers in his midst to spy on him. Of all the traitors and hypocrites, my father is the greatest; he speaks of love, but his acts express only vengeance and hatred. My only duty today is to Czar Nicholas, my benefactor. And to Lisa, my wife. Why should I sacrifice her to the cruelty of men? Why should I sacrifice her to the conflicts of the past and the uncertainties of the future? What can that possibly accomplish? She has nothing whatever to do with the tragedy of the princesses. If the imam has the audacity to carry out his threats, then he alone is responsible. I have no part whatsoever in his brutality. I am free to make my own choices, free to choose my destiny. I am a free agent.�
An immense strength surged through him and buoyed him with hope and elation. He had his answer. He could stay in Russia, share his life with Lisa, and be happy with her. Yes, he had the answer.
�I shall marry Lisa. Shamil can sell the princesses and kill them. I disavow all of his crimes and disown him for his barbarity. He is nothing to me.�
But the victory of love, the triumph of hope over fate, was ephemeral.
�But then, how will we ever find peace after that? How can we construct our own happiness�a family, children�upon the deaths of twenty-three people?
�Honor demands that I deny all that I feel, renounce all I desire, to save the captives. I have no alternative. The czar knows it. He knows that Lisa cannot love a man who has built his life upon an act of cowardice. He knows that I shall lose her either way. What would my wife think if I refused to return to my father and spare his victims? What would I think of myself?
�Yes, I will lose her. Les jeux sont faits, and were from the very beginning. I have no choice, though they let me believe that I did. It�s all been an illusion. No matter whether I stay or go, our life is over, and our happiness is dead. At the very least, we can save the princesses.�
Follow-up of General Muravyev�s
report to General Milyutin
November 8, 1854
�[�] Late this morning, Lieutenant Shamil entered my office. He brought me his response. I suppose he had done some difficult soul searching.
�At the conclusion of his reflections, the sentiment of filial love prevailed, and his immense respect for his father ultimately convinced him. He was serious and pensive when he announced to me that he was ready to join him. I asked him to confirm his decision in writing, immediately, on the sheet of paper I handed him. He deigned to write a single sentence: �I accept returning to my father, according to his wishes and with the permission of His Majesty.�
�He had nothing more to say once he had agreed, and that was sufficient. I hope that the Ministry will find these few words adequate. I have sent him back to the Vladimirsky Lancers until further notice. I beg Your Excellency to inform me of the Emperor�s wishes concerning him.
�Should I send him to Saint Petersburg?
�Please find enclosed with this letter the accord signed by Lieutenant Shamil. [�]�
The Winter Palace
Saint Petersburg
December 31, 1854
Just as he had fifteen years ago at Christmastime, Dmitri Milyutin escorted Jamal Eddin through the salons. The two men were the same height now. They wore similar uniforms and walked at the same pace.
Tomorrow Petersburg would rise before dawn to celebrate the first day of the new year with a visit to the Winter Palace, as was customary. The candles on the Christmas trees of the grand dukes� apartments would be lit at midnight the night before, and garlands of tinsel would decorate the immense Christmas tree in the Throne Room. It was there already, glittering with shiny red apples and bonbons, pathetic and solitary in the twilight of the czar�s reign. The two officers detoured around it without so much as a pause or a glance.
With their spurs jangling and their sabers clicking and scraping the parquet, the men�s boot steps echoed down the corridors. The sounds broke the silence like a knell. The days when the police chief had sung of the future of Russia, comparing the new year to a fireworks display whose splendor illuminated the world, seemed long ago. The drawn curtains in the middle of the day, the veiled mirrors, the emptiness and shadows�everything here spoke of death and disaster.
The few courtiers who mingled in the White Hall voiced their thoughts out loud, and no chamberlain silenced them. They said that the czar was at the end of his tether, exhausted and worn out. He had been in power too long�just think, thirty years�and his judgment had suffered. How else could one explain this string of defeats, if not to attribute them to his own errors and indecision? How could one explain the thousands of wounded at Sebastopol and the siege that promised to worsen as the city became bogged down by winter?
Absorbed in his thoughts, Jamal Eddin did not even hear them. He lifted the end of his saber, conscious of the racket that their martial pace made in the stairway leading to the small study.
His Majesty had moved back to his office on the ground floor, which still contained its familiar objects, its camp bed, and its old English lap rug. This was the narrow study where they had first met.
Outside the snow was falling in big flakes, just as it had that first time.
And like the first time, Jamal Eddin was chilled to the bone, overcome with sadness, anxiety, and fear of the future.
Back to the beginning.
Milyutin stopped in the waiting room. Lieutenant Shamil would see the czar alone.
Jamal Eddin stared at the familiar figure, standing in the alcove at the window in his usual pose, but he scarcely recognized him. No one had taken the trouble to warn him. Stooped, much thinner, his complexion leaden, and tottering on his feet, the czar was a ghost of his former self. He did not bother with dramatic effect and paused only briefly in the backlight before approaching the young man with that robotic step Jamal Eddin had noticed when they had met last year. The czar hugged him briefly. He seemed distracted, his mind elsewhere. He nonetheless made an effort to summon his habitually warm paternal tone.
�I expected you. I�m glad to see you, my child, very glad. We have so much to talk about. Sit down. I�ve brought you here so we could talk about your future, face to face. I understand you want to go home. Are you very sure?�
The czar said what he had to say, and his voice was affectionate. But there was no light in his eyes, no warmth in his words. He did not appear to differentiate his separation from Jamal Eddin from any of the others; he had seen too much tragedy, and for too long. The grand emotional displays that he usually enjoyed, the tears and embraces and effusions, were absent.
�I haven�t answered Prince Orbeliani and Prince Chavchavadze. I was waiting for you to confirm your intentions to me. You can still change your mind.�
Why was he putting on this show? The czar had given his consent long ago. Jamal Eddin had received letters from the two families thanking him for his agreement and begging him to hurry. Even Shamil knew he was planning to return.
The czar�s disingenuousness was obvious and added to the young man�s confusion, destroying what was left of his composure.
He stiffened.
�Your father has asked for the authorization to send emissaries to speak with you on his behalf. Would you like to talk to them and reserve your decision until after you have heard what they have to say?�
�I have no need to meet my father�s emissaries to be convinced, Your Imperial Majesty.�
�You do not wish to see them?�
�No, Your Imperial Majesty.�
�Your decision is final, you are returning? It�s irrevocable?�
�Yes, Your Imperial Majesty.�
�Have you informed the parents of your fianc�e of your departure?�
�Yes, Your Majesty.�
�And have you told her?�
�Yes, Your Majesty.�
�So she knows what you have chosen. And she accepts this? She understands?�
�For both of us, it is neither a matter of choice nor of acceptance.�
�But of duty. You are right. I would not have expected less of you, my child. We are alike, you know, and you are every bit my son. No doubt you think I am the most powerful man on earth. To all outward appearances, I can do anything I want. However, the truth is precisely the opposite: I�ve never done what I wanted to. If you asked the reason for this strange state of affairs, there would be only one possible answer: duty. For example, I did not want to ascend the throne. I was happy with my wife and my children. I didn�t want any other life. And yet, for thirty years, I have been obliged to reign.�
How many times had Jamal Eddin heard this speech? He�d listened to the czar tell it at intimate family gatherings, at formal balls, in moments of emotion and eloquence, to soldiers, ministers, children, and his wife. �The czar reigned reluctantly, the czar demonstrated the good example, the czar obeyed the will of God.� He used to adapt the speech to the circumstances. Today he hadn�t even the strength to modify it for the occasion. Sincere and sentimental, the words spoke themselves automatically, like the chorus of an old and often-repeated song. All that was left was the words�and the melancholy.
�Duty. For you and me, duty is sacred, and we are instinctively compelled to respect it. We must both sacrifice ourselves to duty to the death. That is what I have done all my life and what you are doing now. I want you to know, my boy, that I�m proud of you. And since I know you are courageous, I shall ask for an ultimate sacrifice on your part. I want you to give me your word of honor that you will not attempt to see Elizaveta Petrovna Olenina before you leave for the Caucasus.�
Jamal Eddin remained impassive.
�I will not give you my word on this point, Your Majesty,� he said firmly.
�Nonetheless, I am asking for it.�
�I have pledged my faith to Lisa Petrovna. I refuse to leave her without having exchanged a spoken word, ending it all with just a letter.�
He was not trying to convince the czar or to obtain his permission. He was not pleading his cause; he was flatly refusing to obey.
�But you must,� the emperor said softly.
�Her parents welcomed me as a son, Your Majesty. I must take my leave of the family that was to become my family in person.�
�I will convey your greetings to Piotr Alexeyevitch, in your name.�
�Your Majesty, I love Lisa Petrovna. She gave me her trust and her tenderness. I owe her an explanation. Do not deny me this moment with her.�
�I am denying you nothing. I am protecting you from yourself. Do you remember our agreement, in the glade at Peterhof? That evening, on the stone bench, you promised me you would return home and try to convince your father to make peace with me. Then you changed your mind and decided to stay in Russia. And now you�ve changed it again, and you have decided to go home. If you see your fianc�e again, how do I know you won�t change it a third time? I am simply trying to spare you both needless suffering. I know how painful it is for you to give up this young woman. But God will ensure that your sacrifice is not in vain. In the Caucasus, you will accomplish the mission the Almighty created you for. You will end this fratricidal war between our two peoples and save thousands of lives by making peace. Do not give up hope, never give up. The Lord moves in mysterious ways. Who�s to say that one day you might not marry your Lisa?
�Come here, my child, let me bless you, let me embrace you. I shall not say farewell, but only au revoir for now. Send in General Milyutin. Then the two of you will go to see the empress. She has been very ill, you know, and she�s still in shock at this series of events. She wants to see you, but don�t stay long. Please spare her. And don�t forget to stop by the Potemkin manor as you leave the palace. Our brave nun is quite upset at the news of your departure. Now go outside and wait for a few moments, my son. May God protect you.�
Their parting embrace was as brief as their greeting had been.
He found the general seated among the secretaries waiting for an audience, cocked hat on his knees.
Milyutin occupied the same little gilt-trimmed chair that the amanat Shamil had perched upon so long ago. Jamal Eddin remembered sitting here in this antechamber, feeling almost happy, fifteen years ago. The Great White Czar had revived the sweet-faced image of his mother, Fatima, and it had floated in his mind�s eye, her expression carefree and full of love. At the time, he had been won over, overcome with gratitude toward the man who had returned his kinjal to him. This gesture of trust had marked the beginning of his Russian adventure. Now, in this same antechamber, the menacing specter of the imam Shamil, with his long, henna-tinted beard and his unforgiving eyes, loomed before him.
He thought of the mournful, glassy stare of Czar Nicholas, and the echo of his pompous voice uttering those same hackneyed phrases over and over rang in his mind. A puppet pulling the strings of all the other puppets, he was still trying to manipulate the marionette Jamal Eddin as he did all the other marionettes at his court. Had the emperor ever understood the meaning of his words?
Even their leave-taking today had been a setup. Why hadn�t the czar simply told him the truth?
Why hadn�t he admitted that he had to return to the Caucasus because there was no other way to save the princesses? Why this farce of choices made, this talk of fake freedom, these silly questions and this entire masquerade? It all served to bend him to his will and bind him to this decision. �I understand you want to go home. Are you very sure, my child?�
Did the czar think he was a fool?
Jamal Eddin flushed in anger and disgust.
Although there wasn�t a shadow of a doubt, even for a moment, that he must return to his father as soon as possible so that Varenka would be spared, he had plenty of doubts about everything else. He no longer trusted the czar, or his love, or his motives, or even the moments they had shared during the past fifteen years. He questioned his former impressions and even his own memories.
Had the emperor ever been honest with him?
Had the emperor ever done anything but mislead him?

Jamal Eddin sat down in Milyutin�s empty chair.
Milyutin took Jamal Eddin�s place in the study. The order he heard was not what he expected.
�Place him under arrest.�
Milyutin chose not to understand.
Too much responsibility weighed on the czar�s shoulders on the eve of this new year. He had endured too much strain and humiliation, and the vision of the world he had believed in all his life was about to crumble. Even he felt that he had failed in his mission on earth and was leaving a crumbling empire to his son. He knew he would have to answer for this before his creator.
�Did you hear me, General? Take him to see the empress, and then place him under arrest!�
His Majesty may have still had his wits about him, but his emotions had obviously spun out of control and he didn�t know what he was saying. Milyutin played dumb.
�Who should I have arrested, Your Imperial Majesty?�
�The rebel�s son. He�s going to disobey me. He�s going to go see the little Olenin girl in Torjok, even though I forbade him to do just that. He refused to give me his word. I can�t take such a risk. If he sees his love again, he�ll certainly falter.�
�If Lieutenant Shamil has said he will return to his father, he will do it, Your Imperial Majesty,� Milyutin replied heatedly. �All I know of him, everything I have seen for the past fifteen years, makes me certain that he will.�
�This boy is lovesick. Who knows what his fianc�e will tell him, who knows what she�ll do to convince him not to leave her? If he doesn�t return, or if he even delays his journey, the hostages are done for. I repeat, we cannot put the princesses� lives at such risk.�
Milyutin stared at his master. Was it possible that he felt nothing?
Or were his pride and his affections so wounded that he could not bear to face the necessity of sending Jamal Eddin back? This entire affair had forced him to bend to a will that was not his own: the law of Shamil. It reinforced the feeling of impotence that had become a constant in his life, driving him to despair.
�I do not mean that Jamal Eddin should be ill-treated, of course,� the czar added wearily. �On the contrary, I�m counting on you personally to look out for his well-being. He should be given books, maps, instruments for physics experiments, a paint box, sheet music. I�m granting him unlimited credit on my own personal treasury. Tell the war minister to set aside three hundred rubles to outfit him completely with uniforms, arms, and horses. I want him to put on a good show when he returns to the Caucasus. Once he�s back with his father, he won�t have anything. He should return like a prince, laden with gifts and accompanied by a retinue of young people his own age. If I didn�t need you so badly here, I would tell you to accompany him. Choose the most trustworthy of his companions in the regiment to escort him.�
�Does Your Majesty mean, to keep an eye on him?�
�I mean nothing but what I said, General Milyutin!�
�Will he be sent there as a prisoner,� Milyutin countered bitterly, �just as he came here?�
He recalled that terrible journey through the snowstorms of the Russian winter, with this child who had retreated into silence, whom he himself had torn from his people.
�On the contrary, I wish for Jamal Eddin to return in as comfortable circumstances as possible. I mean it, in the manner that will be the least painful for him. It is your responsibility to see to it that he is in the company of his friends. Your younger brother, for example�I understand they are very close. And one or two other Vladimirsky Lancers, according to his preferences.
�But I forbid him to see Elizaveta Petrovna Olenina! Make sure that the young woman is warned and that her parents are warned as well. That is an order. I forbid it. Have I made myself clear? To be safe, take him immediately to Stavropol. General Muravyev, whom I�ve just appointed commander of the Armies of the Caucasus and governor of the region, will join him there with his friends, the Uhlans from Poland that you will have carefully selected.�

Jamal Eddin did not wonder what the two men were discussing behind closed doors. He did not imagine that it had taken all this time just to decide what to do with him.
He contemplated this realization that the man he called his �benefactor� was not who he thought he was�not entirely, at least, not completely.
He nonetheless could not help but remain attached to the czar. Today he felt a kind of tenderness for the old man, this defeated emperor who had become a shadow of his former self and for whom the appearance of power still counted so much.
His manipulations and his duplicity didn�t matter. So what if this father, who pretended to possess the truth and thought himself morally irreproachable, who considered himself a man of honor, was perhaps only a brute and a phony. In spite of it all, he still loved him.
But their last conversation, far from reassuring him, had left him feeling totally helpless and confused. He had the feeling that a wall had grown up between himself and the czar, a wall he would never be able to scale.
He suddenly felt certain that they would never see each other again�and that they had both bungled their last encounter.

Jamal Eddin�s kibitka, escorted by two other sleighs, slid through the snow along the Sovereign�s Road, taking him south toward Moscow.
�How can I do this again, deny a world I have grown to love? How can I rebecome the spiritual heir of the imam Shamil? How can I take this long journey back to my childhood?� he wrote to Lisa on January 15, 1855.
The three hundred rubles that the war minister had supplied were spent on bribes and messengers, and he managed to correspond with Lisa. Though they exchanged a thousand letters, Jamal Eddin was never able to return to the Olenins�.
The czar had taken every precaution to make such a visit impossible.

Snow sprayed from the horses� hooves as the sleighs slid through the silence. The quiet of the forest was broken only by the jingling of the harness bells, the coachmen�s shouts, and the gentle hiss of the runners cutting through the snow.
�Come on, my beauties,� they sang out as they cracked the whip, �courage, my darlings! We�re in a hurry, speed it up!�
�No,� thought Jamal Eddin, �keep going, but don�t ever get there.�
He differed in this respect from all the other voyagers traversing the empire just then. He would have wished for a vast and endless Russia, spaces that went on to infinity. He wished it would take all eternity to cross the country.
But between the trees, little black-and-white signposts capped with the imperial eagle at regular intervals told him how many versts they had just covered and of the distance pulling him farther and farther away from happiness.

With all the lanterns dimmed and escorted under guard by two other sleighs, his sleigh flew through the snow. They had passed the little woods at Machouk and had already plunged into the forest at Tver. The coachmen had not stopped to change horses at the relay post of Torjok.
�Without you, Lisa, I shall die in the Caucasus.�

Book Three
The Return: Keep on Going and Never Get There the Caucasus
1855�1858


CHAPTER X
[image: ]
The Exchange Will Not Take Place 1855

Fort Khassav-Yurt
Frontier post
between Chechen and Russian territory
February 1855
Their peaks covered in eternal snow, the mountains loomed, black and gigantic, a massive chain that blocked the sky and eclipsed the horizon. As the sun set, the glaciers changed from white to pink to violet to purple. The dull murmur of the waterfalls sounded like the beating of a heart. The air was filled with the pungent odor of wood fires, leather, saltpeter, goats, pilaf, and curdled milk, and, sharper than the rest, the stench of suint that rose from the papakhas and burkas. Jamal Eddin thought that he had forgotten the sights and smells of his past, but they surfaced again, intact. The sounds, the colors, and the odors were all still vivid. The only exception was the Caucasus themselves, which seemed infinitely more vast and powerful than anything he could remember from his childhood.
The Russian camp was located on the stony plateau.
Situated on a soil embankment, the square fort had four miradors. A hedge of bushes reinforced a high, wooden stockade that was dotted with holes to accommodate the mouths of cannons. Several entry gates were guarded by sharpshooters in watchtowers. Inside, the artillery was posted along the length of the enclosure. The cavalry was positioned in the center.
There were stone cottages for the officers and isbas for the Cossack families, wooden barracks for the soldiers, and barns with lofts, cowsheds, and stables. A few streets crisscrossed the square, and the commander�s quarters were situated in the center. Tied to the top of a roughly squared fir trunk, the purple and gold imperial flag snapped in the wind. All this was pompously baptized Fort Khassav-Yurt.
It was not even a village.

Jamal Eddin spent over three weeks behind the walls of this frontier outpost a few versts from the Chechen forests. He shared meals, quarters, and even a room with Prince David Chavchavadze, Anna�s husband, master of the now-ruined Sinandali and leader of the negotiations with Shamil.
The soldiers who saw them drink, smoke, play cards, and joke in Russian and French had no idea that Prince David and the hostage�as they referred to Jamal Eddin, who was once again �the rebel�s son��had known each other for a long time. The two men exchanged books that came by the caseload from Saint Petersburg and lent each other musical instruments, painting supplies, and other items, all gifts of the czar. From all appearances, it seemed that they got on famously.
The reality was rather less rosy. Together, in a state of strained anxiety, they awaited the imam�s instructions.

Of medium height, slender, and with light-colored eyes, Prince David Chavchavadze was thirty-eight, fourteen years older than Lieutenant Shamil. He had begun to lose his hair and wore it combed forward, like the emperor Napoleon. His thick moustache was short and clipped in a straight line.
A man of honor, Chavchavadze came from one of the oldest families of the Georgian aristocracy and had made the military his career. Though his father had been exiled to Russia for resisting the annexation of his country and plotting against the occupying forces, the Chavchavadze clan had finally accepted the situation. Now the prince served the czar faithfully.
His superior, General Muravyev, had handed the lieutenant over to him the moment the young man had arrived from Poland with his friends. Leaving Sacha Milyutin and Buxh�wden to follow them, Chavchavadze had been careful to keep his prize in his own carriage. The prince could not risk the escape of his bargaining chip.
For the past nine months, he had been living a waking nightmare whose only constant feature was the uncertainty about the fate of his family. His wife, four of his children, his sister-in-law, his niece, the nannies who had cared for the Chavchavadze children for generations�in short, his entire household�were in the hands of Shamil. And so he had traveled all the way to the city of Vladikavkaz, the last town before the forts on the line, to fetch the precious �rebel�s son� and bring him back to Khassav-Yurt.

During this trip across the Caucasus, a strange friendship had developed between Prince David and Lieutenant Shamil. Sitting at the back of the sleigh that brought the former toward hope and pulled the latter into the past, they had shared their childhood memories of the Winter Palace. Together they remembered the magic of the Chinese lanterns in the wood at Peterhof, and they discovered that they shared similar tastes in poetry and music. Two men of the world, they chatted as though they were resting among potted plants in the corner of a salon.
Later Chavchavadze would describe his surprise at discovering that his traveling companion was a well-read officer of lively character and uncommon intelligence and energy. In addition, he found in Jamal Eddin another virtue: kindness. Though they had discussed all kinds of subjects during those long, intimate hours in the sleigh, they had carefully avoided the one that most concerned them both: the exchange. Where, when, and how would the lieutenant be exchanged for the princesses? Both pretended not to be thinking of how inextricably their respective fates were entangled or that David�s happiness depended entirely upon Jamal Eddin�s misery.
The prince was also struck by Jamal Eddin�s modesty, dignity, and self-control. He emphasized later that the younger man refused to play the hero or the victim. Only once during their long journey together did he express his distress, and even then, he did so with self-mocking black humor.
When they arrived before the sentinels of Khassav-Yurt and presented arms, Jamal Eddin wondered aloud how he could go back to killing Russian soldiers. He immediately erased the sadness of this thought with irony, explaining that�what a stroke of luck!�the honor his filial duty imposed upon him would surely inspire him to overcome his scruples. Thanks to �honor,� he would soon be able to justify slitting the throats of those who had been his friends.

On the evening of his arrival at the fort, Jamal Eddin had written to his father. He asked him to forgive his late arrival, explaining that the blizzards and avalanches of the last month had hindered his return, but that now he was here and awaited his orders.
He could not know that this letter, among the scores of others he had sent over the last sixteen years, was the only one that would ever reach its destination.

Shamil had known for a long time that his son was on his way home. He had known it ever since Jamal Eddin had left Warsaw the previous November.
At Christmas, Chavchavadze�s negotiators had even been received in the aul of Dargo-Veden, the eagle�s nest where the imam held the princesses captive, with these supposedly prophetic words:
�I had a dream. I saw the princes� messengers bringing me good news of my child. My eyes followed his path. But is he really coming back to me?�
The note signed Jamal Eddin confirmed the reports of all his spies that his son was less than two days away on foot. The entire aul�even his wives and the princesses sequestered in the seraglio�heard the imam�s cries of joy.
Nonetheless, Shamil had plenty of reasons to be wary. How could he forget the duplicity of the Russians? What if the Great White Czar had kept the real Jamal Eddin and sent an imposter?
Among his na�bs, he chose four men who had known Jamal Eddin well as a child and sent them to identify the hostage.
Waving a white flag of truce, the four horsemen descended in broad daylight and presented themselves before the stockade.
It was early in the afternoon on February 20, 1855.
The no-man�s-land between two worlds
Monday, February 20�Wednesday, March 9, 1855
Obeying the commander�s orders, the sentinels made no move to disarm them this time.
Prince Chavchavadze and the �rebel�s son� had been waiting for this visit for days.
The messenger dispatched to give them the news had found them having lunch in the prince�s modest quarters in the company of Cornet Milyutin and Junker Buxh�wden, their usual dining companions.
Conforming to the code of honor that dictated that no Russian officer should let the whistle of a bullet interrupt his conversation, the four men pretended to ignore the salvos of gunfire that the Chechens seemed to enjoy firing every now and then, day and night. It was an old Caucasian tradition: the Montagnards would creep up to the edge of the camp like cats, shoot at the sentinels, and melt back into the mountain.
But this time the commotion was a signal for action.
The soldiers got rid of the remains of their meal, the empty bottles, the champagne flutes, and glasses of vodka, and emptied the ashtrays where their cigars still smoldered.
Outside, they were playing for time. The four murids were requested to dismount and leave their horses at the camp gates. Carefully guarded, they were led to the center of the fort on foot. There they were asked to wait, guarded by about fifty soldiers, while the officers and the interpreter rushed into the house.
The ground floor consisted of only one room, which was divided by a central pillar. A long dining table stood in the light from the only window. A pedestal table with a reading lamp had been arranged at the back of the room, where the light was dim.
Two fires were barely enough to warm the place during the glacial winter of Khassav-Yurt. Four chairs were placed between the fireplace and the stove. Then Chavchavadze instructed his subordinates.
�All of you leave, except the Uhlans, the interpreter, and the two orderlies. You,� he addressed the Vladimirsky Lancers, �each of you stand against a wall, and do not sit down, even if I invite the Chechens to do so. You too, Lieutenant Shamil. Remain standing, no matter what happens. Draw your weapons if the Montagnards try to use theirs.�
David stood majestically, nonchalantly leaning an elbow on the mantelpiece of the fireplace.
He turned slightly to inspect his reflection in the mirror. He smoothed his moustache and adjusted his jacket, straightening his decorations and his officer�s cap. He knew how much elegance, dignity, and an aura of calm impressed the Montagnards.
The color drained from his face, and his heart beat wildly. He glanced at the reflection of Shamil�s son and saw that he too was pale.
Jamal Eddin stood opposite him, leaning on the mantel of the stove with one arm. His head uncovered, his face inscrutable, he gazed intently before him. He wore the indigo uniform of the Vladimirsky Lancers, with the waist tightly cinched into his silver belt and his saber at his side. His appearance was impressive, but his efforts to breathe normally were transparent proof of his struggle to control his emotions.
They exchanged a look, and Jamal Eddin nodded slightly to him. He was ready.
�Send in the emissaries,� David ordered.
The four murids, lean and gaunt in their dark cherkeskas, walked into the room in single file. Their medals�silver discs that Shamil conferred upon his na�bs in recognition of courageous or murderous acts�gleamed beneath their rows of cartridges.
All had almond eyes, hooked noses, and high cheekbones. All of them wore the same headdress of black lambskin crowned with a white turban, pushed back slightly from their foreheads, Chechen style. Their muskets and sabers were slung across their shoulders as bandoliers, and each wore pistols tucked in his belt and two kinjals crossed at the waist. Though all of them were at least twenty years older than any of the soldiers in the room, not a single white hair was visible in their long beards.
Jamal Eddin didn�t recognize any of them.
They did not look around and showed no curiosity as to which of the Russians was the son of the imam.
Their backs to Jamal Eddin, they bowed before Chavchavadze. He responded with an even more ceremonious salute. The guests introduced themselves, one by one. The interpreter translated.
The first was Khadji, Shamil�s steward. The na�b of Dargo and the brother of the imam�s first wife, who was deceased, he was the maternal uncle of Jamal Eddin.
He was followed by Shamil�s brother-in-law, the na�b Akbirdil, spouse of the late Aunt Patimat.
Then came the interpreter, Shah-Abbas, who had negotiated the surrender of the amanats at Akulgo with General Grabbe.
Finally there was Yunus, the na�b of Chirquata, the atalik of the imam�s son, his former tutor. This was the man who had accompanied Jamal Eddin to the Russian camp so long ago.
Yunus. Jamal Eddin could not help but react at the sound of the name, which he had not heard uttered for sixteen years. He leaned forward to look at him. He could only see the man�s craggy profile, the nose like an eagle�s beak, the beard shaped to a point.
When the interpreter had finished the introductions and Chavchavadze�s guests had declined his offer to be seated, all of them moved to the center of the room.
Then Yunus took a bunch of grapes from his haversack and turned to the three young Vladimirsky Lancers standing together. He offered them to Sacha, the short redhead, to colossal, blond Bux, and�not hesitating for a moment�to Jamal Eddin. Had Yunus recognized him from the start? But how? Jamal Eddin could scarcely hide his surprise.
The grapes were dirty and withered. Jamal Eddin took them politely, but�his first faux pas�he did not understand a word of the speech that accompanied the gift.
He had tried not to forget his native tongue, but he had not spoken it for a long time. None of the Cherkesses in the Cadet Corps had spoken Avar, and Yunus�s accent in no way resembled Shibshiev�s. He turned to the interpreter.
Yunus had explained that this was a gift from his stepmother, Za�det, the daughter of Shamil�s old mentor, Sheik Jamaluddin. She was now the first wife of the imam and wished to welcome him.
Jamal Eddin thanked Yunus in Russian, asking him to express his gratitude to his father�s wife for this kind gesture. But he seemed encumbered rather than impressed by the bunch of grapes. What should he do with them? This was his second mistake. The emissaries were disappointed by his lack of grace. Their offering had been subtle and carefully conceived, a generous concession to Jamal Eddin�s Russian customs. Hadn�t the imam forbidden wine, hadn�t he had all the grape vines torn out and destroyed?
And finally, he made the ultimate gaffe. Instead of sharing the bunch of grapes with his guests and tasting them then and there, he gave them to one of his orderlies to be rinsed. This gesture was taken not as ignorance of custom or a hygienic measure, but as a gross insult. The imam�s son mistrusted his na�bs and was afraid of being poisoned by his own people.
Yunus made mental notes of all these faults but expressed no disapproval. He did not even look askance.
Turning back to the prince, he said, with great dignity, �The purpose of my visit is to make sure that this young man is the son of the imam. My mission does not extend beyond that.�
David nodded in agreement. He moved to the back of the room, motioning to Buxh�wden, Milyutin, and the other Russians to follow him and gather around the pedestal table.
Jamal Eddin remained alone with the Montagnards. Still leaning on the mantel of the stove, he did not move as they scrutinized him.
His uncles, his tutor, his peers�the men of his family�consulted each other as they studied him closely. He felt no affection or even liking for these strangers, who felt entitled to do what he would not have tolerated under normal circumstances. Their wary and expectant stares made him feel as though he had been stripped naked.
He caught a few words of the emissaries� conversation. They remarked on how tall he was and commented on his striking resemblance to his younger brother, Mohammed Ghazi; how he had the same stature, the same powerful build, the same expression.
Yunus asked him a direct question.
Again he did not understand. Again the interpreter had to translate for him.
Yunus asked if he remembered his childhood, the names of the defenders of Akulgo, of his father�s na�bs.
Jamal Eddin hesitated. Yes, he remembered one name.
�Which one?�
�Bahou-Messadou.�
�That�s all?�
�My grandmother. That�s a lot,� he said brusquely and bitterly. �The khanum Bahou-Messadou, who was punished by the imam.�
�No one, nothing else?� Yunus insisted.
He made an effort to remember, sifting through the vague images that flashed through his mind. He had a vision of sabers swallowed up in the rushing mountain stream, the silver kinjals and plates of gold bobbing up from the depths and whirling in the river�s strong current. He hadn�t had this dream, he hadn�t thought of these images since�since he had met Varenka. They had faded as his life had become busy with balls with Anna and Varenka.
With some difficulty, he described the few sparse details he had retained: the position of the aul of Akulgo, at the summit of a peak; the grotto hollowed out in the cliff; the water they had had to go all the way to the bottom of a ravine to draw.
�Do you remember the color of the horse your father was riding the day you left?�
This time his response was immediate and sure.
�My father usually rode a gray mare. But that day, he stood on the ramparts riding a white stallion.�
The emissaries seemed satisfied.
Yunus wanted further proof.
�Would you be so kind as to show us your right arm?� the interpreter translated.
Slowly Jamal Eddin unbuttoned his sleeve and pushed it as far up as he could, holding his arm out to Yunus. A slightly raised scar was visible from his shoulder to his elbow, the trace of an old injury. Yunus touched the scar and asked if he remembered how he had gotten it.
�Falling off a water wheel.�
For the first time, the two men looked each other in the eye intensely for a long moment, both of them deeply moved, but for entirely different reasons.
Yunus turned toward the Russians and smiled.
�Since you have warmed our hearts by arranging the return of our great imam�s son, so we shall warm yours by reassuring you that your family will return to you.� He beamed.
The Russians and the Chechens bowed to each other.
�We will return in three days with instructions for the exchange.�
Their mission complete, Shamil�s four emissaries took their leave and disappeared into the mountains.

They returned home fully convinced that the tall, dark-haired officer was indeed Jamal Eddin. But they were horrified as well. His beautiful indigo blue uniform reeked of cigar smoke and alcohol. The son of their imam drank and smoked. The son of their imam broke the law. He was a giaour in every way!
Their visit caused them great consternation, which was equal only to Jamal Eddin�s dismay and dejection. This first contact had made his blood run cold. The encounter with Yunus had confirmed all his worst fears. What could he possibly still have in common with these four men?
Prince David eagerly and impatiently awaited their return.
Thursday, February 23
Three days later, the four horsemen returned as promised. This time they were escorted to Chavchavadze�s quarters immediately. They brought a letter, penned in Shamil�s handwriting. Prince David read it out loud:
�Thank you for having kept your word in making possible the return of my son. But do not think that the negotiations end with his return. Remember that in addition to my son, I asked for a million rubles and the liberation of one hundred fifty prisoners. These conditions must be fulfilled before I can permit the return of your family.�
This completely unexpected note left Chavchavadze and Jamal Eddin thunderstruck. Both were appalled, and the grim look they exchanged said as much.
Judging any discussion with the intermediaries pointless, the prince asked them to return with a message for their imam. He retreated to the back of the room to consult with Jamal Eddin.
Both in an agitated state, they sat down at the pedestal table to discuss what to write. Even the smallest concession now would only debase them in the eyes of the Montagnards and encourage them to make further demands. Finally Prince David penned a brief letter.
�Having considered the affair to be settled, we are stupefied by your new demands,� he wrote. �We did not think you capable of going back on your word once you had given it. We, however, are in the habit of keeping our promises. And today I, Prince David Alexandrovitch Chavchavadze, will keep mine. At the very beginning of negotiations, I informed you that I was capable of raising a ransom of forty thousand rubles. When I obtained a loan for this astronomical sum�despite the fact that, thanks to your actions, I no longer have a home or any other personal resources�when I decided to borrow, it was because I could not allow myself to count on the emperor�s gracious permission authorizing your son to return to his country. Had I known this permission would be granted, I would not have offered you even a quarter of this sum.
�I await your response.�

Upon reading the letter, Shamil reacted as violently as its contents. Wild with fury, he announced to his people that he was breaking off negotiations. The princesses would be parceled out as slaves among his na�bs before the week�s end. They would be free to use them as concubines, to sell them, or to execute them.
Tuesday, March 1
The emissaries returned a third time, carrying messages from Anna and Varenka that confirmed the imminence of the fate he threatened.
With their cries of distress came a last word from the imam:
�You are very far from having met my expectations. I have thus decided to distribute your family to my na�bs, in their auls. I already would have done so but for the intervention of my son, Mohammed Ghazi, who persuaded me to send you one last message, to convince you to add the necessary amount to the sum you have offered us.�
As David read these words of vulgar bartering, Jamal Eddin blushed with shame. He was overcome with rage and indignation. He had come back to live with a father who was as greedy as he was lying and treacherous, a man whose word was worth nothing.
He had sacrificed Lisa, his happiness, his future, for this?
Prince David turned to Yunus.
�I shall not write to your imam again,� he said icily. �But you can tell him this for me. If, by Saturday, you do not bring word that my offer has been accepted, I swear before my creator that I will leave Khassav-Yurt that day, and I will take Jamal Eddin with me. You can follow us for twenty, a hundred, a thousand versts, and beg me to return with him. I will not even bother to look at you. Then you can do what you like with my family.
�Tell your imam that I have always been grateful for the care he has afforded my loved ones. But tell him as well that if he dares to carry out his threats by sending my wife and my children to the auls, they are no longer mine. I will renounce them the very moment they cross the threshold of his seraglio. I want them to return here, now, because I know that no one has violated their honor. But if they were to become the slaves of your na�bs, know that I would no longer recognize my wife as my wife, my sister as my sister, or my children as my children. I am telling you one last time: I will give you until Saturday. As sure as I stand before you now, Sunday you won�t find me here. I will be gone, and so will Jamal Eddin. After that, Shamil can offer to return my wife to me for nothing, he can send her back to me laden with treasure, I swear before God I will never look at her again. And that he will never see his son.�
With these closing words, the prince intended to leave the room, but a last remark from Yunus held him back.
�There is another reason for delaying the conclusion of this affair.�
�And what is that?� the prince bellowed.
�The imam proposes that the princess Chavchavadze and her children be freed in exchange for the forty thousand rubles and his son. And that the princess Orbeliani and her child remain his captives until her ransom is paid by the prince Grigol Orbeliani.�
The prince strode toward Yunus with a threatening gesture and might well have committed an irreparable act had Jamal Eddin not lunged forward to block his way.
The prince had lost all semblance of poise.
�Not only will I not leave my wife�s sister a prisoner,� he roared, �but I will not abandon a single one of my servants!�
Yunus ignored him and turned to Jamal Eddin.
�Don�t worry. This is just the way we Montagnards do things. There�s absolutely nothing to fear, everything will turn out as we wish.�
His words were meant to be reassuring, but Jamal Eddin replied bitterly, �Worry? There�s nothing to worry about.� His voice trembled with rage. �If I had something to worry about, it would be that things will turn out exactly as you wish. What else should I be worried about?�
�Be quiet,� the prince murmured, devastated.
This time it was David who tried to calm his comrade, but it was no use.
Indignant, disgusted, overwhelmed by the antipathy and repugnance this haggling stirred in the depths of his being, Jamal Eddin could no longer contain his feelings. His anger, his revulsion, his contempt, and his disappointment exploded in a bitter tirade.
�I forgot you, every single one of you. You know very well how old I was when I was taken, because you yourselves gave me away!� he continued violently. �I had forgotten this land, and I return here without joy. And if I had to go back to Russia, believe me, I would do so tomorrow, immediately and without regret!�
�Quiet!�
The prince tried to restrain him, but Jamal Eddin struggled free.
�Why should I be polite to them? Why shouldn�t I tell these liars the truth?�
�Shut up!�
�Traitors and hypocrites�they can go to hell!�
�Your words could have terrible consequences for the fate of my wife and my sister-in-law.�
The weight of David�s words finally registered in Jamal Eddin�s mind. He calmed down and remained silent for the rest of the interview.
Wednesday, March 2 � Thursday, March 3 � Friday, March 4
No news from Shamil. Nor from the princesses. Chavchavadze and Jamal Eddin were under unbearable strain.
Had Anna and Varenka been sold?
Saturday, March 5, 11:00
A sentinel ran to tell them that the four emissaries were on their way.
Prince David jumped to his feet. He was so nervous that he paced to the doorstep, turned round and came back three times. Jamal Eddin sat in a chair watching the prince, so obviously beside himself, stride back and forth.
He knew that any excessive haste would make a bad impression and that Yunus would respect only calm and serenity.
The prince took up his pose at the fireplace mantel and waited. Milyutin and Buxh�wden stood beside him. Jamal Eddin stood at the far end of the room, in the shadows.
The envoys arrived and were greeted curtly. This time when offered a chair, they bowed and accepted the invitation. The four Russians sat facing them. No one said a word.
The silence went on for an eternity, at least several minutes. Finally Yunus spoke.
�If the prince will permit me, I will say a few words.�
�If you have come to say that Shamil accepts all my conditions and has chosen the time and the place for the exchange, then, yes, you may speak. If not, I must ask you to get up and leave my quarters immediately.�
Yunus and his three companions rose as one.
It was all over. The prince wavered, as though the blow had been physical. The princesses had been distributed to the na�bs; they had been sold or dishonored. Jamal Eddin was horrified. A wave of hatred and disgust washed over him like nausea. But beneath his dread, despite himself, an atrocious joy, a feeling of immense relief, rose instinctively from deep within. He suddenly realized he had never stopped hoping that the exchange would never happen, never ceased to deny his own will in forcing himself to do all he could to make it possible. From the outset, he had burned with the desire to leave, to get away from this country, to escape from these mountains.
Yunus bowed to the prince. David no longer had the strength to react, to speak, even to throw him out.
�In the eyes of our grand imam, money is like grass. Money grows, it dries out, and it disappears.�
This was beyond Shah-Abbas the interpreter�s talents. Neither Chavchavadze nor Jamal Eddin understood the meaning of the words he translated into bad Russian.
Unperturbed, Yunus went on.
�Shamil does not serve money. Shamil serves God. He has asked me to congratulate you; the bargain is concluded on your own terms.�
Silence. No reaction.
�You are aware that our grand imam cares for his people and hopes for their well-being. His people are poor. His people have served him; some even died for him when they captured the princesses, and they demand money in return for their liberation. Without the consent of his people and his na�bs, Shamil can do nothing, nor does he wish to. When we gave him your message, he gathered all the elders and informed them of your words. �If you do not accept the prince Chavchavadze�s final conditions,� he said, �then you must take his family and guard them in captivity yourselves. I do not want to see these women and children in my home any longer.� The na�bs and the elders answered unanimously, �How can we leave your son in the hands of the infidels? We will agree to anything, as long as your son is returned to you. Send the captives back, take the forty thousand rubles, and bring your son home.��
Prince Chavchavadze was flooded with joy as he listened to this speech. And Jamal Eddin with dread. The exchange would take place. Both of them maintained an appearance of calm. David asked for the date and location of the encounter.
�On this point, Shamil has said he will speak with you directly,� his agent replied.
They bowed and left the prince�s quarters.
But they did not leave the camp.
Saturday, March 5 � Sunday, March 6 � Monday, March 7 � Tuesday, March 8
They spent that night and the following days and nights counting the ransom. Khadji, the steward, soon realized he could never have counted a million rubles in pieces of silver.
Jamal avoided all contact with him and with Yunus and the others. He divorced himself from their preparations, Chechen and Russian alike, leaving them to work things out among themselves.
For all of them, he was merely a pawn. A toy. A token. A marble, to be shot back and forth. That was what he had always been, a piece on a chessboard. He refused to play anymore. He had come to the end of that road.
He even avoided David and his boyhood friends. Buxh�wden and Milyutin watched as he widened the distance between them, keeping to himself, silent and solitary. They were at a loss. What could they do or say to bring him back?
The counting was finished by Tuesday evening.
The imam�s emissaries left Khassav-Yurt, accompanied by the prince�s interpreter, who had conducted the negotiations since the kidnapping. Shamil would instruct him on the practical details of the exchange in person.
The night of Tuesday, March 8 to Wednesday, March 9
The imam received the interpreter beneath his canopy, shortly before dawn on Wednesday, without waiting for the first light of day. Shamil and his entire army were camping a day away on foot from the Mitchik River, the location he had chosen for the rendezvous.
In the nine months since they had first met, Shamil and the interpreter had come to know each other well.
The imam welcomed him, reclining on the cushions splayed over the carpet before the fire in his tent. His impeccably trimmed beard was still red, dyed with henna. He wore the same high, black papakha crowned with a white turban, the trail of one of its folds falling down his back, and the same green robe, with kinjals crossed at the belt.
Despite sorrow, fatigue, battles, and cavalcades, time had left no mark on him. In war and peace, prayer, solitude, and waiting, he remained very much the man he had always been. A sober, towering figure, he seemed much younger than his fifty-eight years.
Deep in thought, he fingered his string of amber prayer beads.
After their usual greetings, the imam cut to the heart of the matter, speaking in a low voice.
�I wanted to see you, first of all, to thank you for all your service. And to tell you that tomorrow will be a great day. Tomorrow, hatred will cease to exist between our two peoples. Tomorrow, Montagnards and Russians shall meet in peace.
�According to our laws, a father must never go out to meet his son; it is the son who must come to the father. But tomorrow I will break this rule in order to prevent any incident that might occur in the course of the exchange. Tomorrow I shall inform all my na�bs that none must go beyond the limit I shall indicate to you. And you must swear to me, on your honor, that you will do the same. And that, on your side, this rule will not be broken.�
�You may be assured, Imam, that everything will happen according to your wishes and that we shall respect our word.�
A short silence ensued.
�And my son, tell me about my son. Is he well?�
�He is very well, thank God.�
�I have been told he no longer understands our language.�
�That is correct. But it is perfectly natural. He spent such a long time in Russia. You cannot blame him for having forgotten his Avar.�
�I will let him live as he likes in our mountains.�
�After a few months with you, he will become accustomed to your ways again. And I�m sure he will find it more interesting to command tens of thousands of horsemen here than a few hundred soldiers in Russia.�
Shamil, eyes half-closed, looked into the fire, lost in thought.
�Make sure this affair takes place without any treachery tomorrow.�
�Prince Chavchavadze shares your wishes. He has nothing to gain by trying to deceive you. He is just as anxious to recuperate his family as you are to find Jamal Eddin safe and sound, and just as happy at the prospect.�
�I admit, I�m terribly impatient. So impatient that, as you can see, I haven�t been able to sleep tonight for thinking of him.�
�Speaking of which, I�d like to transmit a message from Prince Chavchavadze. He knows that it is customary here to express high spirits with shouts and gunshots into the air. The prince begs you to order that nothing of the kind should happen tomorrow, in an effort to avoid any confusion on the part of our soldiers and any possibility of disorder among all of them.�
�I will respect this wish. Now listen to my instructions.�
The Same Day
On Wednesday, March 9, on the eve of the date chosen by Shamil, with the ransom in the sacks, the wagons loaded, and all the details arranged, the convoy was ready to leave the fort. Suddenly a sentinel announced the arrival of a horseman galloping toward Khassav-Yurt.
The men rushed to the camp gates, Jamal Eddin and David among them.
�Could they possibly want to change things again?� David said, his voice toneless.
�Why not?�
Jamal Eddin managed a wry smile. �Last night, they gave us their word, swearing on the Sharia, but this morning, the code of the adats takes precedence. They obey the law of God or the law of man depending on what suits their interests. That way they can break their promises and ignore their honor with a clear conscience,� he said sarcastically.
The cloud of dust cleared. From the mirador, the sentinel shouted that the horseman was not a Chechen but a courier from Saint Petersburg.
Jamal Eddin�s heart skipped a beat. A courier from the emperor?
The czar had spared him. The czar was saving him. The czar had found another solution. Something else to barter. Nothing was impossible for the emperor of Russia!
The messenger handed the missive not to Prince Chavchavadze but to his superior, the commander of the fort�a sign that this was an order from Petersburg.
Jamal Eddin was filled with irrational and uncontrollable hope. He watched the commander break the imperial seal, unfold the letter, and read. The czar was sending him back to Lisa, he was giving him back his happiness.
The commander refolded the letter and turned to the troops.
�Gentlemen, I have news.�
He had to compose himself before going on.
�His Imperial Majesty the Czar Nicholas�Is no longer with us. The Lord God has recalled him in peace. All the regiments shall gather on the main square and immediately take the oath of loyalty to his son and successor, the emperor Alexander.�

Pale, his eyes red and brimming with tears, Jamal Eddin listened to the account of the death of the man he had loved and could not help but grieve. Apparently the czar had gone out without a coat, when it was twenty degrees celsius below zero. Hatless, he had reviewed the troops, and he had caught a cold that had rapidly turned into pulmonary congestion. At the end of a night of agony, he had motioned for his son to come close. The distraught Czarevitch Alexander had stood at the foot of the camp bed in the little study where His Majesty lay.
�Hold on,� he murmured, breathing laboriously. �Hold on to everything.�
With all the strength he had left, Nicholas had clenched his fist, as though holding the empire in his hand, and repeated, �Hold on to everything!�
Those were his last words.
His last thoughts, his very last words were for the grandeur of Russia.
He died like a saint, praying God�s forgiveness for all his sins.

After the official account, Jamal Eddin heard rumors. Far from the charmed circle of the court, far from the dazzled Princess Potemkina and the upper aristocracy, Jamal Eddin knew how unpopular the czar had become. It was especially evident here among the soldiers of the Caucasus: Polish resisters, torn from their lands and deported to the mountains; free-thinking, enlightened, and liberal Russian officers; men who had been broken, deprived of their rights, and exiled by Nicholas, all sent here to be massacred by the Chechens. Nicholas the Knout, Nicholas the Flogger, merciless to those who did not worship him, cruel to those who criticized or resisted him. The Iron Czar.
His was a thirty-year-long reign of terror. He isolated Russia from the rest of Europe and shut himself off from the reality of his own people.
In his overwhelming desire to control, direct, and manipulate everything, he had ultimately corrupted and lost it all.
It was even whispered that his death was self-inflicted, that he could not face the humiliating defeat of his armies in the Crimea. There were even wild rumors of his doctor providing him with poison.
Jamal Eddin was close enough to the emperor to know he could not have committed suicide. But he sensed that, haunted by the judgment of history, which he knew would be merciless, the czar had done all he could to shorten his life.

The bells of the little church at Khassav-Yurt tolled mournfully. The brass bands played gloomy dirges. The flags floated at half-mast. And the hundred horsemen accompanying two wagons loaded with sacks of silver and two full of prisoners seemed very much like a funeral procession as they left the gates of Khassav-Yurt.
Jamal Eddin marched at the head of the convoy with Chavchavadze and the other officers. No one had thought to urge him to participate in the ceremony of allegiance that had been held a few minutes earlier on the square. He had come spontaneously, of his own volition.
This ceremony was his last act as a Russian officer, the final gesture of love and loyalty of Lieutenant Shamil of the seventh division of the Vladimirsky Lancers to his emperor.
Now he would try to become again what he should never have ceased to be, a djighit, the best horseman of all the mountain men, a proper son to the Lion of Dagestan who had been decimating the ranks of the infidels for the past thirty years.
Now he would fight to make the sacrifice of his life worthwhile.
He would try to convince the two worlds to make peace.

CHAPTER XI
[image: ]
The Sacrificial Ceremony

On opposite banks of the Mitchik River
Thursday, March 10, 1855
At the very hour that Czar Nicholas�s coffin was being lifted into the crypt of the Romanovs in Saint Petersburg, five thousand murid horsemen amassed on one bank of the Mitchik River in Grand Chechnya.
Except for the crunching of hooves upon the shingles of the beach, all was silent.
Behind the warriors lined up on the beach, one could hear the distant sound of occasional falling rocks and earth, the click of cocked guns, and the pawing of other horses. Another army waited, hidden in the forest.
It was impossible to judge how many were in there.
Higher up and far beyond the treetops, smoke from the auls drifted above the crags and boulders.
An immense red sun rose over the chasm, passing between the ice fields and the snowy peaks to hover over the horsemen.
A warm wind, a breath of spring, swept the sky, leaving it cloudless and blue.
The first dawn of the world was rising over the Caucasus, these mountains that both believers and infidels considered closest to God and agreed were the most magnificent of all His creations.

Lost among the horsemen, four heavy covered wagons were parked on the riverbank. No sound came from them either, not a sign of life, not so much as a whisper. Even the six geldings that drew the wagons were as still as statues.
At the foot of the teams of horses, a few slaves knelt to complete the path they were building to facilitate the wagons� descent to the riverbed. The Mitchik was nearly dry. The backfill would allow them to cross from deep puddle to puddle over the gray sandbanks and the little islands of gravel.
The only luminous spot to break up the ashen line along the riverbank was a splendid white stallion nervously pawing the ground, his scarlet saddle blanket as bright as the silver-work of his tack. One of the na�bs held him firmly by the bridle. The horse awaited his master, the djighit who would know how to ride him.

Thursday, March 10, 1855. Shamil had not chosen this date by chance. Thursday was his lucky day.
Recalling allegories, symbols, and strategies, he had carefully considered every detail of this glorious morning. Everything, today, must have significance.
The imam had taken even further precautions for the success of this day that was just beginning.
The opposite bank of the Mitchik was Russian territory. It was a vast plain without so much as a single tree or bush�it offered no shade from the sun that streamed down, nor any place to take cover. It rose in a gentle slope from the riverbank and ended at the foot of a hill.
Both sides of the riverbank were deserted at this hour, as was the plain.
But at the summit of the hill overlooking the river, the giaours had just finished setting up their artillery; their cannons were ready to bombard the enemy in the event of the least incident.
Prince David was wary of the Chechens and fully expected some treacherous move on their part. His troops were ready to charge, his infantry and cavalry lined up and ready to tear through the valley and cross the Mitchik.
Their orders were clear: they were not to move and not to fire, under any circumstances, unless ordered to do so by Prince Chavchavadze.
On the hill, the officers took out their binoculars.
Accompanying his fellow officers, sitting up straight in his saddle, Jamal Eddin looked down over the valley. For the moment he felt nothing. He had thought of this scene too many times, dreaded this moment for too long, to be surprised. He must take in his surroundings and understand�quickly�what awaited him.
On the Russian side, five hundred paces from the river, he saw a black spot. A dead tree whose twisted trunk was clearly visible above the high grass. Shamil had chosen this solitary, lightning-struck tree as the site of the rendezvous. Its five twisted branches reached toward the sky like an open hand.
Fine. He had located where the exchange was to take place.
Now he looked through his binoculars to the opposite bank.
Straight ahead of him, above the bank, a mountain path led to a platform, a promontory much like the hill he was standing on.
There, a circle of huge dark flags embroidered with half-moons and Koranic verses whipped in the wind. These were Shamil�s standards, flying above his camp.
Through the binoculars, Jamal Eddin watched the men ride down the path and dismount on the platform before a broad, black parasol, the same color as the banners and the horsemen�s cherkeskas. A Montagnard held the canopy over a seated figure.
Jamal Eddin could make out the large red rectangle of a carpet on the stone plateau. The figure did not move. At this distance, he could not distinguish the man�s features or even his costume. Only his white turban and a shadow, the shadow of the imam himself.
Jamal Eddin squinted through the lens, his eyes never leaving the figure. Shamil gestured briefly and leaned on his elbow to look through a telescope fixed upon a tripod before him. He pointed the glass toward the Russians gathered on the opposite hill.
The telescope swept over the line of officers and came to rest for an instant upon Jamal Eddin. But how could the imam recognize his son among all these lancers in uniform?
The young man�s heart beat faster as he zeroed in on his father through the incandescent lens.
Neither of them could see anything more than these shadows.
Each was searching for the other.
Standing next to Jamal Eddin, the Russian interpreter commented on the scene as he watched.
�Their weapons are magnificent,� he remarked. �Look at the pommels of their kinjals, the saber hilts, the pistol grips�they look like they�re all chased in gold! And even�look�even inset with precious stones. They�re so much richer than usual. And the fabrics, the carpet, and the canopy are all infinitely more sumptuous! Shamil has obviously gone all out to welcome his eldest son home. It�s so unlike his usual austerity measures and the murid laws that stress renunciation and abstinence.�
The interpreter pointed out the most physically imposing of the na�bs, a tall murid whose mount danced around the canopy. Dressed in white, riding a bay stallion, Mohammed Ghazi, the younger brother�and the heir�stood out among the mass of black-clad horsemen.
Near him was an adolescent dressed in an indigo cherkeska that shone brightly as his horse pranced back and forth in the sunlight. It was Mohammed Sheffi, the youngest of the three brothers. Born in the forest of Akulgo as his parents fled, just days after Jamal Eddin was kidnapped, he was nearly sixteen now. He was said to be a lightweight, as scatterbrained and generous as Mohammed Ghazi was fearless, religious, and disciplined.
Yunus stood to the right of Shamil, and behind him waited the rest of the cavalry, five thousand men. To say nothing of those hidden in the forest.

On Chavchavadze�s order, and according to the agreement concluded with Shamil, the interpreter left Jamal Edd in�s side.
Carrying a white flag, he rode down the slope, past the dead tree and across the river, around the wagons, then strode up the hill to take his place a few steps from Shamil.
The Russians watched and tried to imagine what he was saying.
Everything in this strange ballet had been planned during the night, down to the last word. The ceremony must follow its course according to the established formalities.
�Imam, what are your orders?� the Russian said.
�Take my two sons, Mohammed Ghazi and Mohammed Sheffi, thirty-five of my men, and the wagons with you. Lead them across the river to the dead tree and signal me when you have arrived. Thirty-five Russian soldiers will then descend from the hill on your side, with the wagons carrying the money and your sixteen prisoners, along with my son. The two groups shall meet at the tree and each will take back what the other has brought.�
�You have no further wishes?�
�When the exchange has taken place, return to me here with my son.�
Jamal Eddin watched the interpreter make his way back to the riverbank.
The four wagons shuddered to a start, accompanied by the thirty-five horsemen, led by the rider in white.
Jamal Eddin�s gaze was riveted to the convoy as it approached the riverbed. The wagons paused, sucked into the mud. For a moment it seemed that they might get stuck there and overturn, but they rattled on unsteadily to the other bank.
They continued a short distance across the plain and came at last to the dead tree. The first of the wagons stopped.
One of the murids�Khadji, the steward�waved a banner, the signal for the exchange.
The interpreter left the group and galloped toward Jamal Eddin.
As agreed, Lieutenant Shamil was accompanied by thirty-five lancers�including Sacha Milyutin and Buxh�wden�the four wagons containing gifts from the czar and his own books, the forty thousand rubles, and the Chechen prisoners the Russians had promised to release.
The convoy descended the hill with some difficulty. Jamal Eddin rode at the head, like Mohammed Ghazi.
The sun shone brightly, as though it were summertime. Shamil had calculated that, weather permitting, the giaours might be blinded by it. There were stagnant puddles on their side of the riverbank, attracting horseflies that would annoy and excite their mounts.
The Russian horses shook their heads, and their tails swatted their hindquarters furiously. The officers perspired beneath their caps.
Jamal Eddin felt nothing. Not the heat. Not his own sadness, not even fear.
Though he felt nothing, his mind was active, concentrating on the adversary�s every move, and the tension of a body ready to fight. He sensed a profound, almost physical wariness of the natural setting and the men he was about to meet.
He advanced without cover onto the plain with Chavchavadze.
They were flanked by two Russian army captains: Baron Nicholas, David�s second brother-in-law and representative of the empire, and Prince Bagration, Prince Orbeliani�s aide-de-camp and representative of the royal family of Georgia to which Anna and Varenka belonged. Prince Grigol Orbeliani, who had negotiated Varenka�s liberation, was not there. He was holding down the fort at Temir-Khan-Chura with the rear guard of the army, in case Shamil had lured the czar�s forces into a vast trap.
The four officers rode at the same gait and seemed bound together by the same thought: did the four wagons really contain the captives?
There was no sign of movement from the wagons, other than that of the fat blue flies that alighted on the canvas exterior then flew away to land again on another spot.
When the four men had reached the dead tree, Mohammed Ghazi�s horsemen closed ranks. The four wagons were hidden from the Russians by their bodies, their horses, their high black papakhas, and their banners.
David and Jamal Eddin exchanged a dubious look, both reining in their mounts to slow down slightly. What did this mean?
They saw that one of the Chechens held a toddler in front of him on the saddle. The murid kept him centered before him, like a shield. David recognized Alexander, his son who was not yet two.
What was this new blackmail?
The murid broke away from the group. What was he going to do with the child?
Hearts pounding, Jamal Eddin and David came to a halt and waited for the Chechen to approach.
Amazingly and unexpectedly, the horseman spontaneously handed the little boy over to his father and retreated.
David clasped his son in his arms and hugged him to his chest.
At the same moment, three little girls jumped out of the wagons. They ran between the horses� limbs toward their father. The prince leaped from his horse to embrace his children.
Jamal Eddin could not bear to watch this touching scene of a family reunited.
He continued riding toward the wagons, heading off to the side to avoid the rider in white.
The ranks of the murids parted to let him pass. He reached the first wagon.
He waved a hand across the canvas, chasing away the flies, and pushed back the cover. His stomach churned with anxiety. What would he find? For the first time, he gave words to his fear: were the princesses still alive?
He pulled back one of the canvas flaps.
In the dim light, he could barely make out the figures of two women, veiled and dressed in rags, sitting on opposite benches. They seemed petrified. Had they been saved? Were they free? They did not dare believe it and continued to pray in muffled, breathless voices.
The princesses were unrecognizable under the layers of shawls that covered them from head to foot. He bowed politely and apologized for having been so long in coming.
He handed them a letter that their mother, Princess Anastasia, had written them when he had visited her shortly before leaving Russia. One of the phantoms took it from his hand without a word. Anna? Varenka? The form remained silent.
She would have liked to thank him, but the stress of captivity, the anxiety, the terror leading up to this day, and the apprehension that had filled these last hours had robbed her of her faculties.
She managed only to say, �My sister is in the second wagon.�
He nodded, left her, and approached the second wagon.
A figure was standing among the other seated ghosts. The princess Orbeliani. He knew her with absolute certainty, even smothered in these rags. Varenka, the love of his youth, his first love.
Though he could not read her expression, she saw his face clearly through the weave of her veil. She had recognized him instantly, and no wonder. Jamal Eddin, her dancing partner of so long ago, had been the primary subject of conversation for the many months of her captivity at Dargo-Veden.
Jamal Eddin, the eldest son, the kidnapped son, the cherished son of the imam.
Shamil�s three wives, his daughters, and their governesses�in fact, all the women in the seraglio�had listened avidly for rumors, stories, and spies� reports that circulated in the village. They had followed Jamal Eddin�s path to his father�s fortress, from Poland to Saint Petersburg, Moscow to Vladikavkaz, Khassav-Yurt to the Mitchik.
For every one of them, his return was a personal victory, the triumph of their beloved master over the infidels, the triumph of God�s chosen over the treacherous giaours, a victory over the will, the wealth, and the power of the Great White Czar.
The princesses, too, had thought of the imam�s son every day of their captivity, even more than the other women. They had hoped and prayed for Jamal Eddin, anxiously awaiting his arrival every day.
Today they owed him their lives, and Varenka Ilyinitchna, Princess Orbeliani, knew it. And many other things as well.
She knew that, waltzing in his arms at the Peterhof-Alexandria cottage, her heart had been in his keeping. She had loved Jamal Eddin when she had been very young, loved him secretly, passionately, despite her own natural reserve and the calm her own shyness imposed, despite the outward appearance of chastity she had maintained.
She was still aware that back then, had he been more insistent and less sensitive, he could have dishonored her.
She knew that Shamil had considered keeping one of the prisoners to offer his son as a bride. He had chosen Princess Nina Baratachvili, the penniless niece of the Orbelianis and the Chavchavadzes. Of all the hostages, she was the only one who had never been married or had children. When Princess Nina, a virgin of eighteen, found out, she was horrified at the prospect of being abandoned by her aunts here in the mountains and handed over to a Chechen like chattel. She had flown into a rage, insulting the imam, and Varenka had avoided the potentially serious consequences of her tirade by offering herself in the princess�s place. One or the other of the prisoners, it was all the same to Shamil. He simply wanted to save a Russian princess for his son, and his own wives had assured him that she was young and pretty. The violence of David Chavchavadze�s outrage at the mere suggestion of delaying the liberation of the princess Orbeliani had prompted him to drop the idea.
However, Varenka knew that she had been widowed, that she was free now, and that, perhaps, it was still a possibility.
But now, she knew it was all over.
It was not just seeing Jamal Eddin again, here, in these circumstances, that rendered her speechless, but a thousand other emotions that filled her heart as well.
They looked at each other, both incapable of saying a word.
Suddenly the horseman in white, on foot now, appeared out of nowhere. With a brutal tug, he silently pulled down the canvas flap, and Varenka disappeared from sight.
It was not yet time for the two brothers to proceed with the exchange or even to acknowledge each other. Custom dictated that Prince Chavchavadze and the imam�s heir greet each other first.
Mohammed Ghazi, pale and tense, spoke only to David. He began a long and solemn speech, of which the interpreter translated bits and pieces.
�My father has ordered me to tell you that, if your women suffered during their stay with us, their pain was not inflicted intentionally, but out of lack of means and our own lack of familiarity with the way they should be treated. My father wishes you to know they are being returned to you today worthy in every respect, pure as lilies and protected from all eyes, like the gazelles of the desert.�
The prince bowed and replied with equal ceremony.
�I have been informed for some time, in my wife�s letters and those of my sister-in-law, of the respect the imam has shown toward my family. In writing to your father myself, I have had several occasions to express my gratitude in this regard. Now I beg you to present to him my most sincere thanks.�
The formalities had been observed down to the last detail. Mohammed Ghazi could now turn to Jamal Eddin.
They stood politely, face to face.
One wearing the blue, purple, and gold uniform of the lancers, the other a cherkeska, they were the same height, with the same youth and elegance, and the same nobility. Two sides of the same coin.
Their eyes locked, each finding in the other the reflection of himself. Nothing in their exchange betrayed their feelings; nothing in their respective expressions revealed the storm of conflicting emotions both felt.
They saluted each other with a simple nod of the head, and then they embraced.
The murids lowered their rifles and cried, �La ilaha illa Allah��there is no god but Allah.
In the eyes of the Russians, the brothers� embrace was glacial.

It was time to leave.
Jamal Eddin turned toward Baron Nicholas, Prince Bagration, and the other officers.
All of them removed their caps to salute him.
He turned to Prince Chavchavadze.
David stood there, surrounded by his children. He still had not seen his wife. But judging from Jamal Eddin�s body language when he looked inside the wagons, he had guessed that she was there and that she was alive.
The prince shook his hand warmly, assuring him that if he should ever need anything, there in the mountains, a book, or anything�
Chavchavadze paused. What could he add except the most obvious of words.
�Thank you.�
The two men embraced.
The farewell of these two brothers in no way resembled the icy greeting of the previous pair.
Jamal Eddin leaped into the saddle.
Milyutin and Buxh�wden, who had been ordered by the late czar to accompany their friend all the way to his father, came forward and spurred their horses toward the murid ranks. The na�b Khadji, who had given the signal for the exchange, approached the Russian lines.
He held out the package he carried to Jamal Eddin, who turned to the interpreter, puzzled.
�The imam wishes to receive his son in the dress of his country.�
Jamal Eddin recoiled involuntarily.
�How can I change here, in front of all these people?�
�The wishes of the imam are law. You will learn that no one disobeys your father. No one.�
�We�re in plain view of everyone, even from the other bank,� Jamal Eddin protested.
�That presents no problem. We�ll go behind the dead tree.�
Jamal Eddin paled. This demand�a change of costume in public, before his peers, before the Russian officers, even before the princesses�was the ultimate humiliation.
�Let�s go behind the dead tree,� the interpreter insisted.
His tone was anxious. He dreaded the thought of an �incident,� any little slip that both the Russians and murids had worried about since the beginning of the exchange.
Jamal Eddin read the dismay in the eyes of everyone around him.
What would happen if, in the middle of this plain, he refused to go through with it? He had no choice but to swallow his disgust and comply.
He rode toward the branches and dismounted. Khadji, Buxh�wden, Milyutin, and the thirty-five murids followed and dismounted too. They formed a circle around him, hiding him from view.
Jamal Eddin unbuttoned his tunic.
In his short life, he thought bitterly, all he had done was change from one costume to another. From the cherkeska to the uniform, from the uniform to the cherkeska. How many times had he done this?
How many times during his youth had he been forced to deny the symbols of his heritage?
And now, with a lump in his throat, he was giving them up, one final time.
He was renouncing his officer�s stripes, his epaulets, and his decorative silk cords, his Russian cap, his Russian tunic, and his Russian arms.
He was stripped of his past, of his future, of Lisa, of all he held dear.
He emerged from the circle.
In other circumstances, Sacha would have let out a whistle and shouted, �Splendid, old man!� And Bux, making some choice comments, would have enjoyed the show.
Dressed in black, with a high papakha crowned with his father�s immaculate white turban on his head, a whip at his wrist, and his waist cinched by the straps that held his daggers, Jamal Eddin was a djighit who had stepped straight out of Russian literature, a lyric hero of Pushkin.
He was truly splendid.
But Buxh�wden was too sensitive to the tragedy beneath the perfection of his appearance to laugh.
Undoing his baldric, Bux handed his own saber to his friend.
�Take it, as a remembrance. But please,� he tried hard to make light of the situation with irony, �don�t kill any of ours with it!�
Jamal Eddin accepted the gift.
�Not ours,� he replied, his eyes brimming with tears, �nor theirs.�
He quickly tied the baldric around his cherkeska. Buxh�wden�s saber clinked against Shamil�s kinjals.
At that moment, an adolescent boy broke through the crowd of murids and ran into his arms. It was his little brother, Mohammed Sheffi. Surprised and touched, Jamal Eddin hugged him close in an embrace quite different from the one he had shared with their brother.
Jamal Eddin jumped on the white horse, the fine stallion with the scarlet saddle blanket that someone had led over for his new master.
The horseman in black passed next to the wagons.
The women had not dared to remove their veils in front of the murids, but they had pulled back the canvas and stood there, all of them, in the sunlight.
He nodded to them in farewell and rode off.
One of them watched, the tears trickling down her cheeks beneath her veil. She was crying with relief and gratitude, regret and pity. She cried for him, and for herself.
Varenka knew what awaited Jamal Eddin and all the difficulties he would face trying to adapt to this world that was so new and so different, that she had discovered and was now leaving.

The imam�s three sons crossed the river side by side.
Followed by the interpreter, the two Vladimirsky Lancers, the thirty-five murids, the wagons, and the baggage of Jamal Eddin, they made it unhindered to the other bank of the river.
No sooner had they reached the strand than they were surrounded by a horde of deliriously joyful Montagnards. All of them wanted to see, to touch, to feel, to kiss the hand, the leg, the boots of the eldest son of the imam, their guide.
Jamal Eddin, the beloved.
Nearly swept away by the jubilant crowd, Buxh�wden and Milyutin were suddenly cut off from their comrade and the rest of the troop. The crowd�s welcome did not extend to the two Russians, the infidels, the giaours. Threats and insults rained down on them from all sides.
Jamal Eddin tried with difficulty to advance toward his father. He too was isolated as the crowd separated him from Mohammed Ghazi and Mohammed Sheffi.
All around him�men on foot, simple villagers from the auls in ragged cherkeskas and shaggy papakhas�shouted with joy at the sight of him.
But to Jamal Eddin, their elation sounded menacing.
On the narrow mountain path that led to the black parasol, the crowd became increasingly dense and excited. It was impossible to move forward.
Jamal Eddin stopped and turned around.
He saw that the Montagnards had grabbed the bridles of Buxh�wden�s and Milyutin�s mounts, and were shoving and jostling the horses in an attempt to make them fall off the path. The two lancers saw that they were about to be knocked down, but they were defenseless against the hostile crowd.
Suddenly afraid they would be lynched, Jamal Eddin yelled at them, demanding that they clear the path for Buxh�wden and Milyutin to join him and remain by his side. No one understood his orders.
His stallion reared.
The interpreter, too far away, could not translate his words.
Jamal Eddin conveyed through gestures that he would not take one more step forward if the crowd did not let his escort pass. With a good deal of pushing and shoving, Bux and Milyutin finally reached him. He caught each one by the sleeve and hung on so that they would not be swept away again. With a light kick, his horse continued up the path, and the three men went forward, Jamal Eddin still hanging on to both of his friends.
A few steps from the canopy where the enthroned Shamil awaited him, a murid dismounted and started toward Jamal Eddin, clearing the crowd in front of him with his crop. Yunus.
He walked up to Jamal Eddin. But Jamal Eddin, still encumbered by the crowd hastening to touch him, kiss him, catch his leg, all the while yelping and shouting, did not greet him.
Once again he demanded that the crowd step back, yelling at those near him in Russian. His voice carried over the tumult.
His composure and tolerance were stretched perilously thin.
Without comprehending the reason for his anger, the crowd stepped back, amassing a little way away, kept in line by Yunus.
Jamal Eddin began riding forward again toward the imam, once again joined by his brothers on either side. Bux and Milyutin followed close by.
A dozen or so steps before reaching Shamil, Jamal Eddin and the others dismounted.
Jamal Eddin trembled with emotion. He could not even look at his father.
After all these years of waiting, he was no longer able to see him.
He approached with halting steps and bowed.
Shamil grabbed him with open arms, drawing his child against him. Tears ran down the imam�s cheeks onto his beard. He could not stop weeping.
Father and son remained locked in each other�s arms for a long moment, both conscious of the beating of the other�s heart.
Not a sound broke their silence; it was respected by all around them.
Then the imam lifted his eyes to those around them and said fervently, �I thank God for having kept my son safe. I thank the czar for having permitted his return, and I thank the princes for having contributed to it.�
Then he noticed Milyutin and Buxh�wden standing beside his other two sons.
He turned to ask the interpreter, �Who are they?�
�Your son�s boyhood friends, who wanted to pay you their respects,� the interpreter explained.
�I thank them,� said Shamil.
Jamal Eddin disengaged himself from his father�s embrace and stood up.
His friends asked if they could bid him farewell, Russian style.
�Why not?� Jamal Eddin replied.
With spirit and �lan, each one embraced him and kissed him three times.
Shamil was worried that seeing Jamal Eddin in the arms of the giaours would make a very bad impression upon his people. In an effort to justify their behavior, he explained loudly to those around them, �These three boys grew up together!�
The imam then rose to greet Milyutin and Bux politely. He ordered Mohammed Ghazi to accompany them back to the other bank, with the protection of a hundred murid warriors.
This time, the three friends� farewells were final.
Jamal Eddin embraced his companions one last time and asked them not to forget him. He also asked them to send Prince Orbeliani his regrets at not having made his acquaintance.
Courteous and gallant to the last.

The interpreter and the officers rode back across the river and returned to the Russian contingent on the hill.
Now that the Russians were gone, an unrestrained volley of gunshots and whoops of celebration at the return of the imam�s son broke out.
The echo of exploding guns and the clamor of men would ring in Bux�s and Milyutin�s ears for a long, long while.
They turned back, searching for the horseman in black more noble and elegant than all the rest. They saw only his back.
Riding next to Shamil, Jamal Eddin climbed the boulder in the direction of the woods. They zigzagged between crews of men, who were busy uprooting the shafts of banners, gathering the standards and carpets, and rolling up the tents. The army was packing up.
Father and son rode off toward the forest.
They were of equal strength and height. The older man rode a gray mare, the younger a big white stallion. The panels of their turbans fell in straight lines to the small of their backs.
For a moment, Jamal Eddin seemed to float above the abandoned parasol, above the teeming crowd.
Then suddenly, as though the mountain had swallowed him up, he disappeared.

Neither Sacha Milyutin nor Count Buxh�wden nor Prince Chavchavadze nor any of the other officers in their company at the exchange ceremony would ever see the �rebel�s son� again.
But they would tell of that intense moment, of watching Jamal Eddin disappear down the mountain path into the vastness of the Caucasus, carrying within him all that remained of the honor of men.

EPILOGUE
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All That Remained of the Honor of Men Dagestan and Chechnya
1855�1858

�At first, we received letters from him,� Elizaveta Petrovna Olenina wrote in 1919, at the age of eighty-seven. �I learned that he had tried to escape three times, and that three times he had been recaptured by his brother Mohammed Ghazi, whose prisoner he had become.
�It was my own brother, Alyosha, then stationed at the garrison at Stavropol, who transmitted the messages that Jamal Eddin had managed to pass through his father�s lines.
�At the beginning, we had news from him fairly regularly through Alyosha, and he passed on what was being said in the forts of the Caucasus about what was happening to my fianc�.�
Rumor had it that Jamal Eddin had set about his task the very day after his return. He explored the mountains of Dagestan and the forests of Chechnya, visited all of his father�s mountain eyries, studied the state of his fortifications, passed his troops in review, and methodically examined arms and equipment.
The conclusions of his investigation were scarcely surprising and confirmed what he had feared. The Montagnards were too few in number. Their weapons were old, worn out, and defective. The population was splintered by interclan squabbles, and the villages were ready to betray Shamil at the least sign of weakness.
Over the long term, the murid resistance was doomed to fail.
He sat down with his father for a serious discussion about all this. He tried to describe the immense wealth of the new czar, the power of his armies, and the sheer size of his empire.
The current succession of Russian defeats in the Crimea, however, did not help his cause.
Jamal Eddin�s argument only reinforced Shamil�s conviction that victory was imminent and that, more than ever, he should continue to harass the infidels. The holy war must go on.
The young man tried again, leaving aside the power of the Russians and concentrating on the unfortunate state of the Montagnards. Soon there would not be a single fighter left in the Caucasus�no more men, young or old. No more men at all.
Years of bloodbaths had decimated the population, and every new massacre weakened them further. The ranks of cavalry were too sparse, and their muskets were not powerful enough. If Shamil wanted his people to survive, he must seek peace with the enemy.
It was exactly the same thing that the imam had heard so long ago, at Akulgo: �If we don�t negotiate with them now, when this is what they want, they will kill all our men, abuse our women, and enslave our children. Give your son to the Russians, since that is what they ask. And play for time.�
Negotiate now. Jamal Eddin�s words echoed the past. Negotiate now, right away, when the invaders are busy elsewhere and in a difficult position themselves. Negotiate with them now, when they�re still clamoring for negotiations.
Afterward, it will be too late.
The siege of Sebastopol was over. Yes, the Russians had lost the war against the Europeans. But they had learned a great deal from their contact with modern and powerful troops. And now they would be free to concentrate on another front.
Prince Bariatinsky, the new commander-in-chief of the Armies of the Caucasus, was a personal friend of Alexander�II. He would have every means at his disposal to bring this conflict to a positive end. And he was of an entirely different mettle than Grabbe and most of his predecessors.
Jamal Eddin emphasized that the situation was urgent. If he negotiated today, his father could still obtain the essential conditions he desired: religious freedom and possession of the land. As for the rest, he should let it go.
It was said that his words broke Shamil�s heart.
They wounded him to the core, and then they sent him into a mad rage.
His son was an agent, in the pay of the infidels!
The giaours� henchman!
This is what his son had become? A hypocrite? A traitor?
This was probably the only reason the Russians had agreed to send him back to the Caucasus�to spy, to lead them astray, to corrupt his own people!
Wasn�t that the objective of the Great White Czar�s entire plan? Wasn�t that why he had kidnapped his son, kept him, and educated him?
He had succeeded in turning the son against the father, in alienating his child and defiling him.

Profoundly hurt, disappointed by his efforts, his love betrayed, Shamil suffered anew because of Jamal Eddin.
He began to avoid spending time with his son and soon became suspicious of his influence.
When young Mohammed Sheffi, fascinated by his older brother, also began to speak of the necessity of peace, their father�s wrath knew no limits.
Fearing contagion, the imam took away every vestige of Jamal Eddin�s Russian past, every impure object he had brought with him from the land of the infidels. He had thought it would be possible to let his son live as he liked here in the mountains. He had been wrong.
Shamil burned his books, his novels, his poetry, his maps, and his works of grammar. He burned the instruments he used to study physics, his sheet music, and his painting supplies.
The imam invited his son to concentrate on reading the Koran, exploring Sheik al-Buhari�s Book of Hadiths, and learning Arabic. He asked him to take instruction with the mullahs Shamil had chosen and not to leave the madrassa until his masters deemed him worthy and ready. He gave his son extensive access to his own library, which was replete with the knowledgeable works of his own masters and precious manuscripts that he himself had collected.

In Tiflis, it was rumored that Shamil wanted Jamal Eddin to marry. He had chosen for him the daughter of the na�b Talguike. She was said to be young, beautiful, and submissive. His purpose, no doubt, was to make his son an integral part of the life of his people and the future of Dagestan.
But Jamal Eddin said that he did not love the woman who had been chosen for him and that he would not live with her. He publicly refused to live under the same roof with his wife or even to touch her.
Infuriated at his son�s recalcitrance, which not only insulted the young woman�s family but humiliated him by flatly disobeying his orders, Shamil turned cruel.
His heart was already broken. Now it filled with hatred.
He had Jamal Eddin arrested and exiled to the fief of Mohammed Ghazi, at Karata.
So the eldest son became the captive of his younger brother.

Mohammed Ghazi was no torturer. He did not throw his prisoner into the bottom of a pit or mistreat him.
But he professed thorough contempt for what Jamal Eddin had become�a Russian.
Mohammed Ghazi, the horseman in white, was pure and sincere.
He was appalled by everything about Jamal Eddin�his tastes, his instincts, and his habits.
Jamal Eddin�s discourse was identical to that of the sellouts of Ghimri, Untsukul, and Arakhanee. Because of their cowardice or their own interests or for money, they let themselves be corrupted by the infidels and allowed their own brothers to be massacred.
He hated Jamal Eddin.
How could he not?

Other things contributed to Mohammed Ghazi�s insurmountable antipathy for his brother.
Hadn�t Jamal Eddin deserted their camp for sixteen years? And yet, because he was the eldest, he remained the true successor to the imam, the legitimate heir.
At least, that�s what the hypocrites and those who favored peace negotiations began to think�and to say.
After Jamal Eddin tried to escape from Karata a third time, Shamil exiled him to an even more remote place, farther up the mountain.
Farther from the inhabited auls.
And farther, most importantly, from the Russian lines.

Robbed of his books, completely helpless and isolated, Jamal Eddin fell ill. At least that was the rumor that was going around Tiflis.
In the forts along the line, it was said that he had caught cold in the glacial solitude of the high mountains where he had been banished and that the cold had rapidly degenerated into pneumonia. But no one really knew the actual causes of his illness nor its symptoms.
The murids spread the rumor that the giaours had poisoned him before turning him over to them.
For several months, there was no news of Jamal Eddin�s condition.
Baron Nicholas�s headquarters, Prince Orbeliani, and Prince Chavchavadze hounded their spies for information about the imam�s son. None was forthcoming.

On February 15, 1858, three years after the exchange ceremony, a Montagnard bearing a white flag rode down from Dargo-Veden, the aul where Shamil lived, and presented himself at Fort Khassav-Yurt. He carried a message from the imam asking for medicine for his son, Jamal Eddin.
The commander took in the significance of such a gesture.
Shamil�s willingness to lower himself to beg for assistance from the infidels was an extraordinary indication of his love for Jamal Eddin.
This humiliating request had obviously come from the young man and spoke volumes about the imam�s distress. It was an admission before all, the Russians and his own people, that he had never ceased to love his child. It proved to Jamal Eddin the immensity of his affection.
The commander did not miss the chance to accept the hand that reached out to him. He immediately told the messenger he would do all he could.
He called in his own personal physician, who listened to the description, such as it was, of the patient�s symptoms and provided a few vials of medicine that might correspond to the illness.
The commander sent word to the imam that if his son needed medical attention, he was ready to send a doctor.

Four months later, on June 10, 1858, the same messenger returned to Khassav-Yurt. The imam asked whether the doctor the commander had mentioned in February could visit Jamal Eddin.
The commander sent Doctor Piotrovsky in exchange for an amanat.
Shamil had foreseen this possibility and had sent five of his na�bs, five murids who were waiting in the woods. They were his offering as hostages.
The commander retained three.
Doctor Piotrovsky set out from Khassav-Yurt the following morning.
Jamal Eddin lived in the small, extremely remote village of Soul-Kadi, near the source of the Andi Koysu. Even the Montagnards considered it virtually inaccessible.
The doctor�s journey took over four days and was, as he described it, a harrowing experience. He descended into chasms on trails whose stones slipped and crumbled beneath his feet and experienced nearly six hours of vertigo on precipices that, looking down, offered a sheer drop and, looking up, offered no path at all. Worse still, Shamil�s own messenger and their guide had to hide them from the local inhabitants, who would have massacred all three of them had they discovered a Russian in their mountains.

The doctor arrived in Soul-Kadi late in the night on June fourteenth. The aul appeared particularly mean and desolate to him.
The house where Jamal Eddin lived was guarded by a sentinel. The patient was living in captivity.
Sacks of grain lay everywhere, and fruit had been left to dry among heaps of clothing at the entrance.
Jamal Eddin�s room was sparsely furnished. A rifle and a saber hung on the wall.
The young man was lying on an iron bed.
He awoke at the arrival of his visitor. Deathly pale, his eyes hollow, Jamal Eddin coughed incessantly.
The doctor tried to ask him a few questions.
But Jamal Eddin realized that the man was completely spent and invited him to sleep first. A mattress had been prepared on the floor next to him. Exhausted, the Russian collapsed on it.

In the morning, the doctor noticed that Jamal Eddin had persuaded his jailers to accept some rather bizarre habits.
While he lacked everything and lived in utter poverty, he insisted that his meager meals be served with the silverware that had been stolen from the princesses, on what was left of their fine china�knives embossed with the family�s coat of arms, fine white gold-rimmed porcelain plates, all the plunder of Sinandali�the ultimate symbols of a lost past.
All signs of wealth and luxury were forbidden by Shamil, and the na�bs and partisans of his brother took Jamal Eddin�s attachment to worldly goods as further proof of his corruption.
Such whims only confirmed their contempt for him.

Although he was surrounded by spies and guarded by men the Russian doctor described as �fanatics,� the patient appeared to be adored by the women who cared for him, the inhabitants of Soul-Kadi, and everyone who came into contact with him.
But he was already so weak and ill that he could no longer walk.
The doctor understood that his pitiful state was due to despair, an acute case of depression that no medicine could cure.
He diagnosed tuberculosis as well.
He found Jamal Eddin �dignified, calm, reasonable,� and fully aware of the gravity of his condition.
The young man was letting himself die. What else could he do?
Doctor Piotrovsky stayed at his bedside for two days.
He was increasingly struck by the fact that the people�s adoration, even adulation, of Jamal Eddin was as strong as the na�bs� hatred for him was absolute. The dignitaries maligned him incessantly, depicting him as a degenerate to anyone who would listen�especially those who did not know him.
Shamil�s na�bs were the ones who had forbidden him to read the Russian press, the newspapers of Petersburg that Shamil himself had translated for his own information. It was just one more deprivation, added to a long list of others.
Jamal Eddin explained that the imam had had no choice; he had been forced to break him and silence his voice to preserve the love and confidence of his captains.
To the doctor�s way of thinking, this forgiveness made no sense at all. Perhaps Shamil had been forced by circumstance, by public opinion, to behave this way. But the consequences of his actions were before his eyes. He had killed his son.
And local cures were finishing him off.
Jamal Eddin was fed saltpeter scraped from the rocks around the aul together with a variety of fermented plants and minerals, all of which was mixed with donkey�s milk. The concoction had disastrous effects upon the patient.
�I could not cure Jamal Eddin,� the doctor wrote in his report to the commander of the fort at Khassav-Yurt. �I could not even prevent the disease from progressing. I simply tried to assuage his suffering.
�Unfortunately, I am certain that he will not survive beyond another two or three months. At the very most.
�I should add that, instead of preparing himself for this grand and final event that is death, this sensitive young man of such fine character spends his time contemplating the jewels that were stolen from the princesses in July 1854.
�He considers the earrings in particular to be his personal property and hides them very carefully under his mattress.
�But at nightfall, he delicately takes two tiny diamond pendants from their case.
�He holds them in his hand, turning them over in his palm. He never seems to tire of admiring these little teardrops of precious stone.
�Doubtless this occupation distracts him from the specter of Death standing at the foot of his pallet.
�Ah! God, how strange and full of contradictions is the human condition. Who would have imagined that this apparently civilized being is, in the end, interested only in a pair of stolen diamonds? And that on his deathbed, he should never cease to be fascinated by all that glitters, just like all savages?�
The doctor was clearly lacking in imagination.
Perhaps a woman would have understood the secret behind this fascination.
Lisa.
When they had first met, at the relay of Torjok, hidden in the locks of hair that fell from her temples, Jamal Eddin had glimpsed the sparkle of two diamond teardrops that caught the sun.
That was the first time he had laid eyes on the young blonde woman, and the same day he was dazzled�thunderstruck�by love at first sight.
It had been the first promise of happiness.
�The next time I hold you this way,� he had murmured.
He had taken his fianc�e�s face in his hands.
�The next time��
The next time these tiny drops of light dancing at Lisa�s ears trembled between his fingers again, it would be for the rest of their lives.
He never saw her again.

�My brother Alyosha received Jamal Eddin�s last letter, dated June 25, 1858.
�I�m dying slowly, and with great suffering, he wrote. I beg you, try to come and see me, and try to bring another Russian doctor with you. I refuse to let the local doctors treat me any longer. I beg you, bring especially a little note written by Lisa, so that I may see her handwriting one last time. Hurry, or you may get here too late. Kiss Lisa for me. So she knows that I have not forgotten her. So she knows I love her.
�My brother started off right away.
�But when he arrived in the mountains, less than three versts from Soul-Kadi, one of Jamal Eddin�s friends ran to meet him, blocked his path, and gave him the following message from my fianc�: Hurry back to your regiment, Alyosha. I found out that they have let you come to me in order to capture you. Run away, leave, I cannot see you, I do not want to. In any case, I am lost.
�As usual, Jamal Eddin told the truth.
�He died a few days later, on July 12, 1858.
�He was twenty-seven years old.
�They say he is buried on one of the village terraces, looking out over the immensity of the Caucasus.
�As for me, more than sixty years later, I continue to carry within me the living memory of his love. Jamal Eddin�s tenderness, like all of his passions, was limitless.
�He had written to me, �Lisa, I shall die without you in the Caucasus.�
�Our story ended with these words.
�I dare to declare, on the eve of my own death, that I would have been happy to marry a man of such character.
�To my sorrow, almighty destiny decided otherwise.�

APPENDIX
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What Became of Them

ELIZAVETA PETROVNA OLENINA
Lisa was married twice, the first time to Hippolite Alexandrovitch Dmitriev-Marmonov, the second time to the son of Baron Alexander Engelhardt. Both unions were advantageous, as both of her husbands were aristocrats and members of the inner circle at court. In 1919, with her family�s encouragement, she wrote her memoirs. She told of the famous figures of the literary world she had met at her grandfather Olenin�s home, the thrill of her first ball, and her passion for Jamal Eddin, whom she described as the love of her life. Over sixty years after the young man�s death, he remained vivid in her mind, both as the man she had always dreamed of and a symbol of ideal happiness. He was the incarnation of human dignity, honor, and beauty. �He was tall, dark, and very well built,� she often repeated, �and of royal bearing.� She lived through the turmoil of the revolution and died in 1922 at the age of ninety.
PRINCESS ORBELIANI
AND PRINCESS CHAVCHAVADZE
After eight months in captivity, the princesses were in a physically and psychologically fragile state, obliging them to return home across the Caucasus at a slow pace. Anna felt guilty about the death of the infant who had slipped from her arms during the wild cavalcade as they were being abducted. Of all the hostages, she suffered the most, taking ill while captive and losing her sumptuous tresses. She recovered from the ordeal with great difficulty. The two sisters then left for Moscow and Saint Petersburg to thank the Romanovs for having made their liberation possible by consenting to the return of Jamal Eddin. They spent nearly a week at the cottage of Peterhof-Alexandria, where the dowager empress gave a �country ball� for them, an event that belonged to other, happier times. The ransom payment had so depleted the Chavchavadze fortune that Czar Alexander�II assumed the cost of rebuilding and restoring Sinandali. The family was granted use of the domain, which then became the property of Russia upon the death of Prince David. The manor is still there, in its tropical garden above the river.
Princess Varenka remarried late in life and died in 1884. George was her only child. Princess Anna died twenty years later, surrounded by her many children and grandchildren. They portrayed the imam Shamil as a great head of state. Their accounts and that of the French governess abducted with them�the first descriptions of the man from eyewitnesses�considerably changed public perception of the man�s personality and moral character. They described him as a pious, loyal, and noble man of integrity, fighting for the independence of his people. The princesses� admiration and respect brought the imam renown and immense popularity in Russia and throughout Europe.
In France, the Journal de Toulouse even published a strange obituary notice, slipped in before the agricultural news, on October 19, 1858. The journal regretted to announce to its readers the death of �Djemmal-Eddin, son of Shamil,� in Soul-Kadi, in the Caucasus, the result of an illness his doctor attributed to depression.
THE IMAM SHAMIL
In August 1859, scarcely a year after Jamal Eddin�s death, the young man�s prophecy came true.
Betrayed by his na�bs, abandoned by his people, robbed by the villagers, attacked on all fronts by the Russians, Shamil was forced to lay down his arms. He was beaten. Yunus, Mohammed Ghazi, and four hundred warriors followed him into his ultimate battle, fighting for their honor and the greater glory of God. All of them knew that their war against the invader was over. Shamil hoped only to die as a man of arms, in the village of Gunib that he was defending for the last time. However, he finally accepted the humiliation of giving himself up alive in order to spare his family, his wives and children. General Dmitri Alexeyevitch Milyutin, then aide-de-camp to Prince Bariatinsky, was present for his surrender. Shamil, Yunus, and the fifty surviving murids were certain that the infidels would execute them and send their sons into bondage. They were mistaken.
Exiled to Russia with Mohammed Ghazi, Shamil was treated with all the honor due a great warrior. The journey to the north that both expected to be a long trip to the scaffold turned out to be a triumphal tour. Shamil was welcomed as a hero in every city that crossed his path. Huge crowds greeted him and covered him with garlands of flowers. Parties were given in his honor, and everyone wanted to meet him. He was received by Czar Alexander�II, later to be known as �Alexander the Liberator,� who embraced him and called him his friend. Together they watched the Russian troops pass in review. At first wary, then surprised, and finally quite overwhelmed by such a welcome, Shamil observed the world around him. He remembered all that his son Jamal Eddin had told him, everything that he had refused to believe. The memory of his twice-sacrificed son was with him constantly. He walked in the footsteps of Jamal Eddin, meeting those who had loved him and visiting the places where he had lived. His third son, Mohammed Sheffi, his steward, his wives, and their households joined him at Kaluga, a small city south of Moscow. Shamil and his family lived there, under surveillance but widely honored and respected, for nearly ten years. In 1866, Shamil and his sons swore allegiance to the czar and took an oath of loyalty to Russia. The climate in Moscow proved fatal for several in his entourage, and those who remained were allowed to move farther south, to Kiev. Following his oath of loyalty, Shamil became a Russian citizen and was thus permitted to leave Russia to make a pilgrimage to Mecca.
He died in Medina on February 4, 1871, and was buried there according to his final wishes.
A few years after his surrender, the martyrdom of his people began once again in the Caucasus.
Entire populations were massacred, stripped of all their possessions, and deported. A series of crimes, more terrifyingly brutal than ever, followed.
The saga of Shamil was soon claimed by both camps, the Russians as well as the Chechens and Dagestanis.
At the National History Museum in Moscow, a permanent exhibit is devoted to his legend. His portrait and those of his children are on display, and an entire roomful of images tells the story of his exploits.
In Dagestan and in Chechnya, the imam Shamil is still regarded as the incarnation of the union of the Caucasian Muslims and the armed struggle for the triumph of God, the honor of men, and the liberty of the people.
Two of his sons shared this religious, political, and moral inheritance.
One of them, Mohammed Ghazi, never accepted the yoke of Russia and continued to fight for independence. He moved to Constantinople and later fought with the Turks.
The second, Mohammed Sheffi, served in the army of the czar.
The third son, born in captivity at Kaluga, would try to reconcile these two loyalties to Russia and to Dagestan. He named his own son after the legendary brother he never knew, Jamal Eddin.
This second Jamal Eddin Shamil also became a lieutenant in the Russian army. In 1911, Jamal Eddin II, then posted south of Tiflis, also fell in love with a Georgian princess, whom he kidnapped and married. He brought his Christian wife and their little boy to his family�s native village, Ghimri, before disappearing into the maelstrom of the First World War.
But that, as they say, is another story�

Glossary

adat: law of the elders that governs daily life in the Caucasus
amanat: hostage given as a guarantee of good faith during peace negotiations in the Caucasus
aul: mountain village in the Caucasus
atalik: a sort of tutor who assists the parents in overseeing the education of a male child in the Caucasus
Avar: Caucasian tribe to which Jamal Eddin belonged
Bek: noble title
burka: a black, waterproof cape made of goat hair
cherkeska: Caucasian man�s costume, typically buttoned and belted
Cherkess: Circassian. Also the main nation of the western Caucasus. Sometimes incorrectly used to describe a native of the Caucasus
cornet: lowest rank of officer in the Russian cavalry, equivalent of a second lieutenant
djighit: warrior horseman of the Caucasus
djighitovka: equestrian games of djighits
ghizir: cartridge belt worn across the chest of a cherkeska
giaour: pejorative term referring to infidels
Hakika: the truth
junker: Russian officer candidate, rank immediately inferior to a cornet
kanly: complex code of the law of blood and vengeance of the Caucasus
khan: aristocratic title in the Caucasus, a prince
kibitka: small Russian carriage that runs on wheels in the summer and sleigh blades in the winter
kinjal: long, straight-bladed dagger
kokoshnik: traditional Russian tiara, obligatory apparel of ladies at court at official balls, by order of Nicholas�I during his reign
Lesghien: tribe of the Caucasus, close to the Avars and Chechens
madrassa: Islamic educational institution, place of study
Montagnard: general term applied to all the Muslims of the Caucasus by the Russians. The Montagnards included Circassians, Kabardians, Ossetians, Chechens, Inguche, Lesgheins, and Avars
murchide: spiritual guide of the Caucasus
murid: disciple of a Sufi sheik, warrior of Shamil
murtaghazet: combatant from an aul
na�b: war chief of Shamil, with powers over a specific region
Naqshbandi: Sufi fellowship to which Shamil belonged
padishah: title of the sultan of Constantinople, emperor
papakha: tall lambskin hat
qadi: Sharia-based religious authority with the power of a judiciary
ruble: unit of Russian currency worth about fifteen euros in 1850
saklia: house in a Montagnard village
seraglio: word used in the sense of a harem, part of a house reserved for women
Sharia: the law of God
shashka: a slightly curved saber, worn as a bandolier in the Caucasus
surat: chapter of the Koran
Tariqa: the path to God
ukase: edict pronounced by the czar
verst: distance corresponding to about seven-tenths of a mile
zikr: method of prayer leading to mystical ecstasy and direct union with God

List of Main Characters and Place Names

Abdul Aziz: surgeon in the Dagestani village of Untsukul, maternal grandfather of Jamal Eddin.
Akbirdil: one of Shamil�s na�bs, who insulted General Kl�ge von Klugenau during the meeting at Chirquata in September 1837.
Akulgo: village of Dagestan that served as Shamil�s fortress-headquarters from 1837 to 1839. The Russians besieged the village in the summer of 1839. Czar Nicholas considered its capitulation as a triumph that marked the end of the wars of the Caucasus. On September 5, 1839, he had a medal struck to commemorate the victory and awarded it to all officers, noncommissioned officers, and soldiers who had fought at Akulgo.
Alexandra Feodorovna (czarina, wife of Nicholas�I) (July 1798�October 1860): married in July 1817. Their first son, the future Alexander�II, was born on April 17, 1818, followed by three girls and three boys.
Alexandra Nicola�evna (Adini): third daughter of Czar Nicholas�I and Czarina Alexandra Feodorovna, born in 1825, married in 1843, died in 1844.
Alexander�I (Pavlovitch): czar from 1801 to 1825, elder brother of Nicholas�I, conqueror of Napoleon.
Alexander�II: first son of Nicholas�I, born at the Kremlin April 17, 1818, assassinated in 1881. Married Maria of Hesse-Darmstadt (Maria Alexandrovna) April 28, 1841. Assumed the throne upon the death of his father in February 1855. Was crowned after the Crimean War ended in 1856.
Alexandrovsky Cadet Corps of Tsarskoye Sielo (Christmas 1839�August 1841): elementary school for children ages six to nine, sons of poor or deceased officers. Their schooling was conducted by women under a male director. Jamal Eddin was transferred there after spending September to December 1839 with the First Cadet Corps of Moscow.
Ali Bek al-Kunzahki: na�b who defended the tower of Surkha� at Akulgo.
Andi Koysu: river at the foot of Akulgo, one of whose tributaries is named Ashilta, like the village.
Ashilta: native fief of Shamil, where he was consecrated imam in 1834. Destroyed by General F�z� May 13, 1837.
Bahou-Messadou: Jamal Eddin�s paternal grandmother.
Baratachvili, Nina (Princess Nina Baratov): Born in 1837, niece of Grigol and Elico Orbeliani. In 1854, at age seventeen, she was taken hostage with the entire household of Sinandali in a raid by Shamil�s men.
Bariatinsky (Prince Alexander Ivanovitch): Caucasian viceroy who accepted the surrender of Shamil at Gunib in 1859.
Barti Khan: Shamil�s maternal uncle, assisted Shamil at Akulgo.
Bashlik-Atslikar: battle near Oguzlu in Turkey, where Varenka�s husband, Elico Orbeliani, was killed in 1854.
Buxh�wden, Count Sergei Petrovich (1828�1899): close friend of Jamal Eddin. They met in the First Cadet Corps. On January 15, 1855, Buxh�wden was among those who accompanied him to the Caucasus.
Burnaya: �The Stormy,� a Russian fort.
Chavchavadze, David Alexandrovitch (Tiflis, August 26, 1817�November 15, 1884): only son of Georgian poet Prince Alexander Garsevanovitch Chavchavadze and Princess Salom� Ivanova Orbeliani. His famous sister Ekaterina married Prince Dadiani and became sovereign of Mingrelia. His sister Nino married Griboledov, his sister Sonia, Baron Nicholas. David inherited the domain of Sinandali, from which his wife, Anna, and his entire family were kidnapped by Shamil July 4, 1854. He and Jamal Eddin became close friends during the few weeks they spent together at the Russian camp while negotiations for the exchange took place.
Chernychev, Alexander: became Nicholas�I�s minister of war, after Czar Alexander died in his arms. All administrative questions concerning Jamal Eddin were addressed to him.
Chechnya: Caucasian region bordering on Dagestan.
Chirquata: Dagestani village, dependent upon Shamil.
Chuanete: Shamil�s fourth spouse, his favorite after Fatima�s death. Born in 1825, she died in 1876.
Constantine Nicola�evitch (1827�1892): grand duke, second son of Nicholas�I and younger brother of Alexander�II.
Constantine Pavlovitch: grand duke, one of Nicholas�I�s two older brothers, viceroy of Poland, who died of cholera during the Polish uprising of 1831. He should have succeeded Alexander�I but abdicated the throne in favor of Nicholas�I, a power vacuum that led to the Decembrist revolt.
Cooper, James Fenimore (1789�1851): one of Jamal Eddin�s two favorite novelists (the other being Sir Walter Scott).
Cadet Corps of Moscow (September�December 1839): after his abduction, Jamal Eddin was placed in the primary school division of the Cadet Corps of Moscow. He stayed there only three months, since there was no mullah to provide him with religious training.
Cottage of Peterhof-Alexandria: domain of the imperial family overlooking the Gulf of Finland, where Czarina Alexandra gathered her family and intimate friends. Jamal Eddin spent his summer vacations there from 1846 to 1850.
Dagestan: region of the Caucasus bordering on Chechnya.
Daniyal Bek: sultan of Elisou, one of the pillars of the Russian alliance, who rallied to Shamil in 1844. His daughter married Jamal Eddin�s younger brother, Mohammed Ghazi, in 1851.
Dargo-Veden: Shamil�s headquarters in Chechnya, where he held the princesses captive in 1854�1855.
Dengan: father of Shamil, free man of Ghimri, in Dagestan.
Dmitriev-Mamonov, Hippolite Alexandrovitch: widower of Praskovia Nevedomskaya in 1860, remarried Jamal Eddin�s former fianc�e, Elizaveta Petrovna Olenina.
Engelhardt, Baron R. Antonovitch: married the widow of Dmitriev-Mamonov, Elizaveta Petrovna Olenina, former fianc�e of Jamal Eddin.
F�z�, General Karl Karlovitch: butcher of Ashilta, Akulgo, and Tiliq in 1837.
Fatima: Jamal Eddin�s mother, first wife of Shamil, born at Untsukul in 1810, died at Alusind in 1845.
First Cadet Corps of Saint Petersburg: military school where Jamal Eddin spent eight years, from August 25, 1841 to June 9, 1849. The school is located on Vassilievsky Island in Saint Petersburg, a short distance from Alexey Olenin�s world at the Beaux-Arts Academy.
Garashkiti: village in greater Chechnya where Shamil and his family found refuge after their flight from Akulgo in 1839.
Ghimri: native town of Shamil and Jamal Eddin, besieged and razed in October 1832, then razed a second time after Shamil�s election to imam in 1834, and a third time by Shamil himself, in reprisal for the complicity of the inhabitants during the siege of Akulgo in 1839.
Glinka, Mikha�l Ivanovitch (1804�1857): composer whose operas glorified Nicholas�I, in particular A Life for the Czar, written in 1836, and Ruslan and Ludmilla (Pushkin�s heroes), in 1842.
Grabbe, Count Pavel Khristoforovitch (1789�1875): commander-in-chief of troops in the Caucasus in 1838, responsible for the abduction of Jamal Eddin at Akulgo in late August 1839. Recalled from the Caucasus, he was without a command for six years, then returned to service for the Hungarian uprising of 1849. He received a diamond-studded saber for his actions and ultimately became a member of the State Council.
Gramov, Isaac: Isa� Bey, Armenian, member of the general staff of Prince Grigol Orbeliani of Georgia. He served as interpreter during the exchange negotiations in 1855 and would again serve as Shamil�s interpreter at Kaluga.
Griboyedov, Alexander Sergue�evitch (Moscow 1795�Tehran 1829): In 1824 he wrote his play The Woes of Wit, which was performed in 1831. He married Georgian Princess Nino Chavchavadze (1812�1857), Prince David�s youngest sister, August 22, 1828, and was appointed Russian ambassador to Tehran, where he was subsequently assassinated.
Grosny: �The Terrifying,� Russian fort built by General Yermolov in 1819, at the same time as the famous military road to Georgia.
Gruzinskaya, Anna Ilyinitchna (Anna Chavchavadze) (1828�1905): eldest daughter of Ilya Grigoriyevitch Gruzinsky and Anastasia Grigoryevna, n�e Obolensky. In 1848, she married Prince David Chavchavadze, eleven years her senior, in Moscow. On July 4, 1854, she was abducted by Shamil at her home of Sinandali.
Gruzinskaya, Varenka Ilyinitchna (Varenka Orbeliani) (1831�1884): second daughter of Ilya Grigoriyevitch Gruzinsky and Anastasia Grigoryevna, n�e Obolensky. In May 1852, she married Prince Elico Orbeliani. He was thirty-six, she just twenty-one. In 1853 she gave birth to twins, only one of whom, George, survived. Her husband was killed at Oguzlu December 8, 1853. Shamil kidnapped her, with George, July 4, 1854. She remained in his custody until March 10, 1855. She died March 30, 1884. George was her only child.
Gruzinski (of Georgia): family of the direct descendants of the last king of Georgia, George�XII (born 1746, died 1800), who sought Russia�s protection from Turkish and Persian invaders. Disregarding their pact, Russia simply annexed Georgia. His second wife, his widow Mariam Tsitsishvili (1768�1850), assassinated General Lazarev who had come to arrest her, in 1802. She was deported to Russia, then pardoned. She died at the age of eighty in 1850 and was buried at Tiflis with all the honors due her station.
Gruzinski, Colonel-Prince Elizbar (Ilya) (1790�1854): youngest son of George�XII, last king of Georgia, and Queen Mariam. In 1827, at the age of thirty-seven, he married the daughter of Prince Gregory Petrovitch Obolensky, Princess Anastasia Grigoryevna Petrovitch Obolenskaya, who was born in Moscow September 25, 1805. The couple had five sons and eight daughters, including Anna Chavchavadze and Varenka Orbeliani.
Hadj Tasho al-Indiri: Chechen pretender to the imamat of Shamil in 1834, he would nonetheless join his ranks and participate in the battle of Akulgo.
Hadji Murat: foster brother of Omar, son of Pakkou-Bekkhe, queen of Kunzakh, assassinated by Shamil�s partisans. He passed over to the service of the Russians, then left them to return in 1851. Hero immortalized by Tolstoy.
Hamzat Bek: second imam who served Shamil during the conquest of Kunzakh. He was assassinated in 1834 by Hadji Murat.
Hamzat: Shamil�s nephew, offered as a hostage during the 1837 siege of Tiliq.
Ibrahim al-Husayn: Shamil�s cousin, muezzin at Akulgo during the siege of 1839.
Jamal Eddin: Shamil�s first son, born June 15, 1831, in Ghimri, died July 12, 1858, in Soul-Kadi.
Jamaluddin al-Ghumuqi al-Husayni: Shamil�s mentor, who initially disagreed with the holy war but changed his position and placed all his influence behind Shamil during his election to imam in 1834.
Jawarat: second wife of Shamil, born in Ghimri in 1821, died at Akulgo in 1839.
Kaluga: city located about 100 miles south of Moscow, where Shamil and his family lived in exile from 1859 to 1869.
Karata: district given in 1851 to Shamil�s son Mohammed Ghazi, where Jamal Eddin was kept under house arrest in 1858.
Karimat: daughter of Daniyal Bek, wife of Mohammed Ghazi.
Khadji: Shamil�s house steward.
Khassav-Yurt: fort where Jamal Eddin stayed from January to March 1855, before the exchange. In 1858, one of Shamil�s men would come here seeking the services of a doctor for Jamal Eddin.
Khazi Mullah: close friend and companion at arms of Shamil. First imam of Dagestan, born in Ghimri in 1793, died in Ghimri in 1832.
Kunzakh: capital of the khans of Avaria and of Queen Pakkou-Bekkhe. Shamil stole the city�s treasure in 1834.
Kiselyev, Pavel Dmitrievitch (Moscow, July 8, 1788�Paris, November 14, 1872): friend of Czar Nicholas�I, one of the only liberals at court and one of the most brilliant promoters of the emancipation of the serfs. Himself childless, he concerned himself with the education of his Milyutin nephews.
Kl�ge von Klugenau, General Franz Karlovitch: attacked Ghimri in 1832 and negotiated the peace of 1837. Participated in all the wars of the Caucasus.
Krasnoye Sielo: village located near Saint Petersburg where the grand military maneuvers took place in the summer. Jamal Eddin participated in them in 1849 and 1853.
Krestovaya: parade of the cross whose main feature is a huge crucifix installed by Yermolov on the military route to Georgia.
Lermontov, Mikha�l Yurievitch (Moscow, 1814�Piatigorsk, Caucasus 1841): Russian writer exiled to the Caucasus for the publication of his poem on the death of Pushkin (The Death of the Poet, 1837). Frequent visitor at the Chavchavadze domain of Sinandali, he was killed in a duel July 15, 1841.
Machouk: home of Piotr Alexeyevitch Olenin (born in 1793, second son of Alexey Nicola�evitch) and his wife, Maria (Macha Lvova, born in 1810), near Torjok in the province of Tver. Home where Elizaveta Petrovna Olenina (born February 26, 1832 at Torjok, known as Lisa or Lizok) grew up with her younger brothers and sisters, Alexis (born in 1833), Sergue� (1834), Tatiana (1836), and Nicholas (1838). Jamal Eddin spent all his free time at Machouk from 1852 to 1854.
Maria Nicola�evna (1819�1879): grand duchess, eldest daughter of Nicholas�I. Married the first time to Maximilian, Duke of Leuchtenberg in 1839, widowed in 1853. She was secretly engaged to Gregory Alexandrovitch Stroganov, without her father�s knowledge and with the complicity of Tatiana Borissovna Potemkina, in the church at Gostilitsy, but married for the second time only in 1856, after her father�s death.
Mikha�l Nicola�evitch (October 13, 1832�1909): fourth son and seventh child of Nicholas�I, student at the First Cadet Corps of Saint Petersburg with Jamal Eddin. In September 1849, when the uncle for whom he was named, Mikha�l Pavlovitch, died of a heart attack in Warsaw, he took over the command of all of his regiments, including the Vladimirsky Lancers, to which Jamal Eddin belonged. He became viceroy of the Caucasus in 1862.
Mikha�l Pavlovitch: grand duke and younger brother of Nicholas�I, born in 1798, died of a heart attack in September 1849, during maneuvers in Warsaw. Married Elena Pavlovna in February 1824. He was in charge of the administration of all the military schools of Moscow and Saint Petersburg and was inspector general of the First Cadet Corps and the Pages� Corps. Jamal Eddin chose to belong to the regiment of Grand Duke Mikha�l Pavlovitch, whose ward he had been since his arrival in Russia. Thus he joined the Vladimirsky Lancers in 1849.
Milyutin, Dmitri Alexeyevitch (1816�1912): after various posts in the army, requested transfer to the Caucasus in 1839. He served under General Grabbe, participated in the siege of Akulgo, and was wounded several times during the campaign. He took notes on all he saw and was the author of drawings of the mountain and the two plateaus used by the Russians. His journal gives a day-by-day account of the siege and does not fail to mention Russian atrocities. He returned in 1840 and spent three years in Saint Petersburg, leaving for the Caucasus once again in 1843. This tour was even more frustrating than the last, since his superiors ignored his suggestions for pacification. He thought of resigning from the army but found a post at the military academy. In 1848, he attracted the attention of the minister of war, with whom he became close. In November 1854, he presented a report on the wars of the Caucasus to Nicholas�I. In 1856, Alexander�II took his information into account before sending him back to combat Shamil for a third time. He followed Prince Bariatinsky, the new viceroy, in March 1856. He was present at Gunib when Shamil surrendered in 1859. He returned to Saint Petersburg in July 1860. A few years later, he became minister of war.
Mohammed al-Yaragli (Sheik): spiritual master of two of the imams of Dagestan, Khazi Mullah and Shamil. Partisan of the holy war.
Mohammed Ghazi: second son of Shamil, born in April 1833 in Ghimri, proclaimed heir to the imam, na�b of Karata, and married Kherimat, daughter of Daniyal Bek, in 1851. Died at Medina in 1902.
Mohammed Sheffi: third son of Shamil, born in 1839 in Ba�an, died in 1904 in Piatigorsk.
Muraviev, General Count Nicholas Mikha�lovitch (known as Muraviev-Karskii, to distinguish him from his son, �the hanger of Warsaw,� and several others who shared his name, �Karskii� meaning he who took the city of Kars, 1794�1866): general in charge of Russian troops in Warsaw in 1854. It was he who received the letter of Czarevitch Alexander, son of Nicholas�I, describing the abduction of the Georgian princesses by Shamil and the necessity of informing Lieutenant Jamal Eddin. In his memoirs, he describes the young man�s surprise and his reactions. He himself became general in chief of the Army of the Caucasus and made part of the trip to the mountains at the beginning of 1855 with Jamal Eddin. He reported regularly to the minister of war concerning Jamal Eddin�s situation after the latter returned to his father.
Mohammed Mirza Khan: heir to Queen Pakkou-Bekkhe at Kunzakh, pro-Russian.
Naqshbandi: Sufi brotherhood to which Shamil belonged.
Neidhardt: general who replaced Grabbe and Golovine in 1843, whose vulgarity influenced the decision of Daniyal Bek, sultan of Elisou, to change sides and support Shamil.
Nicholas, Baron Leontine Pavlovitch: husband of Sophie Chavchavadze, brother-in-law of David and, by marriage, of Anna Chavchavadze. Commander of the fort at Khassav-Yurt, two days� ride from Dargo-Veden, Shamil�s headquarters where the princesses were held, in 1854�1855. Jamal Eddin got along so well with him that he continued to request books from him during his detainment by his father.
Nicholas�I (Gatchina, June 25, 1796�Saint Petersburg, February 18, 1855): third son of Paul Petrovitch Romanov and Maria Feodorovna. Married Charlotte of Prussia, known as Czarina Alexandra Feodorovna, in 1817. His reign began December 14, 1825.
Nicholas Nicola�evitch (Tsarskoye Sielo, July 27, 1831�April 13, 1891): Third son of Nicholas�I. Educated in the First Cadet Corps with Jamal Eddin, who was his age. Against his own wishes, he married Princess Alexandra Petrovna of Oldenburg February 6, 1856.
Olenin, Alexey Nicola�evitch (1764�1843): illustrious grandfather of Elizaveta Petrovna Olenina, fianc�e of Jamal Eddin. Member of the State Council, president of the Beaux-Arts Academy, director of the Public Library of Saint Petersburg, archaeologist, historian, the incarnation of Saint Petersburg intellectual life. At his country house in Priutino, he received his greatest contemporaries in the world of literature and art.
Olenin, Piotr Alexeyevitch (1793�1868): painter, second son of Alexey Nicola�evitch Olenin. He and his older brother Nicholas Alexeyevitch fought at the Battle of Borodino in 1812. Father of Jamal Eddin�s fianc�e.
Olenina, Anna Alexeyvna (1808�1888): youngest daughter of Alexey Olenin and Elizaveta Marcovna, sister of Piotr and aunt of Elizaveta, Jamal Eddin�s fianc�e. Pushkin had proposed marriage to her at Priutino in 1829.
Olenina, Elizaveta Petrovna: born February 26, 1832, at Torjok, died in 1922 at the age of ninety. Fianc�e of Jamal Eddin. She would marry several years after his death. Her family encouraged her to write her memoirs, and she described at length her tragic love affair with Jamal Eddin, whose memory she still worshipped.
Olga Nicola�evna (1822�1892): second daughter of Nicholas�I. Married Charles I of Wurttemburg in 1846.
Orbeliani, Elico (Prince Elizbar, Ilya Dmitrievitch Orbeliani, Elico) (1817�1853): married May 1, 1852, to Princess Varvara of Georgia. Ten years earlier, in 1842, he had been Shamil�s prisoner in Dargo for eight months. Younger brother of the famous poet Grigol Orbeliani, he too was a career officer in the Russian army. He was a colonel when he died at Oguzlu December 8, 1853, killed by the Turks. Elico Orbeliani had only one son, born shortly before his death.
Orbeliani, Prince Grigol (1804�1883): renowned Georgian poet and older brother of Elico Orbeliani, husband of Varenka of Georgia. He was commander of the fort at Temir-Khan-Chura during the exchange of March 10, 1855.
Pakkou-Bekkhe: queen (khanum) of Kunzakh, in Avaria, assassinated with all her children by the second imam, Hamzat Bek, and Shamil, in August 1834.
Paskyevitch, Prince Ivan Fedorovitch (Warsaw, 1782�1856): victor of the Russo-Turkish war, in 1826 he replaced Yermolov as viceroy of the Caucasus. He was recalled in October 1831 to fight the Poles, whose resistance he crushed mercilessly. From this time on, he was always accompanied by his guard of Cossacks and Muslims. In 1849, he was in charge of repressing the Hungarian uprising. He was much loved by Nicholas�I, who called him his �father colonel.�
Patimat: Shamil�s older sister, born around 1795, killed at Akulgo in 1839.
Piotrovsky: Russian physician who treated Jamal Eddin in Soul-Kadi in 1858.
Potemkina, Tatiana Borissovna (1797�1869): daughter of Boris Andreyevitch Golitzine. At eighteen she married Alexander Mikha�lovitch Potemkin, a marshal of the Saint Petersburg aristocracy. She owned several properties, one of which, Gostilitsy, was located near Peterhof. In Saint Petersburg, she lived on the well-known Million Street. A mystic and proselytizer, she prided herself on her prison visits and on the thousands of Muslims and Jews she had supposedly converted. Her great-niece Elizaveta Petrovna Olenina spent much of her time with Jamal Eddin in La Potemkina�s homes, at Gostilitsy, in Saint Petersburg, and at her property close to Torjok between 1850 and 1854.
Poullo, Colonel-General Nicholas: officer known for his cruelty, who met Shamil at Akulgo to attempt to open negotiations on August 16, 1839.
Preobrajensky Regiment: with the Chevaliers-Gardes and the Gardes-�-Cheval, the most prestigious regiment of the czar�s army.
Priutino: Alexis Nicola�evitch Olenin�s family home hear Saint Petersburg, sold in 1838.
Pushkin, Alexander Sergue�evitch (Moscow, 1799�Saint Petersburg, 1837): Considered Russia�s greatest poet, he wrote splendid texts about the Caucasus, notably the myth of The Prisoner of the Caucasus, published in 1821.
Sa�d: Shamil�s third son, killed by the Russians with his mother Jawarat as they fled from Akulgo in 1839.
Sa�d al-Harakan: partisan of the Russians and mentor of the first imam of Dagestan, Khazi Mullah, who would eventually raze his home and burn all of his books.
Shamil: father of Jamal Eddin, third imam of Dagestan. Born in Ghimri in 1797, died at Medina in 1871.
Soul-Kadi: village where Jamal Eddin died July 12, 1858.
Shibshiev: Jamal Eddin�s servant from 1849 to 1853.
Sinandali: Chavchavadze property in Georgia, from which the princesses were abducted in 1854.
Temir-Khan-Chura: Russian fort close to Ghimri and Akulgo from which Jamal Eddin was sent to Moscow in 1839.
Terek: Caucasian river celebrated by Pushkin, Lermontov, and Tolstoy.
Tiliq: city besieged by General F�z� in July 1837, from which Shamil was obliged to send his nephew Hamzat as a hostage.
Tolstoy, Leo Nicola�evitch (1828�1910): one of the greatest Russian novelists of all time, who knew the Caucasus well and lauded it in his works. He fought there in 1854 and was haunted by the memory for the rest of his life. Author of Cossacks (1853) and Hadj Murat (1904).
Torjok: garrison town in the province of Tver, where Jamal Eddin�s regiment of the Vladimirsky Lancers was stationed from 1851 to 1854.
Tsarskoye Sielo (the village of the czar): town outside of Saint Petersburg where Jamal Eddin first studied. Summer residence of the imperial family, where he was received between 1847 and 1853. One of the imperial parks housed the �Invalides,� a home for horses put out to pasture and its cemetery.
Ulluh Bey: outlaw that General Grabbe commissioned to poison Shamil in 1840.
Untsukul: native village of Fatima, first wife of Shamil and mother of Jamal Eddin. The village was razed by the imam for having betrayed him.
Varenka: see Grunzinskaya, Varvara Ilyinitchna.
Vladikavkaz: Russian fort.
Vladimirsky Lancers or Uhlans: regiment under the command of the czar�s brother, Mikha�l Pavlovitch, which Jamal Eddin joined as a cornet June 9, 1849. At the death of Grand Duke Mikha�l Pavlovitch on September 19, 1849, the regiment passed into the hands of Grand Duke Mikha�l Nicola�evitch, the seventeen-year-old son of Czar Nicholas and former classmate of Jamal Eddin. The Vladimirsky regiment became the thirty-eighth regiment of Vladikavkaz in 1862, when Grand Duke Mikha�l Nicola�evitch was named viceroy of the Caucasus and established his residence at Tiflis.
Vorontsov, Mikha�l: named viceroy of the Caucasus in 1844. One of the Russian dignitaries who was remembered in Tiflis in a favorable light.
Yermolov, General Alexey Petrovitch: viceroy of the Caucasus known for his brutality, recalled after the revolt of the Decembrists. Shamil met him in Saint Petersburg in 1859.
Youssouf: classmate of Jamal Eddin in the First Cadet Corps of Saint Petersburg.
Yunus: the most faithful of Shamil�s captains and Jamal Eddin�s tutor, in charge of his education. He brought Jamal Eddin to the Russian fort of General Grabbe in 1839 and identified him sixteen years later upon his return, at Khassav-Yurt. He was in charge of negotiations between Shamil and Prince Bariatinsky and can be seen in all the depictions of the murid surrender at Gunib in August 1859.
Za�det: third wife of Shamil, born in Ghazikumuk in 1823, died at Medina in 1870. Daughter of Sheik Jamaluddin al-Ghumuqi al-Husayni, she married Shamil after the death of Fatima in 1845.

A Note on Sources

During my long quest in the footsteps of Jamal Eddin, six books were always with me. If they made my bags heavier, every time I read them I felt lighter, filled with renewed enthusiasm. They always revived my curiosity and gave me courage again in my moments of doubt. Over the years and on the paths of so many journeys, their authors have become my mentors, my partners, my traveling companions. I�d like to offer them a sentimental word of appreciation here.
First of all, a nineteenth-century Frenchwoman who traveled extensively, the first to have met some of the protagonists of Jamal Eddin�s story, who wrote of her own adventures in the Caucasus. Anne Drancey opened a bookstore in the Georgian capital in 1853. When her business failed, she took a position as governess to the Chavchavadze princes.
During the attack the Tiflis press would call �the hostage taking of the century,� she was abducted with the other women of the household by the Imam Shamil. The account of her life in captivity, magnificently edited by Claudine Herrmann at Mercure publishing house, in France, was reprinted in 2006, entitled Captive des Tch�ch�nes (Captive of the Chechens).
Some of Madame Drancey�s anecdotes inspired one of Leo Tolstoy�s masterpieces, Hadji Murad, as well as several chapters of Alexandre Dumas�s Voyage au Caucase, two other works that have frequently accompanied my research. Dumas devoted about ten pages to the story of the sacrifice of Jamal Eddin, based upon his interviews with the Georgian princesses who owed the young Chechen their lives.
Following Dumas, English author John F. Baddeley did extensive research on Dagestan between 1879 and 1902, resulting in a veritable gold mine of information. He observed the ways and customs of the Caucasus with a rare degree of humility and questioned the Montagnards intelligently. He drew landscapes and photographed the countryside. The exhaustive works he then published, The Russian Conquest of the Caucasus and The Rugged Flanks of the Caucasus, are the invaluable product of his labor. Every biographer of the imam since then has used the collection of anecdotes and accounts in his books as an important source.
And last of all, the fascinating work of Lesley Blanch, The Sabres of Paradise. Published for the first time forty-eight years ago by John Murray Publishers in England, it was released in France three years later in a magnificent translation by Jean Lambert, Les sabres du Paradis. Editions Latt�s published it then, and it was reprinted in 1990 and again in 2004 by Editions Deno�l. Lesley Blanch�s work remains, in my eyes, the most beautiful book ever written concerning this region of the world.

For readers who wish to explore further, I am providing here a short bibliography of works that have supported my work and added substance, including here only the texts relevant to history contemporary to the times of Jamal Eddin.
Dare I add, for a long time I was very skeptical of the rumor suggesting that Shamil�s son had actually been about to marry a young Russian aristocrat. I simply thought it was too beautiful to be true, and I followed this lead with the greatest circumspection. I was wrong. Discovering his fianc�e�s memoirs was a great stroke of luck, and I shall start here by citing the references.
UNPUBLISHED MANUSCRIPT SOURCES
Most of the Olenin family collections are preserved in the archives of the city of Riazan, in Russia, in particular all the correspondence and several portraits. The manuscript of the Memoirs of Elizaveta Petrovna Olenina can be found in the state archives of literature and art in Moscow, under her married name:
ENGELHARDT, Elizaveta Petrovna, Vospominania, Rossiyskiy Gosudarstvennyi Arkhiv Literatury i Iskusstva. Fond 1124 (Olenin), opis� 1, delo 10.
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�With this novel written the bit between her teeth, Alexandra Lapierre�sovereign and galloping�proves to be the true riding heiress of Joseph Kessel.�
�Rapha�l Stainville, Le Figaro Magazine

�Alexandra Lapierre�s book reads like an adventure story, an epic, a universal tale.�
�Christelle Lefebvre, Var Matin

�Though it looks like a novel, Alexandra Lapierre�s book is a true and exemplary piece of history.�
�Direct soir

�A gripping historical novel written by an authentic pro.�
�Version F�mina

�You are overwhelmed by the power of the writing.�
�T�l� 2 semaines

�A novel in the grand style of Alexandre Dumas, where the magic of the story blends with love, war, religion� A total success!�
�Philippe Vallet, France Info

�The shattered destiny of this Chechnyan prince is worth all the screenplays in Hollywood! Everything here is true, from the daggers, the horses, the diamonds� to the blood, the tears� With a light hand, Alexandra Lapierre achieves the union of history and epic� she offers us this rebel, his love and his honor, heartrending certainly, but glorious in the end.�
�Jean-Francois Kervean, Gala
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