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       Tesovo, Russia
June 1910

      
      Valentina Ivanova did not intend to die. Not here. Not now. Not like this. With dirty feet and tangled hair and her life barely
         started. She looked down at her fingers in the fuzzy green gloom of the forest and was surprised to see them so steady. Inside
         she was shaking.
      

      
      She always paid attention to fingers rather than faces because they told so much more. People remembered to guard their faces.
         They forgot their hands. Her own were small, though strong and supple from all the hours of piano playing – but what use was
         that now? For the first time she understood what real danger does to the human mind, as flat white fear froze the coils of
         her brain.
      

      
      She could run. Or she could hide. Or she could stay where she was, moulded to the trunk of a silver birch, and let them find
         her.
      

      
      Dark figures were flitting silently from tree to tree, swallowed by the sullen vastness of the forest around her. She couldn’t
         see them now, couldn’t hear them, yet she knew they were there. They seemed to vanish like beetles into the bark, invisible
         and untraceable, but each time she flicked her head suddenly to one side or the other, she caught their movement at the corner
         of her eye. A trail of air, thin and secretive. A shift of light. A break in the twilight of the forest floor.
      

      
      Who were these people? They carried rifles, but they didn’t look like hunters. What hunters wore black hoods? What hunters had face masks with narrow slits for eyes and a jagged hole for
         a mouth?
      

      
      She shivered. She wasn’t willing to die.

      
      Her feet were bare. She’d kicked off her shoes after the long gallop up the slope through the fields. The sky was still dark
         when she’d crept out of bed. She’d ignored the hairpins and the buckles, the gloves and the hat, all the paraphernalia that
         her mother insisted a young lady must wear at all times outdoors. At seventeen, she was old enough now to make her own choices.
         So she’d pulled a light sleeveless dress over her head, sneaked out of the house, saddled up Dasha and come up here to her
         favourite spot on her father’s country estate. She’d plunged into the dark sombre fringe of the forest from where she loved
         to watch the dawn rise over Tesovo.
      

      
      Her bare toes relished the black earth, moist as treacle. The wind had whipped her long dark hair in a fan across her cheeks
         and twined it round her neck. There was a freedom up here that loosened something inside her, something that had been wound
         too tight. It was always the same when the family left St Petersburg and arrived in Tesovo for the drowsy months of summer
         and the long white nights when the sun scarcely bothered to drop below the horizon.
      

      
      That was until she saw the rifles.

      
      Men in hoods. All in black and moving with stealth through the shadowy world of the forest. Sweat pooled in the hollow of
         her back as she dodged behind a tree. She heard a murmur of blurred voices, nothing more, and for a while she waited, willing
         them to leave. But only when the crimson dawn drew a line like a trail of blood between the trees did the men suddenly spread
         out, vanishing completely, and Valentina felt her heart thump in panic.
      

      
      A whisper? Was that a whisper behind her?

      
      She spun round. Peered into the shadows but could see no one.

      
      A moment later a shape flickered. Dark and quick, off to one side. Another directly ahead. They were circling her. How many?
         She sank down into the dense mist that rose from the ground and, crouching low, she started to scramble through the thick undergrowth. Thin grey ropes of mist coiled around her ankles and
         fronds reached for her face, but she didn’t stop until she almost crashed into a pair of legs crossing an animal trail in
         front of her. She froze. In her leafy cavern under the ferns she didn’t breathe. The legs paused, her terrified gaze fixed
         on a cloth patch that was badly sewn on to the knee of the trousers, but then they moved on. She jinked to her left and scuttled
         further. If she could find the edge of the forest where her horse was tethered, she could—
      

      
      The blow came from nowhere. Knocked her flat on her back. She lay sprawled on the damp earth, striking out at the hand that
         seized her shoulder, sinking teeth into its wrist. Bone jarred on her teeth but she bit harder and tasted blood. The hand
         abruptly released its grip with a curse and she bounded to her feet, but a heavy swinging slap cracked against her jaw and
         sent her crashing into a tree, cheek first.
      

      
      ‘She’s over here!’ a deep voice yelled.

      
      Valentina tried to run. Her head was spinning but she saw the second slap coming and dropped to one knee. She heard her attacker’s
         hand snap as it smacked into the trunk instead and a bellow of rage. Her feet were up and moving but the earth wouldn’t keep
         still. It was swaying under her, merging with the grey mist and flaring into flames each time she crossed a streak of sunlight.
      

      
      ‘Stop her!’

      
      ‘Shit! Dermo! Put a bullet in her!’
      

      
      A bullet?

      
      The sound of lead rattling into the breech of a rifle ripped into her mind. She jerked behind a tree and saw her hands quivering
         uncontrollably on the peeling bark.
      

      
      ‘Wait!’ she called out.

      
      Silence. The noise of bodies crashing through the forest ceased.

      
      ‘Wait!’ she called again.

      
      ‘Get out here where we can see you.’

      
      ‘No bullets?’

      
      A voice laughed at her, an angry sound. ‘No bullets.’

      
      They hadn’t fired at her yet. Maybe they couldn’t risk the noise of shots – in the countryside, sound travels far. She tried
         to swallow but her throat was raw. These men weren’t playing games. Whatever it was they were doing, she had disturbed them
         at it and they weren’t going to let her just walk away. She had to talk to them.
      

      
      ‘Hurry up! Bistro!’ the angry voice shouted.
      

      
      Valentina’s heart stopped in her chest as she stepped clear of the tree.

      
      There were five of them. Five men, five rifles. Only one, the tallest figure, had his rifle slung loosely over his shoulder
         as if he didn’t expect to use it. The black masked faces stared blankly back at her and her skin crawled at the sight of them.
      

      
      They didn’t put a bullet in her. That was a start.

      
      ‘It’s just a girl,’ one scoffed.

      
      ‘Quick as a bloody rabbit though.’

      
      Three of them moved nearer. She tensed, up on her toes, ready to run.

      
      ‘Don’t look so fierce, girl, we’re just—’

      
      ‘Get away from me.’

      
      ‘No need to be unfriendly.’

      
      ‘You’re trespassing on my father’s land,’ she said. Her voice didn’t sound like hers.

      
      ‘The land of Russia,’ one of the hoods growled, ‘belongs to the people of Russia. You stole it from us.’

      
      Chyort! Revolutionaries. The word swelled in her head, crushing all other thoughts. Stories circulated throughout the salons of St
         Petersburg about men like this, about how they intended to seize control of Russia and kill off all the ruling classes. She
         would be just the beginning.
      

      
      ‘What are you doing here?’ she demanded.

      
      A loose lecherous chuckle came from the one closest to her. ‘Enjoying the view.’

      
      She felt her cheeks flush. Her thin muslin dress was plastered to her body where sweat and sodden foliage had streaked the material. Defensively she looped her arms in front of her, but shook
         her hair back from her face in a gesture of defiance. The three loomed closer and one moved behind her to cut off her retreat.
         Caging her. She breathed warily. She couldn’t see their faces behind their black hoods but she could tell by the speed of
         their rangy limbs and the eagerness in their voices that they were young. The other two men seemed slightly older, more solidly
         built, and kept themselves further away across the break in the trees, murmuring to each other in low tones. She couldn’t
         tell from their masks whether they watched her or not but the taller of them was clearly the one in authority.
      

      
      Why were they here in Tesovo? What were they planning? She had to get away, had to warn her father. But two of the young men
         started shouldering each other, jostling like jackals for the spoils.
      

      
      ‘Who are you?’ she asked in an attempt to divert them.

      
      ‘We are the true voice of Russia.’

      
      ‘If that is so, your voices should be heard in the Duma, our parliament, not by me in a forest clearing. What use is that?’

      
      ‘I can think of one use,’ the stockiest of the three responded. He touched her breast with the tip of his rifle.

      
      She knocked it fiercely to one side. ‘You may claim the land,’ she hissed, ‘but do not think you can claim me.’

      
      His two companions burst out into coarse laughter but he yanked the belt from his waist and wound one end around his fist,
         swinging the buckle threateningly.
      

      
      ‘Bitch! Suka!’
      

      
      Valentina’s heart slid into her throat. She could smell his anger on him, sour in the fresh morning air.

      
      ‘Please.’ She addressed the tall man among the trees. There was a stillness about him that frightened her even more than the
         unfocused energy of his men. ‘Please,’ she said, ‘control them.’
      

      
      The man stared back at her from within the dark folds of his hood, slowly shook his head and walked away into the forest.
         For a moment she panicked, her hands clenched together to stop them shaking. Yet it seemed that he’d left instructions because the man to whom he’d been talking pointed abruptly to the one standing
         behind her.
      

      
      ‘You,’ he said, ‘deal with her. The rest of you, follow me.’

      
      Deal with her.

      
      They were well trained, she’d give them that. The angry one with his belt in his fist strutted away at once with no comment,
         the other alongside him. Behind her the solitary figure shifted his rifle purposefully and shuffled his handmade boots in
         the damp earth.
      

      
      ‘Sit,’ he ordered.

      
      She thought about it.

      
      ‘Sit,’ he said again, ‘or I will make you.’

      
      She sat.

      
      An hour passed, maybe more. Valentina lost track of time. Her limbs ached and her head cramped. Each time she attempted to
         move or to speak, her guard made a sound of disgust and jammed the metal tip of his rifle into whichever part of her anatomy
         took his fancy: her ribs, her shoulder, an arm. Worst was the nape of her neck.
      

      
      But he didn’t shoot her. She clung to that faint thread of hope.

      
      What were the others doing? The question ricocheted, splitting her thoughts into a thousand answers.

      
      They could be thieves. She prayed so fiercely that they were not here to rob her father’s house that she almost convinced
         herself it were true. Here to steal the antique paintings, the gold statues, the oriental carvings, her mother’s jewels. It
         had been tried before, so why not again? But what thieves would wait till daylight? What thieves were stupid enough to rob
         a house when the servants were up and about?
      

      
      She pulled her knees to her chest, sank her chin on them and in return received a prod in the spine from the rifle. Behind
         her heels she dragged a stone to within reach.
      

      
      She wrapped her arms round her shins and shivered in the breeze that was thinning the mist. Not that it was cold, but she
         was frightened: frightened for her parents and for her sister Katya who would be rising from their beds about now, totally unaware of the black hoods that stalked Tesovo. Katya was only thirteen,
         a blonde bubble of energy who would come bounding into Valentina’s room to entreat a swim in the creek after breakfast on
         their first morning at Tesovo. Mama liked to keep to her room first thing in the morning but Papa was a stickler for punctuality
         at breakfast. He would be ruffling his whiskers and glaring at his pocket watch because his elder daughter was late.
      

      
      Papa, be careful.
      

      
      ‘Are you Bolsheviks?’ she asked suddenly, tensing herself for the blow.

      
      It came. On the neck. She heard something crunch.

      
      ‘Are you?’ she asked again. She wished she could turn and look into his hooded face.

      
      ‘Shut your mouth.’

      
      The second blow was harder, but at least he had spoken. It was the first time she’d heard his voice since he’d ordered her
         to sit. She wasn’t certain how far behind her he was crouched, silent as a spider, except that it was obviously less than
         a rifle’s length away. She’d been submissive so long, he must have dropped his guard by now, surely. If she was wrong… She
         didn’t care to think about that. She needed to lure him within reach.
      

      
      ‘You know who my father is?’

      
      The rifle slammed into the side of her jaw, jerking her head almost off her neck. ‘Of course I bloody know. You think we’re
         stupid peasants or something?’
      

      
      ‘He is Minister General Nicholai Ivanov. A trusted adviser in Tsar Nicholas’s government. He could help you and your friends
         to—’
      

      
      This time he thrust the tip of his rifle against the back of her head, forcing it forward till her face was jammed against
         her knees.
      

      
      ‘Your kind is finished,’ he hissed at her, and she could feel his breath hot on the bruised skin of her neck. ‘We’ll trample
         you bastards into the earth that you stole from us. We’re sick of being kicked and starved while you stuff your greedy mouths
         with caviar. Your father is a fucking tyrant and he’s going to pay for—’
      

      
      Valentina’s hand closed on the stone hidden under her skirt. With a violent twist she spun round and slammed it into the front
         of the hood. Something broke. He screamed – high-pitched, the way a fox screams. But she was too quick, gone before he could
         pull the trigger. Racing, ducking, dodging under branches and plunging into the darkest shadows while his cry fluttered behind
         her. She could hear him charging through the foliage and two shots rang out, but both whistled past harmlessly, raking the
         leaves and snapping off twigs as she stretched the distance between them.
      

      
      She slid down a slope on her heels, desperate to find the river. It was her route out of the forest. She swerved and switched
         direction till she was certain she had lost her pursuer, then she stopped and listened. At first she could hear nothing except
         her pulse in her ears, but gradually another sound trickled through: the faint but unmistakable ripple of water over rocks.
         Relief hit her and to her dismay she felt her knees buckle under her. She was stunned to find herself sitting upright on the
         damp earth, fretful and weak as a kitten. She forced herself shakily back on to her feet. She had to warn her father.
      

      
      After that she moved at a steadier pace. It didn’t take long to locate the river and set off along the narrow track that ran
         along its bank. Disjointed thoughts crashed around inside her head. If these hooded men were revolutionaries, what plans did they have? Were they just hiding out in Tesovo’s forest or had they come here for a specific
         purpose? Who was their target? That last one wasn’t hard. It had to be Papa. She clamped her lips together in an effort to
         silence the shout of rage that roared inside her and her feet sped up again, weaving a jerky path through the overhanging
         branches.
      

      
      A sound jolted her. She recognised it at once: the noise of a horse’s hooves splashing through water. Someone was coming upriver.
         It was shallow here, a silvery burble over a bed of stones, the morning sunlight flouncing off the eddies and swirling back
         up into the trees. She crouched, curled in a ball behind a bush, the skin stretched tight across her cheeks as if it had somehow shrunk in the last few hours.
      

      
      ‘Liev Popkov!’

      
      The big man on the ugly flat-footed horse swung round at the sound of her voice. ‘Miss Valentina!’ He was leading her mount,
         Dasha, behind.
      

      
      The expression on his face under his black corkscrew curls surprised her. It was one of shock. Did she look that bad? Normally
         Liev Popkov was a young man of few words and even fewer expressions of emotion. He was four years older than she was, the
         son of her father’s Cossack stablemaster, and seemed to have time and interest only for four-footed companions. He leapt out
         of the saddle and stomped in his long boots through the shallows. He towered over her as he seized her arm. It surprised her
         that he would touch her – he was only an outdoor servant – but she was far too grateful to him for bringing her a horse to
         object.
      

      
      ‘I heard shots,’ he growled.

      
      ‘There are men in the forest with rifles.’ Her words came out in gasps. ‘Quickly, we have to warn my father.’

      
      He didn’t ask questions – he wasn’t that kind of person. His gaze scoured the forest and, when satisfied, he swept her up
         on to the back of her horse.
      

      
      ‘What made you come up here?’ she asked as he untied Dasha’s reins.

      
      Popkov’s massive shoulders shrugged, muscles stretching the greasy leather tunic. ‘Miss Katya came looking for you. I saw
         your horse was gone’ – he rolled a hand fondly over the animal’s rump – ‘so I rode up. Found her tethered.’ As he handed her
         the reins his black eyes fixed on hers. ‘You well enough to ride?’
      

      
      ‘Of course.’

      
      ‘You don’t look good.’

      
      She touched her cheek, felt blood and saw scarlet slither down her fingers. ‘I can ride.’

      
      ‘Go slow. Your feet look bad.’

      
      She gathered the reins in her hands and twitched Dasha’s head round. ‘Thank you, Liev. Spasibo.’ With a brisk touch of her heels she set the horse into a canter and together they raced off down the river, water scything
         like a rainbow around her.
      

      
      She rode hard through the forest, with Liev Popkov and his big-boned animal tight on her trail. At one point a tree was down
         across their path but she wasted no time finding a way around it. She heard an annoyed shout behind her but she didn’t stop,
         just put Dasha to it and lifted her into the jump. The horse soared over it, pleased with herself, and swerved to avoid the
         roots that writhed up from the black earth to trip the unwary.
      

      
      They burst out of the forest fringe into the open, into the quiet sunlit somnolence of the landscape, a quilt of greens and
         golds, of fields, orchards and pastureland that was spread out lazily before them. It made Valentina want to cry with relief.
         Nothing had changed. Everything was safe. At the top of the slope she reined in her horse to give her a moment to breathe.
         She’d tumbled out of the forest nightmare back into the real world – a world where the air was scented with ripening apples
         and the Ivanov mansion sat half a mile away at the heart of the estate, fat and contented as a honey-coloured cat in front
         of a stove. It quickened something inside her and, like Dasha, she breathed more freely. She shortened the reins, eager to
         ride on.
      

      
      ‘That jump was dangerous. You take risks.’

      
      She glanced to her right. The young Cossack and his horse were silhouetted against the sun, solid as a rock.

      
      ‘It was the quickest way,’ she pointed out.

      
      ‘You’re already hurt.’

      
      ‘I managed.’

      
      He shook his head. ‘Have you ever been whipped?’ he demanded.

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘That jump was difficult. If you had fallen off, your father would have had me whipped with the knout.’

      
      Valentina’s mouth dropped open. A knout was a rawhide whip, often with metal barbs attached, and although its use had been
         abolished in Russia, it still prevailed to enforce discipline. One hung coiled like a sleeping snake on the wall of her father’s
         workroom. For a moment they stared at each other and the sunlight suddenly seemed lost to her. What must it be like to live
         each day in fear of a whip? Liev’s features were heavy and solemn, already set in grooves despite his young age, as if there
         had been little in his life to smile about. She felt ashamed and embarrassed.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ she said.

      
      He grunted.

      
      She was the first to look away. She stroked Dasha’s feathery ears, then clicked her tongue to set her off at a gallop down
         the grassy slope. The air buffeted her lungs, dragged at long strands of her hair, and one stirrup threatened to snap loose
         from her bare foot. She leaned forward, flat along Dasha’s back, urging her to a faster pace.
      

      
      The roar of an explosion shattered the silence when they were only halfway down the slope. One end of the house shuddered
         and seemed to leap up into the air, before it disintegrated inside a grey cloud of smoke. Valentina screamed.
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            Nyet! No! The word echoed in Valentina’s mind till there was no room for other words. Nyet! No room for words like blood and pain. No room for death.
      

      
      Their horses skidded to a halt on the gravel in front of the house and Valentina threw herself out of the saddle. Noise everywhere.
         People frantic. Servants running, shouting, crying. Panic leaping from face to face, the air thick and heavy with it. There
         was the stink of smoke, shattered glass underfoot. Riderless horses hurtled into view from the stables, skittering in terror.
         She heard the word bomb repeated again and again.
      

      
      ‘Papa!’ she screamed.

      
      Her father’s study. It was at that end where the smoke was pouring out, swallowing the house in greedy gulps. Each morning
         when at Tesovo her father would go into his study to write his ministerial letters immediately after finishing his newspaper
         over breakfast. Her heart lurched as she started to fly towards the crumpled wing of the building, but after only two steps
         she was jerked to a stop. A fist like an anchor chain had seized her wrist.
      

      
      ‘Liev,’ she screamed, ‘let go of me!’

      
      ‘Nyet.’
      

      
      ‘I have to see if Papa is—’

      
      ‘Nyet. It’s not safe.’
      

      
      His filthy fingernails dug deep into her white skin, while in his other hand lay the reins of the two horses. Dasha was prancing
         wildly, nostrils flared, but the ugly one just stood flat-footed, its curious brown eyes fixed on Popkov.
      

      
      She stopped struggling and drew herself up to her full height. ‘I order you to release me, Liev Popkov.’

      
      He looked down at her imperious figure. ‘Or what? You’ll have me whipped?’

      
      At that moment Valentina caught sight of her father’s back – she recognised his navy frock coat – stumbling into the dense
         pall of rubble dust.
      

      
      ‘Papa!’ she yelled again.

      
      But before she could make Popkov release her, the blackened form of a man emerged from the smoke, choking for air. In his
         arms lay what looked like a broken figure. He was cradling it, his head bent over the shattered body, its sooty legs dangling
         limp and unheeding. The man was bellowing something but for some reason Valentina’s ears weren’t working – she couldn’t make
         out what he was saying. The man drew closer and with a shock she realised it was her father, but her father with a cocoon
         of black dust encasing his skin, his whiskers, his clothes.
      

      
      ‘Papa!’ she screamed.

      
      This time the Cossack let her go. As she scrabbled to her father’s side, her eyes took in one of the figure’s feet. It was
         wearing a single red shoe, one she herself had helped her sister choose in the shop on Nevsky. The rest was blackened like
         Papa, her legs, her dress, her face, even her hair, except for one stray strand on the side of her head that was still blonde.
         But streaked with scarlet.
      

      
      ‘Katya…’

      
      Valentina tried to shout the name, to make her sister open her blue eyes, to sit up and laugh at the game she was playing.
         But the word had no life. It died on her lips.
      

      
      ‘Katya!’

      
      Her father was bellowing at the servants. ‘Ride for the doctor! For God’s sake, bring him here at once. I don’t care what
         he’s…’
      

      
      His voice thickened and seemed to splinter. Valentina stood at his side, her face frozen, but when she reached out to touch
         the broken doll, her father swung his arms away.
      

      
      ‘Don’t touch her.’

      
      ‘But I—’

      
      ‘Don’t touch her. You did this to her.’

      
      ‘No, Papa, I rode up to—’

      
      ‘You should have taken her with you. She was looking for you, waiting for you. It’s because of you she’s hurt. You…’

      
      ‘No,’ Valentina whispered.

      
      ‘Yes. I was still in the breakfast room but she was fretting because you’d gone off riding without her. She must have wandered
         into my study where…’ His mouth collapsed into a low cry. ‘I’ll have the murdering savages shot, I swear to God I will.’
      

      
      ‘Katya…’

      
      The blonde-black head moved. The red shoe started to judder and shake and a strange unearthly sound rose in a thin thread
         from the lacerated throat. Grasping his child tighter to his chest, crooning her name, her father hurried to the wide steps
         up to the front door, Valentina at his heels. As he stepped over the threshold he snapped his head round to look at her. What
         she saw in his eyes made her halt.
      

      
      ‘Get out, Valentina. Get out of here. As horses mean so much more to you than your sister, go and help catch them.’ His eyes
         almost closed and for a moment he swayed unsteadily. With his foot he kicked the door shut in her face.
      

      
      Valentina stood there, rocked back on her heels and stared at the door – at the iron studs in it; at the place where she and
         Katya had nicked its surface with a stone to show how deep the snow had risen last Christmas.
      

      
      ‘Katya,’ she moaned.

      
      Where was Mama? Gathering hot water and bandages?

      
      An ear-splitting squeal from behind made her swing around. Horses were charging about the drive in panic, tossing their heads, kicking their heels. Who had let them out? Flecks of foam littered their mouths and flanks. What had happened in the
         stables? Had the revolutionaries been there, too? The grooms were pursuing the frightened animals, coaxing and calling, but
         there was no sign of the stablemaster, Simeon Popkov, a powerful man who knew how to take control and steady nerves. He was
         nowhere to be seen.
      

      
      Where was he? And where was Liev?

      
      She abandoned the steps and flew around the side of the house. Had he already caught the men who had done this terrible thing
         to Katya? Surely Papa would forgive her selfishness if she brought him one of the revolutionaries responsible.
      

      
      ‘Simeon!’ she shouted as she raced into the stable yard.

      
      Abruptly she stopped, lungs pumping. The yard was quiet and oddly empty. Only Dasha and the ugly mount that was Liev’s were
         tethered to an iron ring in the wall. They were jumpy, edging in circles, bumping into each other. At the far end of the yard
         beyond the stalls stood the shack that was the stablemaster’s office. Its door hung open. In the dim interior she could make
         out a broad male figure, his back towards her. He was kneeling on the ground, his black head bowed.
      

      
      ‘Simeon,’ she called out. She could hear the fear in her voice.

      
      But even as the word left her mouth she realised her mistake. It wasn’t the stablemaster; it was his son, Liev. He was huddled
         over something on the floor. She burst into the shack, her heart hammering.
      

      
      ‘Liev, where is…?’

      
      His father, Simeon Popkov, was there in front of her. The stablemaster was lying stretched out on his back on the ground,
         limbs askew, black eyes open. His throat had been cut to the bone. She’d never have believed there could be so much blood.
         Crimson seemed to flood her world. It had taken over his tunic, soaked his hair, laid claim to the floor. Specks of scarlet
         floated in the air and the smell of it made her choke.
      

      
      Her mind grew hazy. She blinked, as if her eyelids could sweep away what lay before her, blinked again and this time focused on the Cossack’s son. Tears were coursing down his cheeks and
         his hand was holding his father’s, wrapping the strong fingers in a grip that would cheat death if it could. She put out her
         own hand and touched the young man’s back, feeling the tremors under his shirt. She stroked the quivering body, aware of the
         bunched muscles under her palm, aware of the despair crouched within them.
      

      
      ‘Liev,’ she whispered gently. She touched his hair, the black wiry curls, wanting to draw out the splinters of pain but not
         knowing how. ‘I’m so sorry. He was a good man. Why would they harm him as well?’
      

      
      Popkov raised his head and gazed bleakly at the splashes of red on the wooden walls. The words roared out of him. ‘My father
         was nothing to them. Nothing! They did it just to prove they could, to show their power. And to give warning to those who work for other families of your
         class.’
      

      
      She gasped. But no more words came.

      
      For a long moment she stood there, her chest too tight to breathe, seeing in her head the broken figure of Katya, reliving
         the expression in her father’s eyes; listening to the pain in the guttural moans that shuddered out of the Cossack’s throat.
         Her hand lay on his shoulder in a vain attempt to offer comfort, though she knew that comfort was the last thing either of
         them wanted. A thrashing tide of anger was rising within her.
      

      
      ‘Liev,’ she declared, ‘they will pay for this.’

      
      He lifted his dark eyes to hers. ‘I’ll not rest,’ he growled, ‘and I’ll not forget. Not till they’re dead.’

      
      ‘I’ll not forget,’ she echoed.

      
      Her gaze slid to the dead body of Simeon, who had been the first to lift her up on to a horse’s back when she was scarcely
         three years old, and the first to pick her up from the dirt each time she fell off. He would dust her down, tease her with
         his huge laugh and throw her straight back on again.
      

      
      ‘I’ll not forget,’ she vowed. ‘Nor forgive.’

      
      *

      
      The house lay silent, the rooms darkened. Everyone moved on tiptoe and spoke in low whispers, the way they would around the
         dead. Valentina wanted to throw open the curtains and shout, ‘She’s still alive!’ But she kept quiet, ignoring the ache that
         crippled her chest, and sat close beside her mother on the chaise longue in the drawing room.
      

      
      They were past words. Locked inside themselves, waiting for the doctor’s heavy tread to descend the stairs. The room was hot,
         the sun straining to creep between the curtains, but Valentina remained cold deep in the centre of her bones. Her eyes followed
         her mother’s delicate fingers, watched them gather in the lap of her lavender morning gown, hooked around each other, twisting
         and turning, tugging at the lace cuff on her sleeve, while the rest of her slight figure sat quiet. It upset Valentina more
         than the expression of despair on her mother’s face or the two fierce bursts of colour on the white skin of her cheeks. Elizaveta
         Ivanova was a person who believed in restraint at all times. To see her hands so out of control made the world feel unsafe.
      

      
      ‘How much longer?’ Valentina murmured.

      
      ‘The doctor has been up there too long. It’s a bad sign.’

      
      ‘No, it means he’s still helping her. He hasn’t given up.’ She tried to smile. ‘You know how stubborn Katya is.’

      
      Elizaveta Ivanova gave one dry harsh sob, then silenced herself. She had been brought up as part of that breed of women who
         regarded her role in life as being a decorative and largely voiceless adornment to her husband, to look attractive and well
         mannered on his arm at all times and to produce children for him, one of whom was expected to be a boy to continue the bloodline.
         In this latter area she had failed. She had given birth to two healthy girls but seemed unable to forgive herself the lack
         of a son, viewing it as a punishment from God for some unknown mortal sin. Now this curse on her younger daughter.
      

      
      Despite her mother’s daily routine of social engagements, Valentina sometimes thought her lonely. She slipped an arm round
         her in a rare gesture of physical contact and was astonished by the warmth of her body. Her own skin was chill as marble. Even now her mother’s luxuriant golden hair was elegantly dressed on
         top of her head and she sat rigidly upright inside her armour of French silk and lace, of amethyst brooch and whalebone stays.
         It occurred to Valentina for the first time that maybe her mother already knew how dangerous a place the world was and that
         was why she never relaxed.
      

      
      Security police were scouring the fields and forest, but so far had found no men with rifles.

      
      ‘Mama,’ she whispered softly, ‘if the revolutionaries hadn’t kept me in the forest, I’d have been back here long before Katya
         woke – she’d have been with me down at the creek instead of wandering into Papa’s…’
      

      
      Elizaveta Ivanova turned her head to inspect her daughter, her nostrils flared, her eyes almost colourless as if their usual
         deep blue pigment had been washed away by hidden tears. ‘You are not to blame, Valentina.’ She held her daughter’s hand in
         hers.
      

      
      ‘Papa thinks I am.’

      
      ‘Your father is angry. He needs someone to blame.’

      
      ‘He could blame the hooded men in the forest.’

      
      ‘Ah,’ Elizaveta Ivanova released a long, sad sigh, ‘that would be too easy. Be patient with him, my dear. He has more on his
         mind than you know.’
      

      
      Valentina shuddered. Nothing, she was certain, would be easy from now on.

      
      The bedroom was stifling. What were they trying to do to her sister, suffocate her? A fire burned in the grate although it
         was a hot summer’s day, the curtains were drawn shut and a dim light cast shadows that to Valentina felt like secretive figures
         hiding in the gloom. She had been allowed five minutes, that was all, and only because she had pleaded so hard. Immediately
         she knelt beside the bed, rested her arms on the embroidered silk counterpane and balanced her chin on her hand, so that her
         eyes were level with her sister’s.
      

      
      ‘Katya,’ she whispered. ‘Katya, I’m sorry.’
      

      
      The face on the pillow tugged at her heart. It was Katya as she would be in fifty years’ time, her skin and hair grey and
         lifeless, her lips thin, drawn into a tight line of pain. Valentina gently kissed her cheek and smelled the dirt on her. Once,
         when she was young, one of the gardeners had dug out a rats’ nest from under the shed and she and Katya had watched wide-eyed
         when the small furry bodies squealed as they fought to escape. They had given off a rank musky odour that had stuck in Valentina’s
         nostrils. That was what Katya’s skin smelled of now.
      

      
      She didn’t know if Katya was awake, conscious or unconscious. They said the doctor had given her something. What did that
         mean? Morphine? How could her precious blonde sister, who was always bursting with laughter and energy, be hiding under this
         little old lady’s skin? Tentatively Valentina touched the dusty arm that lay outside the cover and it felt like a stranger’s,
         gritty and rough. Where were the satin-smooth limbs that loved to swim in the creek and pull down branches from the willows
         to built silvery dens to hide in?
      

      
      A large tear splashed down on to her sister’s hand and startled Valentina. She didn’t know she was crying. She rested her
         cheek against her sister’s hot arm and it felt like a furnace under her skin.
      

      
      ‘I, Valentina Ivanova, caused this,’ she murmured under her breath, so that her ears as well as her mind would bear witness
         to the words. She scraped away her tears and said loudly, ‘Katya, it’s me, Valentina.’
      

      
      No response.

      
      She kissed her sister’s filthy hair. ‘Can you hear me?’

      
      No response.

      
      ‘Please, Katya.’

      
      A grey-gold eyelash fluttered.

      
      ‘Katya!’

      
      A slit of blue showed in one eye.

      
      Valentina leaned closer. ‘Hello, privet, my sweet.’
      

      
      The slit widened a fraction. Katya’s lips moved but no sound emerged.
      

      
      Valentina placed her ear to her sister’s mouth and felt a faint whisper of breath. ‘What is it? Are you in pain? The doctor
         has—’
      

      
      ‘I’m frightened.’

      
      Valentina’s throat closed. She kissed the soft cheek again and again till the air came at last into her lungs. ‘Don’t be frightened,
         Katya. I’m here. I’ll look after you and keep you safe. For the rest of our lives.’ She squeezed her sister’s small fingers
         and saw a slight movement at the side of her tight bruised mouth. A smile.
      

      
      ‘Promise me,’ Katya breathed.

      
      ‘I promise. On my life.’

      
      Slowly Katya’s eyes fell shut and the narrow slit of blue vanished. But the edge of the smile stayed and Valentina cradled
         her limp hand until they came and made her leave.
      

   
      
      3

      
      
      St Petersburg December 1910

      
      ‘Girls, mesdemoiselles, today is a great honour for our school. A day to remember. I expect the best from each of you. Today
         you must shine brighter than—’
      

      
      The headmistress stopped mid-flight. Her neatly drawn eyebrows rose in disgust. The girls held their breath, waiting to see
         on which wretched creature her wrath would fall. In her sombre dress with its high neck and cameo brooch, Madame Petrova was
         marching up and down in front of the benches in the grand hall of the Ekaterininsky Institute boarding school, eyeing each
         pupil with the unbending scrutiny of a general reviewing his troops.
      

      
      ‘Mademoiselle Nadia,’ she said crisply.

      
      Valentina’s heart sank for her friend, who had dropped ink on her clean pinafore.

      
      ‘Sit up straight, girl. Just because you are in the back row doesn’t mean you can slouch. Do you want the broom handle tied
         to your back?’
      

      
      ‘No, madame.’ Nadia straightened her shoulders but kept her hands discreetly over her soiled pinafore.

      
      ‘Mademoiselle Aleksandra, remove that curl from your cheek.’

      
      She glided further along the ranks.

      
      ‘Mademoiselle Emilya, put your feet together, you are not a horse. Mademoiselle Valentina, stop fiddling at once!’

      
      Valentina flushed and stared down at her fingers. They were drumming on her knees, desperate to keep warm. She couldn’t play
         with cold fingers. But she folded them obediently in her lap. Her heart was hammering. It was always like this before a performance,
         but she had practised the Nocturne till it accompanied her through her night dreams, the way the sound of screaming horses
         still did. She hadn’t ridden a horse since the day of the explosion and had no intention of ever doing so again, but still
         the sound of them wouldn’t leave her, however hard she thundered across the piano keys.
      

      
      ‘Mademoiselle Valentina.’

      
      ‘Yes, madame.’

      
      ‘Remember who you are performing for today. The Tsar himself.’

      
      ‘Yes, madame.’

      
      This time she would play Chopin’s Nocturne in E Flat better than ever before.

      
      Jens Friis glanced at the domed clock on the wall. The afternoon was crawling past as though it had frostbite in its toes,
         and he was tempted to yawn.
      

      
      He stretched out his legs and shifted position with irritation. He was tired of the interminable poems and songs, as well
         as uncomfortable on an absurd chair that was not built for someone like himself with limbs like a giraffe’s. Worse, he was
         annoyed with Countess Serova for dragging him to this schoolgirl frivolity when he was short of time: he needed to study the
         blueprints of the new construction that had only come in this morning. And, damn it, it was cold here in this hall. How on
         earth did the poor wretches stand it? On the benches arranged along the wall, rows of pupils sat stiff and upright in their
         dark frocks with white capes and pinafores, like delicate snow carvings.
      

      
      His gaze moved dutifully to the institutka who was singing. Pleasant enough voice, nothing special, but the song was dull, one of those tedious German lieder he loathed, the ones that went on for ever. He glanced at the door and wondered what the chances were of escape.
      

      
      ‘Jens,’ Countess Natalia Serova whispered next to him, ‘behave.’

      
      ‘I fear such elitist delights are above my churlish brain.’

      
      She gave him a glare from steady blue eyes, then turned away. He could smell her perfume – most likely from Paris, like her
         hat, a frivolous confection of silk and feathers that made him smile. Her long fitted coat in the palest of greens showed
         off her girlish figure, though he guessed she must be at least thirty, and emeralds glittered at her ears and throat. She
         had exquisite taste, no doubt about that. As the son of a Danish printer, Jens had grown up in Copenhagen with the stink of
         ink forever in his nostrils, but now at twenty-seven years old he was learning to appreciate the finer fragrances on parade
         in St Petersburg.
      

      
      ‘You are very provoking. Listen to Maria,’ she murmured under her breath.

      
      Ah, so this songbird was Maria, the countess’s niece. Vaguely he recalled her from the time the countess had dragged him to
         a concert here two years ago, when Jens had the honour of meeting Tsar Nicholas for the first time. Countess Natalia Serova
         had introduced him, he must not forget that. He owed her much, even if her husband did make good use in return of Jens’s skills
         as an engineer to do work on their estate.
      

      
      This time Tsar Nicholas was sitting bolt upright in a high-backed chair in the centre of the hall and it was impossible to
         tell whether he was bored or amused, so rigidly well trained were the muscles of his face. He was a small man and hid his
         weak chin behind a prominent chestnut beard, in the same way that he hid his slight frame inside a series of bulky military
         uniforms designed to impress. Today he was resplendent in a peacock-blue jacket weighed down by an abundance of medals and
         gold braid.
      

      
      Jens was not the only one who believed Tsar Nicholas Alexandrovich Romanov was the wrong man in the wrong job, unlike his
         big brash bullying father, Tsar Alexander III, a man who had stood six foot six inches in his bare feet and thought nothing
         of behaving like the iron fist of God. But now, more than ever before, Russia was in danger of slitting its own throat, in
         desperate need of a leader of wisdom and strength.
      

      
      ‘Bravo,’ the Tsar called out. ‘Well done, Mademoiselle Maria.’

      
      Applause burst out around the hall. The niece had finished, thank God – Jens breathed a sigh of relief because now he could
         leave and get back to work. But a grand piano that dominated the far end of the room suddenly stirred into life and music
         started to flow throughout the high-ceilinged room. Jens groaned inwardly. It was something by Chopin, one of his least favourite
         composers, always so plaintive, so full of despair, whining in your ear like a cat on heat.
      

      
      He glanced at the pianist and saw that she was a slight young creature with a mane of dense dark hair pulled back from her
         face by a black hairband. About seventeen, he’d guess, maybe eighteen. She wore the Ekaterininsky Institute uniform and should
         have looked as shapeless and anonymous as all the other girls. But she didn’t. There was something about her that caused his
         eyes to linger, something in the way her hands moved with hypnotic grace. As if they were part of the music itself.
      

      
      She had small strong fingers that flowed over the keys, connecting to something he couldn’t see, something that was part of
         her private world. The music soared, rising in a minor chord and flooding his senses with its beauty, then without warning,
         when he was totally unprepared, ripped his heart out. He closed his eyes, aware of the music alive inside him, of its notes
         touching places within him, secret corners, leaving them raw and bleeding. With an effort of will he forced his eyes open
         and studied the girl who could transform music into such a weapon.
      

      
      Her body didn’t sway dramatically on the stool. Just her hands, and her head. They moved as if they belonged to the music,
         rather than to her body. Her skin was palest ivory and her face almost expressionless, except for her eyes. They were huge
         and dark, full of an emotion that to Jens looked closer to fury than rapture. Where had a girl so young found such powerful
         feelings? As if she drew them in with each breath.
      

      
      Finally the music sighed to an end, and the girl hung her head. Her dark hair curtained her face from view and she placed
         her hands quietly in her lap. Only one telltale tremor shook her spine, then silence filled the hall. Jens looked at the Tsar.
         Tears were rolling unchecked down Nicholas’s face. Slowly he raised his imperial hands and began to clap, and immediately
         applause echoed around the hall. Jens looked again at the young pianist. She hadn’t moved but her head was turned to one side
         and her luminous dark eyes were directed straight at him. If it weren’t too absurd to be true, he’d have sworn she was angry
         with him.
      

      
      ‘Mademoiselle Valentina,’ the Tsar said, his voice thick with feeling, ‘thank you. Merci bien. That was a magnificent performance. Unforgettable. You must come and play for my wife and my dear daughters when they are
         next at the Winter Palace.’
      

      
      The girl rose from the stool and dropped a deep curtsey. ‘It would be a great honour,’ she said.

      
      ‘Pozdravlyayu. Congratulations, my dear girl. You will be a great pianist.’
      

      
      For the first time she smiled. ‘Blagodaryu Vas, many thanks, Your Majesty. You are too kind.’
      

      
      There was something about the way she murmured it that startled Jens. He almost laughed out loud, but the Tsar seemed not
         to notice the faint rustle of mockery in her words.
      

      
      ‘So,’ Jens’s companion whispered, ‘at least you enjoyed the Chopin, if not the singing.’

      
      Jens turned to Countess Serova. ‘I did.’

      
      ‘Friis! Good heavens, man, what are you doing here?’

      
      It was Tsar Nicholas. He was strutting over to his entourage to stretch his legs before the next performance. Everyone rose
         to their feet. He was considerably shorter than Jens and had a habit of rocking up and down on his toes. The women ruffled
         their finery in greeting and the men ducked their heads in acknowledgement of his attention.
      

      
      ‘Friis,’ Tsar Nicholas continued, ‘you’re not here to flirt with the girls, I hope.’

      
      ‘No, Your Majesty, I am not. I’m here as a guest of Countess Serova.’
      

      
      ‘Shouldn’t you be hard at work? That’s what I expect of you, you know. Not to parade in front of Petersburg’s elite young
         ladies.’
      

      
      Jens bowed, a crisp click of his heels and a dip of his head. ‘Then I shall take my leave.’

      
      Nicholas’s manner became serious. ‘You are needed elsewhere, Friis. I can’t afford to waste a good man on’ – he waved a jewelled
         hand at the school hall – ‘on this frippery.’
      

      
      Jens bowed again and turned to go. As he did so, he cast one more glance around, seeking out the pianist. She was still watching
         him. He smiled but she didn’t respond, so he tipped his head to her and walked out of the room. As the door closed behind
         him, he felt as if something of himself still lay on the hall’s polished floorboards. Something he valued.
      

      
      ‘Jens!’

      
      He stopped mid-stride. ‘Ah, Countess. As you see, I am in a hurry.’

      
      ‘Wait,’ she called. Her footsteps echoed along the school’s empty yellow corridor, rushing to catch up with him. ‘Jens, I’m
         sorry. I didn’t intend that rebuke from the Tsar to happen.’
      

      
      ‘Didn’t you?’

      
      ‘No. Forgive me.’

      
      ‘Countess Serova,’ he said, lifting her gloved hand and pressing it to his lips, ‘there is nothing to forgive.’ But his voice
         was brittle with irony.
      

      
      She exhaled sharply. ‘Don’t be so arrogant, Jens,’ she said. ‘Not with me.’

      
      She stretched up and placed a kiss full on his mouth. Her lips were soft, tempting. But Jens stepped away. She gave him a
         reproachful gaze and walked back the way she had come.
      

      
      Damn the woman. Damn her.

      
      Jens wrapped his heavy riding cape tightly around his shoulders. The dismal grey mist clung to his clothes and hair and even
         to his eyelashes. On horseback he drifted like a ghost through the city, over bridges that were illuminated by street lamps day and
         night now it was winter. Carriages rattled past unseen in the fog and cars blared their klaxons, while pedestrians kept a
         firm hold on their purses and wallets. It was a day for pickpockets and thieves.
      

      
      The temperatures were harsh this year, harsher than usual in St Petersburg. The Moika Canal had frozen over and the River
         Neva disappeared in a deathly pall that swallowed the city. It was a winter of bitter strikes in the factories and of shortages
         in the food shops. Unrest slid and slithered through the streets, workers gathered on corners and smoked their cheap makhorka cigarettes with resentful fury. Jens heeled his horse into a canter and swung away from the wide boulevards, leaving behind
         the fashionable Nevsky Prospekt with its sables and its silks.
      

      
      The streets grew narrower, the houses meaner till dirt and despair hung in the damp air. A pack of three feral dogs snapped
         at the horse and received the tip of Hero’s metal shoe in exchange. Jens gazed along the street at the pinched faces and the
         blackened buildings. The cold was so intense it had cracked windows.
      

      
      This was why he was here. Places like this. Streets that stank. No water to wash – just wells that turned sour and backed
         up in the rain, and pumps that iced over. This was why he was here in Petersburg.
      

      
      It was four o’clock in the morning when Valentina knocked gently at the door with her fingertips.

      
      ‘Vkhodite, come in, my dear.’ The voice was soft and welcoming.
      

      
      She turned the handle and entered Nurse Sonya’s private quarters, where shadows had settled on the carpet like tired dogs
         in the dim light.
      

      
      ‘Dobroye utro, good morning,’ Valentina said in greeting.
      

      
      The nurse was in her fifties, seated in a rocking chair and tapping the floor with her foot in a steady rhythm to keep it
         in motion. Her large form was engulfed in a battered old housecoat and a bible lay open on her lap, her finger trailing over
         each line she read.
      

      
      ‘How is she tonight?’ Valentina asked at once.
      

      
      ‘She’s sleeping.’

      
      Sleeping? Or just pretending? Valentina knew that Nurse Sonya was not good at knowing the difference. Katya had endured three
         operations in the last six months to try to repair her shattered spine, and since the last one her mobility had definitely
         improved, but still she was unable to walk. Not that she ever complained. No, Katya wouldn’t. But purple hollows gathered
         under her eyes and a sallow, bruised look to her face betrayed when the pain was bad.
      

      
      ‘What have you given her?’ Valentina asked quietly.

      
      ‘A little laudanum, the usual dosage.’

      
      ‘I thought you were cutting back on it.’

      
      ‘I tried, malishka, little one. But she needs it.’
      

      
      Valentina made no comment. What do I know about laudanum? Just what I see in Katya’s eyes.
      

      
      The nurse stilled the rocking chair and studied Valentina’s face with a look of gentle concern. ‘Guilt is a terrible thing,
         my dear.’ She shook her head, and her hand trailed across the wafer-thin page open on her lap. ‘God forgives us.’
      

      
      Valentina walked over to the window, pulled the heavy curtain to one side and stared out into the night. Lights flickered
         as sleighs and carriages with bright torches continued to charge through the city that prided itself on its reputation for
         never sleeping, on its reputation for wild living and even wilder dying. St Petersburg was a city of extremes. All or nothing.
         No one in St Petersburg seemed to have any time for anything but their next drink, their next dissolute party, their next
         insane throw of the dice. She stared out at it all and craved something more for her life.
      

      
      ‘No,’ she murmured to the nurse, ‘it’s not God’s forgiveness I want.’

      
      She rubbed her hands together fiercely, but the cold wasn’t on the outside of her skin.

      
      It was still dark. The kind of darkness that is thick and heavy, the kind that clogs the mind. The first muted sounds of the
         house coming to life drifted upstairs as servants laid fires and polished floors. Valentina was perched cross-legged on the end
         of Katya’s bed, a towel spread out over her lap.
      

      
      ‘I hear Papa has bought a new car while I was at school,’ Valentina said.

      
      ‘Yes. It’s a Turicum. From Switzerland.’

      
      ‘Isn’t that fearfully expensive?’

      
      ‘I expect so – but Tsar Nicholas has just bought himself a new Delaunay-Belleville. You know what it’s like at court, they’ve
         made a big fuss of it and all rush to copy him.’
      

      
      ‘Who is driving it?’

      
      ‘Papa has hired a chauffeur. His name is Viktor Arkin.’

      
      ‘What’s he like?’

      
       ‘Very smart in his uniform. Rather quiet, but I suppose good-looking in a serious sort of way.’

      
      ‘You always did like a man in uniform.’

      
      Katya laughed delightedly and Valentina felt pleased. Some days it took more than that to make her sister smile. But she noticed
         that Katya’s eyes were blurry this morning, as though the fog had slunk up the River Neva and slid into her head overnight.
         One of her feet was propped on the towel and Valentina’s hands were massaging its delicate skin, manipulating the joints,
         bringing a semblance of life into the paralysed limb. A fine sheen of lavender oil eased the repetitive movement and scented
         the air, disguising the odour of a sickroom.
      

      
      Katya snuggled into her pillows, her hair a haze of pale gold around her head. ‘Tell me again about the Tsar.’ She watched
         Valentina’s busy hands. ‘What was he like?’
      

      
      ‘I’ve told you already. He was handsome and charming and complimented me on my playing.’

      
      Katya narrowed her blue eyes, as if she was peering at something very small. ‘Don’t think I can’t see through your lies, Valentina.
         What happened yesterday? Why didn’t you like His Imperial Majesty?’
      

      
      ‘Of course I liked him. Everyone likes the Tsar.’

      
      ‘I shall call for Nurse Sonya to throw you out of here if you don’t—’
      

      
      Valentina laughed and paused in working oil into the pale toenails. Her sister’s foot lay on her palm, as dead as a doll’s.
         ‘All right, all right, I admit it. You know me too well. You’re correct, Katya, I didn’t like Tsar Nicholas yesterday. But
         only because he strutted into the room as if he owned the whole world, not just the Romanovs’ half of it. Gaudy as a peacock.
         A small man in big shoes.’
      

      
      Katya suddenly slapped her hand on her forehead with mock exasperation. ‘Of course, I remember now. He told you he wanted
         you to play the piano for his wife and children when he heard you play before at the school two years ago. Didn’t he?’
      

      
      ‘Yes. And I was stupid enough to believe him then. I practised and practised and practised, waiting for the summons. But it
         never came.’ She moved Katya’s foot down on to the sheet. ‘I have far more sense this time.’ She smiled at her young sister.
         ‘You can’t trust a tsar. Lies come too easily to his royal tongue.’
      

      
      Katya’s eyes opened wide. ‘Was he there again?’

      
      ‘Who?’

      
      ‘I remember that you told me there was a man with Tsar Nicholas when you played for him before.’

      
      ‘No, I said no such thing.’

      
      ‘Yes, you did.’

      
      Valentina picked up the other foot, placing it on the towel. She dipped her fingers in the warm oil and started to massage
         the dry skin on the heel. ‘What on earth are you talking about?’ She kept her eyes on Katya’s toes as she gently eased them
         apart, one by one.
      

      
      ‘There was a man. With the tsar, two years ago, when he visited your school,’ Katya insisted. ‘I remember, you said he was—’

      
      ‘Don’t be silly.’

      
      ‘You told me he looked like a Viking warrior.’

      
      ‘That’s absurd.’

      
      ‘With fiery hair and green eyes.’

      
      ‘You’re imagining things.’

      
      ‘No, you told me. He stood by the door, and you said—’

      
      Valentina laughed and tweaked a toe. ‘I said a lot of silly things when I was fifteen.’
      

      
      But Katya’s gaze was fixed on her sister. ‘You told me you had fallen in love with him.’

      
      Valentina’s fingers pummelled the scrap of flesh behind the ankle bone. ‘If I said such a thing, it was just schoolgirl nonsense.
         I didn’t even speak to him. I scarcely recall now what he looked like.’ But the blood had risen to her cheeks.
      

      
      ‘You told me,’ Katya said softly, ‘that you intended to marry this tall Viking warrior.’

      
      ‘Then I was a fool. I don’t ever intend to marry.’
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      Katya was right about the Viking. Valentina had tried to laugh about it but couldn’t – she was angry at him now. He didn’t
         remember her, it was obvious, but that didn’t matter. Why should she expect him to after the way she’d played when she was
         fifteen?
      

      
      No, that wasn’t what irked her. It was the way he’d walked out yesterday. As soon as she’d finished playing, he had left with
         an eagerness that was insulting: he had jumped to his feet and, after a few words with the Tsar, loped for the door as though
         he couldn’t get out fast enough. Was he so disappointed that he couldn’t bear to stay? But she had been so proud of her performance
         this time. His indifference to it was like a bee sting in her flesh.
      

      
      She sat down hungrily at the piano in her parents’ music room and, as always, stroked its surface. It was a beautiful glossy
         black Erard grand which she loved. She let her fingers touch the keys and immediately the tension swerved out of her body,
         like a train jumping the tracks. As instant as that, it was always the same. Her fingers caressed the ivory and started to
         flow steadily up and down its length, moving at different speeds, rising and falling, warming the muscles, stretching the
         tendons. The rich exuberant sound that rose from the body of the Erard soothed her, calmed some of her excitement. Because
         she was excited, but for all the wrong reasons. She wanted to see the Viking again.
      

      
      Katya was right about that.
      

      
      Valentina had been stunned when he’d walked into the hall just behind the Tsar, tall and upright in his frock coat. She hadn’t
         expected him. He was the tallest man in the room by far, lean and broad-shouldered with an air of invincibility about him.
         Two years ago at the Ekaterininsky Institute concert he had strolled in among a party of the Tsar’s courtiers and dazzled
         her fifteen-year-old eyes with his energy and his fiery red hair. His vivid green eyes had swept the room with a look of amusement,
         as though the whole situation was too absurd to take seriously.
      

      
      On that occasion she’d watched him, all through the singing and the dancing, wanting to catch his eye, but she’d seen that
         he was bored by the performances and had eyes for no one except the beautiful woman dressed in green silk and fine emeralds
         by his side. When her own turn came to play, Valentina had been determined not to bore him but his presence had made her nervous
         and she hadn’t played well. At the end he’d applauded politely, smiling at his companion as if at a secret joke. Valentina
         had been furious with herself. But you couldn’t love someone you’d never even spoken to, someone you’d just seen across a
         room. It was impossible.
      

      
      Her fingers abandoned the exercises and launched into Mozart’s Sonata in C Major, a piece she always relished, but abruptly
         she lifted her hands from the keys. There were times, odd uncomfortable moments when she was playing and the music was really
         seizing hold of her, that she would break off like this. Aware that her mother considered her passion for the piano to be
         excessive and therefore unbecoming in a young woman. She knew her mother could never understand why she had no interest in
         going shopping with her, choosing dresses, all the things young ladies were meant to do, instead of sitting at home on a piano
         stool hour after hour. Worse, Valentina sometimes feared that her mother felt that if she wasn’t going to behave like a proper
         girl, she might as well have been the longed-for boy.
      

      
      She wished Katya had been there to hear her yesterday. With a sudden movement she rose, drew a chair from beside the wall and placed it next to her piano stool. The chair was padded in
         a creamy brocade and had slender fluted mahogany arms. She sat again on her stool, rested first one hand on the chair and
         then the other. Without using her legs at all she tried to swing herself off the stool towards the chair-seat, but missed
         it completely. Her arms became entangled and the hard edge stabbed her shoulder blade as she tumbled like a ragdoll to the
         floor. She glared at her legs as if the fault were theirs.
      

      
      ‘Chyort! ’
      

      
      It took five awkward attempts, but finally she succeeded. Her heart was racing and her arms shook with the effort.

      
      ‘Chyort! ’ she swore again. Then she stood up and ran up the stairs to her room.
      

      
      In front of her at her desk Valentina held a list, neatly written out on a sheet of ivory-tinted paper. It was a list she
         had made four months ago and which she kept locked in the drawer of her table away from prying eyes – maids peeked into everything.
         But the paper was already dog-eared at the edges because she liked to handle it, to remind herself. Her eyes travelled down
         each point methodically.
      

      
      1. Contact every spine specialist in Europe.
      

      
      With painstaking care she’d scoured medical journals in the library for articles on spinal damage and she’d written to doctors
         as far away as Berlin, Rome, Oslo, even London. Few had bothered to reply.
      

      
      2. Make Katya happy.
      

      
      She smiled at that one. Such a simple aim. Four months ago, making Katya happy after her operations had seemed the easiest
         of all on her list: she would read to her, play cards with her, whisper secrets and pass on the latest tittle-tattle from
         school or from the servants’ hall downstairs. She brought her ribbons and jigsaws, as well as the latest books from Belizard’s
         book store. From the parks or the riverbank she collected magpie feathers and the first coppery maple leaves of autumn. She smuggled in chocolate from Wolf & Beranger’s or risked the sticky confections from the bazaar
         at Gostiny Dvor.
      

      
      But now she understood that making Katya happy meant far more than that. It meant creating a whole new future for her. Those
         words in the silence of her head felt huge.
      

      
      So what next?

      
      3. Find employment.

      
      She ran a finger over the word employment and her stomach lurched. For years she’d had a dream. Ever since she was a gawky gap-toothed child she had planned it, while
         others giggled in corners and played with toys. To be a concert pianist. That was her aim. To tour the greatest concert halls
         and palaces of Europe, performing before heads of state in Rome and Paris, London and Vienna. But it was gone, blown apart
         by the bomb. It couldn’t happen now. It would mean years of dedicated work at the St Petersburg Conservatoire and she no longer
         had that luxury. She had to care for Katya. She stared at her fingers, at their strong tendons and well rounded pads and she
         felt disloyal to them. Disloyal to herself.
      

      
      ‘Forget the dream,’ she said aloud.

      
      But how? How could she when she could still see herself at the keys? Pouring her heart into the music then rising from the
         piano, her audience on their feet. She would wear a scarlet Parisian gown, a single strand of pearls in her hair and she would
         play the finest concerts in Europe. She could actually see herself, feel her heart thudding.
      

      
      ‘Forget the dream.’ She said it louder this time.

      
      The paper in her hand shook. Find employment. Yes, she had made her decision about that. She must talk to Papa. She knew that wives and daughters of distinguished families
         didn’t go out to work and that Papa would be ashamed if she did so. He would regard it as demeaning to the Ivanov name. But
         she would explain to him, persuade him to agree.
      

      
      4. Make Papa forgive me.

      
      One day, Papa. One day.

      
      What saddened her most was that she and her father had always had a quiet understanding and now that was gone. He had never
         been an attentive parent and constantly put his work before everything, but he and she had always had a special bond between
         them. Katya was the one he petted, indulged and smiled at most, and Valentina understood why: she was the image of her mother
         when she was young, blonde, blue-eyed and with a gentle smile. Whereas Valentina was like her father: dark-haired, brown-eyed
         and possessed of a single-mindedness that matched his own.
      

      
      Over the years he had made no secret of the fact that he often found his elder daughter maddening, but even when he was reprimanding
         her for some misdeed, there was a gleam of pride in his eye, a hint of respect in his voice. The way he might feel about the
         son he never had. But since the bomb he had withdrawn from her and she felt the loss keenly. He needs someone to blame, her mother had said, but it didn’t seem right that it was her.
      

      
      One day, Papa, one day, you will forgive me.

      
      5. Obey Mama.

      
      She was still working on that one.

      
      6. Play the piano better every day.

      
      What was the point now?

      
      7. Play for the Tsar.

      
      She laughed at herself and drew a line through it.

      
      8. Marry the Viking.

      
      The words were already crossed out with fierce black strokes of ink. A silly girl’s fancy. She shrugged it off, ignoring the
         heat that rose up her neck.
      

      
      9. Buy a gun.
      

      
      She stared at that one and felt her pulse quicken. She’d not yet worked out a way to do it, but refused to cross it off. The
         revolutionaries had come once. They could come again, the way bad dreams came back when you thought they were gone, but next
         time she would be ready for them. Number nine. She underlined it in black ink. Buy a gun. She sat with her eyes fastened on the list and thought out each point in detail. Finally she picked up her fountain pen and wrote one more:
      

      
      10. Find a Bolshevik.
      

      
      Find the Bolshevik. That’s what she really meant. The promises of the police and of her own father to make the bombers pay for their
         crime had proved as meaningless as the lies of the Tsar himself. The men in hoods had vanished into thin air. Oh yes, pockets
         of known Bolsheviks had been rounded up and questioned but no one knew anything of the ghosts who walked in the forest.
      

      
      Find a Bolshevik.

      
      ‘Dobroye utro, good morning, Minister.’
      

      
      ‘Dobry den, good afternoon, Minister.’
      

      
      ‘Dobry vecher, good evening, Minister.’
      

      
      Those were the words that Viktor Arkin liked least. Instead of ‘Good morning, comrade.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, master. Da, barin.’
      

      
      ‘No, master. Nyet, barin.’
      

      
      Those were words that grated in his gut.

      
      Every day Arkin drove Minister Ivanov in the Turicum along the Embankment in St Petersburg to the Ministry of Finance, and
         each day he listened to the words that were spilled in the back of the car. The Minister had a loose tongue. Often he would
         talk too openly with colleagues as Arkin drove them across the city to meetings. Once Minister Ivanov had even been fool enough
         to leave his attaché case lying on the seat in the car after too many brandies at the Donon. Arkin had read its contents meticulously
         and made notes for an hour before he returned it to the Minister.
      

      
      Worst were the evenings. Waiting outside restaurants like a dog in the cold. Outside nightclubs. Outside brothels. Outside
         the mistress’s apartment on Izmailovsky Prospekt. But some days Madam Ivanova requested the car instead of the carriage, and
         on those days Arkin smiled.
      

      
      *

      
      Arkin watched Elizaveta Ivanova walk down the front steps of the house and considered how women of this class moved differently,
         held themselves differently. You could wrap them in rags and still you would know who they were and what they were. Beautiful,
         elegant, fragrant parasites.
      

      
      She approached across the gravel, picking her way with delicate care over the thin layer of snow that had fallen since the
         drive was last brushed an hour ago. He stood beside the car in his maroon uniform and peaked cap with its gold band and waited
         for her instructions.
      

      
      ‘Arkin, I want you to drive both my daughters into town today. To Gordino’s restaurant on Morskaya.’ Her blue eyes studied
         him assessingly and he knew she was wondering whether she could trust him.
      

      
      Both daughters. That was rare. The crippled one didn’t go out much even though he had removed the front passenger seat to
         allow for her wheelchair to be stored there. It must be the influence of the older one, the dark-haired one, the one who looked
         at him with eyes that were not easily fooled by a chauffeur’s uniform and a submissive lowering of the eyes.
      

      
      Into town today, she’d said. For one fraction of a second he almost let the wrong words slip out. Today is not the day for your daughters to be in town. Keep your daughters at home. But instead he nodded politely and opened the car door.
      

      
      Arkin listened to every word. He always did. That was his job.

      
      The Turicum was a magnificent monster of a vehicle. Imported from Paris, all deep-blue leather and fearsome brass fittings
         that he polished each day to within an inch of their life. He sat up front in the driver’s seat, swathed in his maroon coat
         – today the air had the bite of a tiger. To keep it at bay the daughters were bundled up with a weighty bearskin rug over
         their knees and fur hoods covering their ears.
      

      
      It will be cold for the marchers today. No bearskins. No fur hoods. Just the heat of anger in their bellies.

      
      As he drove through the city, the streets of St Petersburg slid past with their tall pastel buildings and people scurrying
         about their business, unwilling to linger in the freezing wind. It gave him satisfaction to see the cars and carriages jostling
         axles, the horse-drawn drozhky lumbering along, heedless of the klaxons that demanded room to pass. The more traffic, the better – the more chaos there
         would be.
      

      
      He listened to their girlish chatter. Worthless words. An expression of delight as Madame Duclet’s fashionable dress shop
         came into view on Morskaya; a murmur of approval as they passed the renowned Zhirov establishment with its windows full of
         exotic china from the Orient and silverware from England. When he glanced round he saw Miss Katya’s hands nestled in the warmth
         of the rug, but her eyes watched the outside world the way he would watch a circus.
      

      
      ‘Today,’ Valentina announced, ‘we shall do exactly as we please.’

      
      ‘Yes,’ Katya laughed, ‘we shall.’

      
      Seldom had Arkin seen the crippled one allowed out without her mother or Nurse Sonya as chaperone, so today there was a sense
         of freedom about her. Suddenly he had to brake hard. The road was blocked by a line of policemen, dark and menacing. He brought
         the car to a halt but the carriage in front swayed dangerously as the horse slammed against its shafts, unnerved by a noise
         from up ahead that sounded like distant thunder. Except it wasn’t thunder. He sensed his passengers listening to the sound
         carefully. It was more like the drag of waves on a pebble beach, harsh and grating. Coming closer.
      

      
      All movement down Morskaya had ceased and pedestrians were backtracking along the pavements, casting nervous glances over
         their shoulders. Drivers found no room to manoeuvre around the police cordon, but were wedged within the stationary traffic
         and tempers were roused, arguments flared.
      

      
      ‘What is it, Arkin?’ Valentina asked. She leaned forward, close to his shoulder, in an attempt to see what lay ahead. ‘What
         is causing the delay?’
      

      
      ‘It’s the strikers,’ he answered, careful not to alarm her. ‘They’re marching up Morskaya.’
      

      
      ‘Strikers? They’re the ones causing such trouble in the factories, aren’t they? I’ve read about them in the papers.’

      
      He made no comment.

      
      ‘Prime Minister Stolypin has denounced them,’ she added, ‘for trying to destroy Russia’s economy. They’ve managed to shut
         down our mines and stop our trains running.’
      

      
      He still made no comment.

      
      ‘I can’t see them,’ Katya complained. ‘The police are in the way.’

      
      ‘Look, there are the tops of their placards,’ Valentina pointed out. He could hear the unease in her voice.

      
      Wait. Just wait. You will see more than you want.

      
      Ahead lay the backs of policemen, a solid wall from one side of the street to the other.

      
      ‘Do you think there will be trouble?’ Valentina was so close behind him he could feel her breath warm on his collar. He pictured
         her hands, white and nervous, and the hairs rising on the back of her neck. ‘Why are these men on strike, Arkin?’
      

      
      Didn’t she know? How could she not know?

      
      ‘They are demanding a fair wage, Miss Valentina. The police are advancing on them now.’

      
      Slowly, relentlessly, advancing on them. He could make out batons in their hands. Or were they guns? The chanting of the marchers
         drew closer and instantly a sense of real danger sparked in the street. It crackled in the air and people started to run,
         slipping on ice, skidding on snow. Arkin felt his pulse kick into life.
      

      
      ‘Arkin.’ It was Miss Valentina’s voice. ‘Get us out of here. Do whatever you have to, but get us away from here.’

      
      ‘I can’t. We’re trapped in traffic.’

      
      ‘Arkin,’ Valentina ordered, ‘please drive us out. Now.’

      
      He felt the muscle tighten at the corner of his jaw and his maroon gloves curled around the rim of the steering wheel. ‘I
         cannot drive the car anywhere at the moment,’ he said evenly, looking straight ahead through the windscreen. ‘We are stuck.’
      

      
      ‘Arkin, listen to me. I have seen what Bolsheviks can do. I’m not going to sit here with my sister like helpless calves and
         wait for them to do it again.’
      

      
      He heard it then, the whisper of fear. He swivelled round in his seat and looked her full in the face. For a moment their
         gaze held, until at last he looked down. ‘I understand, Miss Valentina.’
      

      
      ‘Please do something.’

      
      ‘There’s no need to be afraid of them,’ he lied. ‘The marchers only want better pay and working conditions. No one is going
         to harm you. Or Miss Katya.’
      

      
      She lifted her hands as if she would shake him. ‘Then take out the wheelchair,’ she commanded. ‘I’ll push it up the street
         myself.’
      

      
      ‘No need for that.’

      
      Abruptly he swung down hard right on the steering. He shouldered the back of the carriage in front with the Turicum’s wing,
         forcing it out at an angle. Ahead of them a horse whinnied, but now the heavy car’s wheels were free and Arkin could manoeuvre
         it up on to the kerb of the pavement and into the open.
      

      
      ‘I’ll get you out of here.’
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      ‘Which ones shall we choose?’
      

      
      ‘You can have the meringue, it’s your favourite.’

      
      ‘What about the chocolate one?’

      
      ‘No, you can’t have that,’ Katya laughed. ‘I want it.’ With a delighted smile Katya circled her fork over the silver tiers
         of the cake stand in the middle of the table. ‘I shall choose first,’ she announced.
      

      
      Valentina was struggling, she wanted to act as if nothing had happened. She wanted her sister to enjoy herself, that was why
         she’d brought her here and it was a long time since she’d seen Katya so bright and animated. But Valentina’s cake fork felt
         like lead in her fingers.
      

      
      Arkin had been as good as his word. He’d barged the car along pavements, indifferent to the shouts from pedestrians who scattered
         at the approach of the big blue motor. He found a route out of there, just as he’d promised. They drove to another restaurant,
         La Gavotte, with no further comment on what had passed, and Valentina selected a table against the rear wall, near the door
         to the kitchens. As far from the front of the establishment as it was possible to be.
      

      
      Around her everything went on as normal, the waitresses bobbing about in black frocks with frilly white aprons and frivolous
         twists of white lace in their hair. All so courteous. All so polite. No anger here. No shouts. The customers were smiling
         and smartly dressed, bathed in the healthy glow cast by the pink glass wall lamps, picking at patisseries, sipping hot chocolate.
         Laughing. Talking.
      

      
      Valentina was stunned by her own fragility. No one else seemed frightened and certainly no other customers appeared ready
         to bring up their lunch over the pristine white tablecloth. Everyone else was breathing. Was it she who was foolish or was
         it them?
      

      
      ‘Valentina.’

      
      ‘Yes?’

      
      ‘Are you all right?’ Katya was peering at her closely.

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      There was a space between them that felt vulnerable. Breakable. Valentina refused to touch it.

      
      Katya deliberately changed the subject. ‘The new car is good, don’t you think?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘And Arkin was excellent.’

      
      ‘He drives well.’

      
      Valentina cast a wary glance at the wide arched windows that looked out on to the road through net curtains. Something in
         her chest gave a slippery shudder.
      

      
      ‘Can you hear something?’ she asked. ‘I thought I heard…’

      
      Katya’s hand wrapped itself around Valentina’s on the tablecloth, her fingers delicate; Valentina’s more robust, a strong
         pad of muscle on each finger. All those piano scales.
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