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H.    e was granted leave by the archbishop himself. Someone had 

to tell the patriarch in Moscow, and no one outside the monastery 

could be trusted. “Show him this,” Tikhon said, stamping a travel 

permit. “He’ll understand what it means.”

Tikhon touched Nikolai’s head, but the benediction didn’t ease the ache 

in his heart. A man in the sacristy lay tied to a cot, one frostbitten finger 

missing. “It can’t be true,” he said.

Tikhon sighed. “It is not for us to know.”

“You believe it, or you wouldn’t send me to Moscow.”

“It is a prophecy, and I am not a prophet.” Tikhon folded the permit 

into quarters, inserted a card from his drawer, and scored the creases with a 

fingernail. “May God be with you.”

Nikolai breathed in the incense clinging to Tikhon’s robe. The chapel’s 

perfumed air was sweeter to him than wild honey. Let it all be saved, he 

prayed.

Ö
The train stopped for two red-nosed functionaries in Tiumen, two more 

in Ekaterinburg, and five in Nizhniy-Novgorod. One woman eyed him 
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suspiciously, warding off the evil eye when he smiled at her. 

Two thousand versts later, he stumbled down the platform at 

Nikolayevsky Station and hailed the first driver in a line of waiting cabs. The 

driver’s mare pawed at the slush under her hooves. In his pocket, shaking 

fingers twirled coins stamped with the double eagle and the tsar’s face. It will 

all be gone, the bearded man had said as he thrashed against their bindings. It, 

and him, and you. My son will kill you all.

“Where to?” the driver asked.

Nikolai shivered. “Cathedral of the Assumption. Please hurry.”

Ö
Patriarch Nikon ushered Nikolai into his study. Leather-bound books 

lined the walls, their golden spines gleaming like a boyar’s treasure hoard. 

“Mankind’s true wealth,” the older man said, following Nikolai’s gaze. “But 

you didn’t come all this way to borrow a book, did you?”

The words stuck in his throat, as if they were coated in the wild Siberian 

honey he loved. “A man came to us, starved and wild with fever. We cared for 

him. But he said things while he was ill.”

The patriarch nodded. “Fever victims often do.”

“He predicted the end of the world.”

“Is that all?”

“Forgive me.” Nikolai swallowed. “The end of our world.”

“Now that’s different,” Nikon said softly.
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“I don’t know why the archbishop believes him.” Nikolai looked at the 

iconostasis in the corner—a wall of painted faces, shadowed by martyrdom 

and incense smoke. “But he does.”

The patriarch grunted. “The problem with believing in God is that you 

must also believe in the devil.”

“This man says his son will destroy all of Russia…God, religion, 

monasteries, the tsar, everything. It cannot be.” Nikolai shook his head. “Can 

it?”

“God had a son. Why shouldn’t the devil have one, too?”

“This man is called Efim. He says the Old Believers have a prophecy—”

“I know what they say.” Gnarled fingers stroked a white beard. “The 

Great Father’s dynasty began with a Mikhail Romanov and ends with one, 

too.”

Nikolai looked at a painting on the wall, of the tsar’s coronation. The 

women wore white gowns with red sashes. Their necks, heads, ears, and 

wrists blazed with diamonds. The men wore military jackets draped with 

thick gold braid. “But the tsar’s name isn’t Mikhail.”

“No,” Nikon said slowly. “It isn’t.”

The patriarch unfolded Nikolai’s travel permit and held up the card 

Tikhon had secreted inside. It was a photograph, printed on sepia stock, of 

a boy in a sailor suit. “Here a boy,” Nikon said. Then he pointed at a balding 

man in the painting. “There a man. Grand Duke Mikhail Alexandrovich.”

“Mikhail Romanov,” Nikolai said. “The tsar’s brother.” But for the 

balding man in the painting to become tsar, the current tsar and his son 
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would have to abdicate…or die. “That’s it,” he said. “Efim’s son is going to kill 

them.”

“That we cannot allow.” Nikon opened a drawer and removed an old 

stamp, its wooden handle stained red. He pressed it onto the travel permit. 

“Take this to Tikhon.”

Nikolai looked at the stamp, depicting a battle-ready Saint Alexander 

Nevsky with sword aloft. “What does it mean?”

“It means you must hurry.” Nikon handed him a stack of rubles. “Stop 

for nothing.”

Ö
The fire-thawed earth gave up only half the space they needed. Shadows 

hung like bats beneath Tikhon’s cheekbones. The archbishop looked a decade 

older than he had a week ago. “Are you all right?” Nikolai asked, setting down 

his shovel.

Tikhon nodded. He’d set the fire half a day before Nikolai returned 

bearing the stamp of Alexander Nevsky. Nikolai wondered why he’d been sent 

to Moscow at all.

He gripped one side of the lidless pine coffin. Splinters pierced his skin 

like St. Sebastian’s arrows. Inside lay the fevered man’s son, with the same 

black hair and pockmarked skin. “How did you do it?” he asked.

“I sent a message,” Tikhon said, lifting the other side. “To his village, 

Pokrovskoye. I said his father was dying.”
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“But you’d already saved him.”

“God saved him. I fed him broth and sent him on his way.” 

“How did you do it?”

On Tikhon’s signal, they lowered the box into the shallow hole. “My 

eyesight is failing,” the older man said. “The writing on the bottles in the 

infirmary is so small.”

“Did he…suffer?”

Despite the cold, a bead of sweat dripped from Tikhon’s brow. “I believe 

he did.”

“Why would God forgive us this crime?”

“Who says He will?”

“Then why do it?” Sweat gathered under Nikolai’s arms as fear took hold 

of him. “Why damn ourselves in His sight?”

Tikhon’s breath rasped like a saw over a tree trunk. “If the prophecy 

came true…if a man took the place of God…others would try to do the same.” 

He shook his head. “When the power belongs to God, men know it is out of 

their reach.”

“Is God so powerless that one man can defeat Him?”

“We are made in His image. And are we not the most powerless of 

creatures?” Tikhon pulled the stamped permit from his robe. Repeating an 

old Slavonic blessing, he dropped it on the dead man’s chest. “The shovel,” he 

said. “Please.”

Nikolai looked away from the blood-red stamp, a mark of death issued 

by men of the cloth. But where he looked, darkness caught his eye where 
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darkness ought not to be. 

He grabbed Tikhon’s wrist, a hum of terror swarming in his veins. 

“Look.”

Then he nudged the dead man’s hand. It was missing a finger.

Tikhon gasped. “Efim!”

“Even the devil loves his son.”

Their eyes met and neither man could speak. 

There was only one thing they could do. Tikhon lifted the corpse’s hand 

and placed the stamped permit beneath the long fingers. Nikolai retrieved the 

lid and nailed shut the coffin of Efim Rasputin.

Then they knelt in the chapel to pray for the soul of all Russia.

Ö

t h e  e n d
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Also By

Thanks for reading! I hope you enjoyed the story. If you like dark history 

with a supernatural twist, you might also get a kick out of:

           A Vampire in Versailles                    Croatoa (short story)

               free for mailing list subscribers

Click here to see them on JenniWiltz.com/books.

Reality Bites
As far as I know, there was no supernatural curse or plot behind 

Rasputin’s rise to power in the years before the Russian Revolution. 

That’s why I invented one! I wrote this story in one sitting, during a slow 

morning at work. A writer’s gotta do what a writer’s gotta do. Unless you 

want to offer me a job, in which case, I would never do anything like that.

http://JenniWiltz.com/books


About the Author

Jenni Wiltz writes fiction and creative nonfiction. She has won national 

writing awards for romantic suspense and creative nonfiction. Her short 

fiction has been published in literary journals including Gargoyle and The 

Portland Review, as well as several small-press anthologies. When she’s not 

writing, she enjoys sewing, running, and genealogical research. She lives 

in Pilot Hill, California. Visit her online at JenniWiltz.com.

http://JenniWiltz.com



