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Prologue


The windows on the left were blank, sightless wall eyes, crusted with ice and wet snow. The panes of glass jangled dolefully as the wind hurled the soft, sticky flakes against them and swayed the heavy carcass of the carriage to and fro in an obstinate effort to shove the train off the slippery rails and send it tumbling over and over, like a long black sausage, across the broadwhite plain – over the frozen river, over the dead fields, and on towards the blurred streak of dark forest at the distant junction of earth and sky.


A wide expanse of this mournful landscape could be examined through the remarkably clear-sighted windows on the right, but what point was there in looking out at it? Nothing but snow, nothing but the wild whistling of the wind, the low, murky sky – darkness, cold and death.


On the inside, however, the ministerial saloon carriage was warm and welcoming: a cosy gloom, tinged with blue from the silk lampshade, logs crackling behind the bronze door of the stove, a teaspoon tinkling rhythmically in a glass. The small but excellently equipped study – with a conference table, leather armchairs and a map of the Empire on the wall – was hurtling along at a speed of fifty versts an hour through the raging blizzard and the dead light of the inclement winter dawn.


An old man with a virile and imperious face was dozing in one of the armchairs, with a warm Scottish rug pulled right up to his chin. Even in sleep the grey brows were knitted sternly, the corners of the mouth were set in world-weary folds, and from time to time the wrinkled eyelids fluttered nervously. The circle of light cast by the lamp swayed this way and that, repeatedly plucking out of the darkness a sturdy hand set on the mahogany armrest and glinting brightly in the diamond ring set on one finger.


On the table, directly below the lamp, there was a pile of newspapers. Lying on top was the illegal Zurich publication The People’s Will, the very latest issue from only two days before. On the open page an article had been circled in angry red pencil:




Hiding the Butcher
from Vengeance


Our editors have been informed by a highly reliable source that Adjutant General Khrapov, who last Thursday was removed from the positions of Deputy Minister of the Interior and commander of the Special Corps of Gen-darmes, will shortly be appointed Governor General of Siberia and will depart to take up his new post immediately.


The motives underlying this move are only too clear. The Tsar wishes to save Khrapov from the people’s revenge by hiding his vicious guard dog away for a while in a place as far removed as possible from the two capitals. But the sentence that our party has pronounced on this bloody satrap remains in force. By issuing the monstrous command to subject the political prisoner Polina Ivantsova to a savage flogging, Khrapov has set himself outside the laws of humanity. He cannot be allowed to live. The butcher has twice succeeded in evading his avengers, but nonetheless he is doomed.


From the same source we have learned that Khrapov has already been promised the portfolio of Minister of the Interior. The appointment to Siberia is a temporary measure intended to place Khrapov beyond the reach of the chastening sword of the people’s wrath. The tsar’s oprichniks anticipate being able to locate and eliminate our Combat Group, which has been instructed to carry the butcher’s sentence into effect. And then, when the danger has passed, the minion Khrapov will make a triumphant return to St Petersburg and assume unlimited powers.


This shall not be! The wasted lives of our comrades cry out for retribution.


Unable to bear her shame, Ivantsova hanged herself in her cell. She was only seventeen years old.


The twenty-three-year-old student Skokova fired at the satrap, missed and was you hanged.


One of our comrades from the Combat Group, whose name must remain secret, was killed by a splinter from his own bomb, and Khrapov survived yet again.


But never you mind, Your Excellency, no matter how much a string might twist and turn, it cannot go on for ever. Our Combat Group will seek you out even in Siberia.


A pleasant journey to you!





The locomotive gave a long, quavering howl, followed by several short blasts on its whistle: Whoo-ooo-ooo-ooo! Whoo! Whoo! Whoo!


The sleeper’s lips trembled restlessly and a low, dull moan escaped from between them. The eyes opened, darting in bewilderment to the left – towards the white windows – and then to the right – towards the black ones; gradually their gaze cleared, acquiring intelligence and focus. The stern old man threw off the rug to reveal a velvet jacket, a white shirt and a black tie. Working his dry lips, he reached out and rang a small hand bell.


A moment later the door leading from the study into the reception room opened. A smart young lieutenant colonel in a blue gendarme uniform with white aiguillettes came dashing in, adjusting his sword belt.


‘Good morning, Your Excellency!’


‘Have we passed Tver?’ the General asked in a thick voice, ignoring the greeting.


‘Yes indeed, Ivan Fyodorovich. We’re approaching Klin.’


‘What do you mean, Klin?’ the seated man asked, growing angry. ‘Already? Why didn’t you wake me earlier? Did you oversleep?’


The officer rubbed his creased cheek. ‘Certainly not, sir. I saw you had fallen asleep. And I thought, Let Ivan Fyodorovich get a bit of a rest. It’s all right, you’ll have enough time to get washed and dressed and drink tea. There’s a whole hour to go to Moscow.’


The train slowed down, preparing to brake. Occasional lights began flitting past outside the windows and then widely spaced lamp posts and snow-covered roofs came into view.


The General yawned. ‘All right, have them put the samovar on. I just can’t seem to wake up somehow.’


The gendarme saluted and went out, closing the door soundlessly behind him.


In the reception room there was a bright light burning and the air smelled of liqueur and cigar smoke. Sitting at the writing desk with his head propped in his hands was another officer – bright blond hair, light eyebrows and long eyelashes that made his pink face resemble a piglet’s. He stretched, cracking his joints, and asked the Lieutenant Colonel: ‘Well, how are things in there?’


‘He wants tea. I’ll see to it.’


‘A-ha,’ the albino drawled and glanced out of the window. ‘What’s this – Klin? Sit down, Michel, I’ll tell them about the samovar. I’ll get out for a moment and stretch my legs. And at the same time I’ll check to make sure those devils aren’t dozing.’


He stood up, pulled down his uniform jacket and walked out, spurs jangling, into the third room of this remarkable carriage. The conditions here were basic: chairs along the walls, pegs for hanging outer clothing, a little table in the corner with tea things and a samovar. Two sturdy men wearing identical three-piece camlet suits and sporting identically curled moustaches (one of which was sandy-coloured and the other gnger), sitting motionless facing each other; another two men sleeping on chairs set together.


When the white-haired officer appeared, the two men who were sitting jumped to their feet, but he put one finger to his lips, as if to say: Let the others sleep, then pointed to the samovar and whispered: ‘Tea for His Excellency. Phew, it’s stuffy in here. I’m going out for a breath of air.’


In the small vestibule two gendarmes stood smartly to attention. The vestibule was not heated, and the sentries were wearing their greatcoats, caps and hoods.


‘Are you off duty soon?’ the officer asked, pulling on a pair of white gloves and peering out at the station platform as it slowly drifted closer.


‘Only just come on, Your Honour!’ the watch leader barked. ‘Now it’s all the way to Moscow for us.’


‘All right, all right.’


The albino pushed the heavy door and a breath of fresh wind, damp snow and fuel oil blew into the carriage.


‘Eight o’clock, and the sky’s only just turning grey,’ the officer sighed, speaking to no one in particular, and lowered one foot on to the top step.


The train had not yet stopped, its brakes were still screeching and grinding, but already there were two figures hurrying along the platform towards the saloon carriage: a short man carrying a lantern and a tall, slim man in a top hat and a loose, sporty mackintosh with a cape.


‘There, that’s the special!’ cried the first man (the stationmaster, to judge from his peaked cap), turning to his companion.


The other man stopped in front of the open door, holding his top hat down on his head, and asked the officer: ‘Are you M-Modzalevsky? – His Excellency’s adjutant?’


Unlike the railway official, the man with the stammer did not shout, and yet his calm, clear voice was distinctly audible above the howling of the blizzard.


‘No, I’m the head of his guard,’ the white-haired man replied, trying to make out the fop’s face.


It was a remarkable face: the features were subtle but severe, the moustache was neatly trimmed, the forehead dissected by a resolute vertical crease,


‘Aha, Staff Captain v-von Seidlitz – excellent,’ the stranger said with a nod of satisfaction, and immediately introduced himself. ‘Fandorin, Deputy for Special Assignments to His Excellency the Governor General of M-Moscow. I expect you have heard of me.’


‘Yes, Mr State Counsellor, we were informed by encrypted message that you would be responsible for Ivan Fyodorovich’s safety in Moscow. But I had assumed you would meet us at the station there. Come up, come up, the snow’s blowing in.’


The State Counsellor nodded farewell to the stationmaster and tripped lightly up the steep steps into the carriage, slamming the door shut behind him and reducing the sounds from outside to a hollow, rumbling echo.


‘You have already entered the p-province of Moscow,’ he explained, removing his top hat and shaking the snow off its crown. This revealed that his hair was black, but his temples, despite his young years, were completely grey. ‘My jurisdiction, s-so to speak, starts here. We shall be stuck here at Klin for at least t-two hours – they’re clearing snow off the line up ahead. We shall have time enough to agree everything and allocate responsibilities. But f-first I need to see His Excellency, introduce myself and c-convey an urgent message. Where can I leave my coat?’


‘This way, please, into the guardroom. There’s a coat rack in there.’


Von Seidlitz showed the State Counsellor through into the first room, where the security guards in civilian dress were on duty. Then, after Fandorin had removed his mackintosh and put his soaking-wet top hat down on a chair, he showed him into the second room.


‘Michel, this is State Counsellor Fandorin,’ the head of the guard explained to the Lieutenant Colonel. ‘We were told about him. He has an urgent communication for Ivan Fyodorovich.’


Michel stood up. ‘His Excellency’s adjutant, Modzalevsky. May I see your documents, please?’


‘N-Naturally.’ The official took a folded sheet of paper out of his pocket and handed it to the adjutant.


‘He is Fandorin,’ the head of the guard affirmed. ‘His verbal portrait was given in the message, I remember it very clearly.’


Modzalevsky carefully examined the seal and the photograph and returned the paper to its owner. ‘Very good, Mr State Counsellor. I’ll announce you.’


A minute later the State Counsellor was admitted into the kingdom of soft carpets, blue light and mahogany furnishings.


‘Hello, Mr Fandorin,’ the General growled amiably. He had already changed his velvet jacket for a military frock coat. ‘Erast Petrovich, isn’t it?’


‘Yes ind-deed, Your Excellency.’


‘So you decided to engage your charge out on the route of approach? I commend your diligence, although I consider all this fuss entirely unnecessary. Firstly, I left St Petersburg in secret; secondly, I am not even slightly afraid of our revolutionary gentlemen; and thirdly, we are all of us in God’s hands. If the Lord has spared Khrapov thus far, he must need the old war dog for something.’ The General, evidently this self-same Khrapov, crossed himself devoutly.


‘I have an extremely urgent and absolutely c-confidential message for Your Excellency,’ the State Counsellor said impassively, with a glance at the adjutant. ‘I beg your pardon, L-Lieutenant Colonel, but those are the instructions I was g-given.’


‘Off you go, Misha,’ said the new Governor General of Siberia, the man whom the newspaper from abroad had called a butcher and a satrap. ‘Is the samovar ready? As soon as we finish talking business, I’ll call you and we’ll have some tea.’ When the door closed behind his adjutant, he asked: ‘Well, what have you got for me that’s so mysterious? A telegram from the sovereign? Let’s have it.’


The functionary moved close to the seated man, slipping one hand into the pocket of his beaver jacket, but then his eyes fell on the illegal newspaper with the article circled in red. The General caught the glance and his face darkened.


‘The nihilist gentlemen continue to flatter me with their attention. A “butcher” they call me! I suppose you have also read all sorts of rubbish about me, Erast Petrovich. Don’t believe the slanderous lies of vicious tongues; they turn everything back to front! She wasn’t flogged by brutal jailers in my presence, that’s pure slander!’ His Excellency had clearly found the unfortunate incident of Ivantsova’s suicide by hanging very disturbing, and it was still bothering him. ‘I’m an honest soldier, I have two George medals – for Sebastopol and the second battle of Plevna!’ he exclaimed heatedly. ‘I was trying to save that girl from a penal sentence, the young fool! What if I did speak to her in a familiar fashion? I was only being fatherly! I have a granddaughter her age! And she slapped my face – me, an old man, an adjutant general – in front of my guards, in front of the prisoners. According to the law, the tramp should have got ten years for that! But I gave orders for her just to be whipped, and not to let the business get out – not to flog her half to death, as they wrote in the newspapers afterwards; just to give her ten lashes, and to go easy on her as well! And it wasn’t the jailers who whipped her, it was a female warder. How could I know that crazy Ivantsova would lay hands on herself? She’s not even blue-blooded, just an ordinary bourgeois girl – why all this nonsensical delicacy?’ The General gestured angrily. ‘Now I’ll have her blood on my hands for ever. And afterwards another stupid fool tried to shoot me. I wrote to the sovereign, asking him not to have her hanged, but His Majesty was adamant. He wrote on my request in his own hand: “For those who raise the sword against my faithful servants there will be no mercy.”’ Moved by this memory, Khrapov began blinking and an old man’s tear glinted briefly in his eye. ‘Hunting me down like a wolf. I was only acting for the best . . . I don’t understand it, for the life of me, I don’t!’


The Governor General spread his hands in regretful despair, but the man with the black hair and grey temples snapped back, without a trace of a stammer: ‘How could you ever understand the meaning of honour and human dignity? But that’s all right: even if you don’t understand, it will be a lesson to the other dogs.’


Ivan Fyodorovich gaped at this amazing official and tried to get up out of the chair, but the other man had already removed his hand from his pocket, and the object in it was not a telegram but a short dagger. The hand plunged the dagger straight to the General’s heart. Khrapov’s eyebrows crept upwards and his mouth dropped open, but no sound escaped from it. The Governor General’s fingers clutched at the State Counsellor’s hand, locking on to it, and the diamond ring flashed again in the lamplight. Then his head slumped backwards lifelessly and a thin trickle of scarlet blood ran down his chin.


The killer unclasped the dead man’s fingers from his hand with fastidious disgust. Then he tore off his false moustache and rubbed his grey temples, which turned as black as the rest of his hair.


With a glance round at the closed door, the resolute man of action walked over to one of the blind windows overlooking the railway tracks, but the frame was frozen solid and absolutely refused to budge. The strange State Counsellor, however, was not disconcerted. He took hold of the curved handle with both hands and heaved. The veins stood out on his forehead, his clenched teeth ground together and – wonder of wonders! – the window frame squeaked and started moving downwards. A chilly blast flung powdery snow into the strong man’s face and set the curtains flapping in delight. In a single agile movement the killer threw himself through the open frame and melted away into the grey morning twilight.


The scene in the study was transformed: overjoyed at this sudden opportunity, the wind started driving important documents across the carpet, tugging at the fringe of the tablecloth, tousling the grey hair on the General’s head.


The blue lampshade began swaying impetuously and the patch of light began dodging about on the dead man’s chest, revealing two letters carved into the ivory handle of the dagger driven in right up to the hilt: CG.







CHAPTER 1



in which Fandorin finds
himself under arrest


The day got off to a bad start Erast Petrovich Fandorin rose at the crack of dawn because at half past eight he had to be at the Nikolaevsky Station. He and his Japanese valet performed their usual comprehensive gymnastics routine, he drank green tea and was already shaving while performing his breathing exercises at the same time, when the telephone rang. It turned out that the State Counsellor need not have risen at such an ungodly hour after all: the express train from St Petersburg was expected to arrive two hours late because of snowdrifts on the railway line.


Since all the necessary instructions for ensuring the safety of the important visitor from the capital had been issued the previous day, Erast Petrovich could not immediately think of any way to occupy his unexpected leisure time. He thought of going to the station early, but decided against it. Why set his subordinates’ nerves on edge unnecessarily? He could be quite certain that Colonel Sverchinsky, the acting head of the Provincial Office of Gendarmes, had carried out his instructions to the letter: platform one, at which the express train would arrive, was surrounded by agents in civilian clothes, there was an armoured carriage waiting right beside the platform, and the escort had been selected with meticulous care. It should really be quite enough to arrive at the station fifteen minutes ahead of time – and that merely for the sake of good order rather than to expose any oversights.


The task he had been set by His Excellency Prince Vladimir Andreevich Dolgorukoi was a highly responsible one, but not difficult: meet a VIP, accompany him to breakfast with the prince, after that escort him to the securely guarded residence on the Sparrow Hills to take a rest, and in the evening take the newly appointed Governor General of Siberia to the Chelyabinsk train, on to which the ministerial carriage would already have been coupled. That was really all there was to it.


There was only one point of difficulty, which had been tormenting Erast Petrovich since the previous day: should he shake the hand of Adjutant General Khrapov, who had sullied his own name with a base or, at the very least, unforgivably stupid act?


From the point of view of his position and career, of course, he ought to disregard his own feelings, especially since those who should know were predicting a rapid return to the highest echelons of power for the former gendarme commander. Fandorin, however, decided not to decline the handshake for a quite different reason – a guest is a guest, and it is not permissible to insult him. It would be sufficient to maintain a cool attitude and an emphatically official tone.


This decision was correct, indeed indisputably so, but nonetheless it had left the State Counsellor with an uneasy feeling: perhaps careerist considerations had played some part in it after all?


That was why Erast Petrovich was not at all upset by this unexpected delay – he now had extra time to resolve his complex moral dilemma.


Fandorin ordered his valet Masa to brew some strong coffee, settled into an armchair and began weighing up all the pros and cons again, involuntarily clenching and unclenching his right hand as he did so.


But before long his musings were interrupted by another ring, this time at the door. He heard the sound of voices in the hallway – at first quiet, and then loud. Someone was attempting to force his way through into the study, but Masa was keeping him out, making hissing and spluttering sounds eloquently expressive of the former Japanese subject’s bellicose state of mind.


‘Who’s there, Masa?’ Erast Petrovich shouted, walking out of the study into the drawing room.


There he saw that he had unexpected visitors: the head of Moscow’s Department of Security, Lieutenant Colonel of Gendarmes Burlyaev, accompanied by two gentlemen in check coats, evidently plain-clothes agents. Masa was holding his arms out wide, blocking the three men’s way: he was clearly intending to move from words to action in the immediate future.


‘My apologies, Mr Fandorin,’ said Burlyaev, doffing his cap and running one hand through his stiff salt-and-pepper French crop. ‘It’s some kind of misunderstanding, but I have here a telegram from the Police Department’ – he waved a piece of paper through the air – ‘informing me that Adjutant General Khrapov has been murdered, and that . . . er, er . . . you killed him . . . and that you must be placed under arrest immediately. They’ve completely lost their minds, but orders are orders . . . You’d better calm your Japanese down, I’ve heard about the spry way he fights with his feet.’


The first thing Erast Petrovich felt was an absurd sense of relief at the realisation that the problem of the handshake had been resolved of its own accord, and it was only afterwards that the full, nightmarish force of what he had heard struck him.


Fandorin was only cleared of suspicion after the delayed express finally arrived. Before the train had even stopped moving, the white-haired Staff Captain leapt out of the ministerial carriage on to the platform and set off along it at a furious pace, spewing out curses with his face contorted in rage, towards the spot where the arrested State Counsellor was standing surrounded by police agents. But when he was only a few steps away, the Staff Captain slowed to a walk and then came to a complete halt. He fluttered his white eyelashes and punched himself hard on the thigh.


‘It’s not him. Like him, but not him! And not even really like him! Just the moustache, and the grey temples – no other similarity at all!’ the officer muttered in bewilderment. ‘Who’s this you’ve brought? Where’s Fandorin?’


‘I assure you, M-Mr von Seidlitz, that I am Fandorin,’ the State Counsellor said with exaggerated gentleness, as if he were speaking to someone who was mentally ill, and turned to Burlyaev, who had flushed a deep crimson. ‘Pyotr Ivanovich, please tell your men that they can let go of my elbows now. Staff Captain, where are Lieutenant Colonel Modzalevsky and your men from the guard? I need to question them all and record their testimony.’


‘Question them? Record their testimony?’ Seidlitz cried in a hoarse voice, raising his clenched fists to the heavens. ‘What damned testimony! Don’t you understand? He’s dead, dead! My God, it’s the end of everything, everything! I have to run, get the gendarmes and the police moving! If I don’t find that masquerading blackguard, that—’ He choked and starting hic-cupping convulsively. ‘But I will find him, I will! I’ll exonerate myself! I’ll move heaven and earth! Otherwise there’ll be nothing for it but to blow my brains out!’


‘Very well,’ Erast Petrovich said in the same placid tone. ‘I think I’ll question the Staff Captain a little later when he recovers his composure. But let us make a start with the others now. Tell them to clear the stationmaster’s office for us. I request Mr Sverchinsky and Mr Burlyaev to be present at the interrogation. And afterwards I shall go and report to His Excellency.’


The head porter of the train, who had been maintaining a respectful distance, asked timidly: ‘Your Honour, what are we to do with the body? Such an important person . . . Where should we take him?’


‘What do you mean, where?’ the State Counsellor asked in surprise. ‘The morgue carriage will be here any minute; send him for a post-mortem.’


‘. . . And then the adjutant Modzalevsky, who was the first to recover his wits, ran to the Klin passenger terminal and sent off a coded telegram to the Police Department.’ Fandorin’s lengthy report was nearing its end. ‘The top hat, mackintosh and dagger have been sent to the laboratory for analysis. Khrapov is in the morgue. Seidlitz has been given a sedative injection.’


Silence fell in the room, broken only by the ticking of the clock and the quivering of the windowpanes under the pressure of the stormy February wind. The Governor General of the ancient capital of Russia, Prince Vladimir Andreevich Dolgorukoi, worked his wrinkled lips intently, tugged on his long, dyed moustache and scratched himself behind the ear, causing his chestnut wig to slip slightly to one side. Erast Petrovich had not often had occasion to see the all-powerful master of Russia’s old capital in a state of such hopeless bewilderment.


‘There’s no way the St Petersburg camarilla will ever forgive me for this,’ His Excellency said mournfully. ‘It won’t bother them that their damned Khrapov never even reached Moscow. Klin is part of Moscow province too . . . Well then, Erast Petrovich, I suppose this is the end?’


The State Counsellor merely sighed in reply.


Dolgorukoi turned to the liveried servant standing at the door with a silver tray in his hands. The tray held several little bottles and phials and a small bowl of eucalyptus cough pastilles. The servant’s name was Frol Grigorievich Vedishchev, and he held the modest position of valet, but the prince had no more devoted and experienced adviser than this wizened old man with his bald cranium, massive sideburns and gold-rimmed spectacles with thick lenses.


There was no one else in the study apart from these three.


‘Well, Frolushka,’ Dolgorukoi asked, his voice trembling, ‘are we for the scrap heap then? Dismissed in dishonour. Scandal and disgrace . . .’


‘Vladimir Andreevich,’ the valet whined miserably, ‘to hell with the sovereign’s service. You’ve served long and well, thank God, and you’re past eighty now . . . Don’t go tormenting yourself over this. The Tsar might not honour you, but the people of Moscow will remember you with a kind word. It’s no small thing, after all: twenty-five years you’ve been looking after them, barely even sleeping at night. Let’s go to Nice, to the sunshine. We’ll sit on the porch and reminisce about the old days, why, at our age. . .’


The prince smiled sadly: ‘I couldn’t, Frol, you know that. I’ll die without any work to do, I’ll pine away in six months. It’s Moscow that supports me, that’s the only reason I’m still hale and hearty. I wouldn’t mind if there were good cause, but they’ll just throw me out for nothing at all. Everything in my city is in perfect order. It’s unjust . . .’ The tray of bottles began rattling in Vedishchev’s hands and tears streamed down his cheeks.


‘God is merciful, little father; perhaps this will pass over. Look at all the other things that have happened, but with God’s help we survived. Erast Petrovich will find us the villain who killed the General, and the sovereign will mellow.’


‘He won’t mel-low,’ Dolgorukoi muttered dejectedly. ‘This is a matter of state security. When the sovereign power feels threatened, it has no pity on anyone. Everyone has to feel terrified, and especially its own – so that they will keep their eyes peeled and fear the authorities even more than the killers. It’s my jurisdiction, so I’m answerable. There’s only one thing I ask of God: to let me find the criminal quickly, using my own resources. At least then I won’t leave in disgrace. I’ve served with dignity and my end will be dignified.’ He cast a hopeful glance at his deputy for special assignments. ‘Well, Erast Petrovich, will you be able to find this “CG” for me?’


Fandorin paused before replying in a quiet, uncertain voice. ‘Vladimir Andreevich, you know me, I do not like to make empty promises. We cannot even be certain that after committing this atrocity the murderer made for Moscow and not St Petersburg

. . . After all, the Combat Group’s activities are directed from St Petersburg.’


‘Yes, yes, that’s true,’ the prince said, nodding sadly. ‘Really, what am I thinking of? The combined forces of the entire Corps of Gendarmes and the Police Department have failed to catch these villains, and here I am appealing to you. Russia is a big country, the villain could have gone anywhere . . . Do please forgive me. When he is drowning a man will clutch at any straw. And then, you have already rescued me from so many absolutely hopeless situations . . .’


Somewhat piqued at being compared to a straw, the State Counsellor cleared his throat and said in a mysterious tone: ‘But nonetheless. . .’


‘What “nonetheless”?’ Vedishchev asked with a start, putting down the tray. He rapidly wiped his tear-stained face with a large handkerchief and ambled closer to Fandorin. ‘You mean you have some kind of clue?’


‘But nonetheless I can try,’ Fandorin said thoughtfully. ‘Indeed, I must. I was actually going to request Your Excellency to grant me the appropriate authority. By using my name, the killer has thrown down the gauntlet to me – not to mention those moments of extreme discomfort for which I was obliged to him this morning. Furthermore, I believe that when the criminal left Klin he did make his way towards Moscow. It takes only one hour to get here by train from the scene of the crime, too short a time for us even to gather our wits. But it is nine hours back to St Petersburg in the opposite direction; in other words, he would still be travelling even as we speak. And in the meantime the investigation has begun, the search was already started at eleven o’clock, all the stations have been sealed and the railway gendarmes are checking the passengers on all trains within a distance of three hundred versts. No, he could not possibly have headed for St Petersburg.’


‘But maybe he didn’t go by rail at all?’ the valet asked doubtfully. ‘Maybe he got on a horse and trudged off to some place like Zamukhransk, to sit it out until the hue and cry die down?’


‘Zamukhransk would be no g-good for sitting it out. In a place like that, everyone is in open view. The easiest place to hide is in a large city, where no one knows anyone else, and there is already a conspiratorial network of revolutionaries.’


The Governor General glanced quizzically at Erast Petrovich and clicked open the lid of his snuffbox, a gesture indicating his transition from a mood of despair to a state of intense thoughtfulness.


The State Counsellor waited while Prince Dolgorukoi charged both of his nostrils and gave vent to a thunderously loud sneeze. After Vedishchev had blotted his sovereign lord’s eyes and nose with the same handkerchief that he had just used to wipe away his own tears, the prince asked: ‘But how are you going to look for him, if he is here, in Moscow? This is a city of a million people. I can’t even put the police and the gendarmes under your authority; the most I can do is oblige them to cooperate. You know yourself, my dear fellow, that the upper levels have been shuffling my request for you to be appointed head police-master from desk to desk for more than two months now. Just look at the chaotic state our police work is in.’


The chaos to which His Excellency was referring had developed in the old capital city following the dismissal of the previous head police-master, after it was discovered that he had taken the meaning of the words ‘discretionary secret funds’ rather too literally. A protracted bureaucratic intrigue was under way in St Petersburg: a court faction hostile to Prince Dolgorukoi absolutely refused to hand over a key appointment to one of the prince’s creatures, but at the same time these implacable foes lacked the strength to impose their own placeman on the Governor General. And in the meantime the immense city had been left to carry on without its principal defender and guardian of law and order. In principle, the role of the head police-master was to lead and coordinate the activities of the Municipal Police and the Provincial Office of Gendarmes and the Department of Security, but the present state of affairs was an absolute shambles: Lieutenant Colonel Burlyaev of the Department of Security and Colonel Sverchinsky of the Office of Gendarmes wrote complaints about each other, and both of them complained of brazen obstruction by high-handed police superintendents.


‘Yes, the situation at present is not propitious for joint operations,’ Fandorin admitted, ‘but in this p-particular case the disunity of the investigative agencies might just, perhaps, be to our advantage . . .’ Erast Petrovich puckered up his smooth forehead and his hand seemed to move of its own accord to draw out of his pocket the jade rosary beads that assisted the State Counsellor in focusing his thoughts.


The two old men, Prince Dolgorukoi and Vedishchev, well used to Fandorin’s ways, waited with bated breath, their faces set in identical expressions, like little children at the circus who know for certain that the conjuror’s top hat is empty and at the same time have no doubt that the sly trickster is about to pull a rabbit or a pigeon out of it.


The State Counsellor pulled out his rabbit. ‘Allow me to ask exactly why the criminal’s plan succeeded so brilliantly,’ Erast Petrovich began, and then paused as if he were really expecting a reply. ‘The answer is very simple: he possessed detailed information concerning matters that very few people should have known about. That is one. The arrangements for the protection of Adjutant General Khrapov on his journey across Moscow province were only determined the day before yesterday, with the involvement of a very limited number of people. That is two. One of them, who knew the plan in its minutest details, betrayed that plan to the revolutionaries – either consciously or unconsciously. That is three. All we have to do is find this individual, and through him we shall find the Combat Group and the killer himself.’


‘How do you mean, “unconsciously”?’ the Governor General asked with a frown. ‘Consciously, now – that’s clear enough. Even in the state service there are turncoats. Some sell the nihilists secrets for money, some because the devil prompts them to do it. But when they’re unconscious? You mean when they’re drunk?’


‘More likely out of carelessness,’ Fandorin replied. ‘The way it usually happens is that some official blurts out a secret to someone close to him who has connections with the terrorists – a son, a daughter, a lover. But that will merely add one more link to the chain.’


‘Well then,’ said the prince, reaching for his snuff again, ‘the day before yesterday at the secret meeting concerning Ivan Fyodorovich’s arrival (may the old sinner rest in peace), the only people present, apart from myself and you, were Sverchinsky and Burlyaev. Not even the police were involved – on instructions from Petersburg. So do we have to regard the heads of the Office of Gendarmes and the Department of Security as suspects? That seems rather outlandish. A . . . aa . . . choo!’


‘Bless you,’ Vedishchev put in, and began wiping His Excellency’s nose again.


‘Yes, even them,’ Erast Petrovich declared decisively. ‘And in addition, we need to find out who else in the Office and the Department was privy to all the details. I assume that can only be three or four people at most, no more.’


Frol Grigorievich gasped. ‘Good Lord, why that’s mere child’s play to you! Vladimir Andreevich, for goodness’ sake don’t go into mourning yet. If this is the end of your career, then you’ll leave the service with full honours, in style. They’ll see you off waving and cheering, not with a boot up the backside! Erast Petrovich will have this Judas sorted out for us in a jiffy. “That is one, that is two, that is three,” he’ll say – and all done and dusted!’


‘It’s not as simple as that,’ said the State Counsellor, with a shake of his head. ‘Yes, the Office of Gendarmes is the first place where there could have been a leak. And the Department of Security is the second. But unfortunately there is a third possibility, which I shall not be able to investigate. The plan that we agreed for the protection of Khrapov was sent to St Petersburg for confirmation by coded telegram. It included information about me, as the person responsible for our visitor’s safety – with an abstract of my service record, a verbal description, intelligence profile and so forth; in short, everything that is normally required in such cases. Seidlitz had no doubts about the false Fandorin, because the impersonator had been informed in minute detail about my appearance and even my st-stammer . . . If the source of the leak is in St Petersburg, it is unlikely that I shall be able to do anything. My writ doesn’t run there, as they say . . . But even so the chances are two out of three that the trail begins in Moscow. And the killer is most likely hiding somewhere here. We have to look for him.’


From the Governor General’s house the State Counsellor went directly to the Office of Gendarmes on Malaya Nikitskaya Street. As he rode in the prince’s blue-velvet-upholstered carriage, he wondered what approach he ought to take with Colonel Sverchinsky. Of course, the hypothesis that Sverchinsky, a longstanding confidant of the prince and Vedishchev, could be involved with revolutionaries required a certain liveliness of the imagination, but the good Lord had endowed the State Counsellor plentifully with that particular quality, and in the course of a life rich in adventures he had come across surprises more bizarre than that.


And so, what could be said about Colonel Stanislav Sverchinsky of the Special Corps of Gendarmes?


He was secretive, cunning and ambitious, but at the same time very cautious – he preferred to stay in the background. A meticulous career man. He knew how to bide his time and wait for his chance, and this time it seemed to have come: as yet he was only acting head of the Office of Gendarmes, but in all likelihood he would be confirmed in that post, and then the most mouth-watering career prospects would be open to him. Of course, it was well known in both Moscow and St Petersburg that Sverchinsky was Prince Dolgorukoi’s man. If Vladimir And-reevich were to leave the old capital city for the sunny scrap heap of Nice, the colonel might never be confirmed in his coveted appointment. And so, as far as Stanislav Filippovich Sverchinsky’s career prospects were concerned, the death of General Khrapov was a distressing, perhaps even fatal, event. At least, that was how matters appeared at first glance.


The journey from Tverskaya Street to Malaya Nikitskaya Street was no distance at all and were it not for the cold wind driving the slanting snow, Fandorin would have preferred to go on foot: walking was better for thinking. Here was the turn off the boulevard already. The carriage drove past the cast-iron railings of the mansion of Baron Evert-Kolokoltsev, where Fandorin lived in the outhouse, and two hundred paces further on the familiar yellowish-white building with a striped sentry box at the entrance emerged from the white shroud of the blizzard.


Fandorin climbed out, held down the top hat that was straining to take flight, and ran up the slippery steps. In the vestibule a familiar sergeant saluted the State Counsellor smartly and reported without waiting to be asked: ‘In his office. He’s expecting you. Your coat and hat, if you please, Your Honour. I’ll take them to the cloakroom.’


Erast Petrovich thanked him absent-mindedly and looked round the familiar interior as if he were seeing it for the first time.


A corridor with a row of identical oilcloth-upholstered doors, drab pale-blue walls with perfunctory white skirting, and – at the far end – the gymnastics hall. Could state treason really be lurking here, within these walls?


The departmental adjutant on duty in the reception room was Lieutenant Smolyaninov, a ruddy-faced young man with lively black eyes and a dashingly curled moustache.


‘Good health to you, Erast Petrovich,’ he said, greeting the habitual visitor. ‘Terrible weather, eh?’


‘Yes, yes,’ said the State Counsellor, nodding. ‘May I go in?’ And he walked straight into the office without any further ado, as an old colleague and, perhaps – in the near future – an immediate superior.


‘Well, what news of happenings in higher places?’ asked Sverchinsky, rising to greet him. ‘What does Vladimir Andreevich say? What are we to do, what measures are we to take? I confess I’m at a loss.’ He lowered his voice to a terrible whisper and asked: ‘What do you think – will they dismiss him?’


‘To some extent that will depend on the two of us.’


Fandorin lowered himself into an armchair, the Colonel sat down facing him, and the conversation immediately turned to business.


‘Stanislav Filippovich, I shall be frank with you. We have a t-traitor among us, either here, in the Office of Gendarmes, or in the Department of Security.’


‘A traitor?’ The Colonel shook his head violently, inflicting serious damage on the ideal parting that divided his smoothly slicked hairstyle into two symmetrical halves. ‘Here?’


‘Yes, a traitor or a blabbermouth, which in the given case is the same thing.’ The State Counsellor expounded his reasoning to the Colonel.


Sverchinsky listened, twirling the ends of his moustache in agitation. Having heard Fandorin out, he set his hand on his heart and said with feeling: ‘I entirely agree with you! Your reasoning is absolutely just and convincing. But I ask you please to exempt my office from suspicion. Our assignment in the matter of General Khrapov’s arrival was extremely simple – to provide a uniformed escort. I didn’t even take any special measures, simply ordered a mounted half-platoon to be made ready, and that was all. And I assure you, my esteemed Erast Petrovich, that in the entire Office only two men were aware of all the details: myself and Lieutenant Smolyaninov. I had to explain everything to him, as the adjutant. But you know him yourself; he’s a responsible young man, bright and very high-minded, not the kind to fall down on the job. And I dare to hope that I am known to you as a man not given to gossiping.’


Erast Petrovich inclined his head diplomatically: ‘That is precisely why I came to you in the first instance and am keeping nothing back from you.’


‘I assure you, it must be the Petersburg crew or those types from Gnezdikovsky!’ the Colonel said, opening his handsome, velvety eyes wide – by ‘those types from Gnezdikovsky’ he meant the Department of Security, located on Bolshoi Gnezdikovsky Lane. ‘I can’t say anything about Petersburg, I’m not in possession of adequate information; but Lieutenant Colonel Burlyaev has plenty of riff-raff among his helpers – former nihilists and all sorts of shady characters. That’s the place you need to sound out. Of course, I wouldn’t dream of accusing Pyotr Ivanovich himself, God forbid, but his agents were responsible for the secret security arrangements, so there must have been some kind of briefing and an explanation – to a pretty large group of highly dubious individuals. Very imprudent. And another thing . . .’ Sverchinsky hesitated, as if unsure whether or not to continue.


‘What?’ asked Fandorin, looking him straight in the eye. ‘Is there some other possible explanation that I have overlooked? Tell me, Stanislav Filippovich, tell me. We are speaking frankly here.’


‘Well, there are also the secret agents, whom we refer to in our department as “collaborators” – that is, the members of revolutionary groups who collaborate with the police.’


‘Agents provocateurs?’ the State Counsellor enquired with a frown.


‘No, not necessarily provocateurs. Sometimes simply informants. Our work would be quite impossible without them.’


‘How could your spies know the detailed arrangements for the reception of a secret visitor, right down to the description of my appearance?’ asked Erast Petrovich, knitting the black arrowheads of his eyebrows in a frown. ‘I can’t see why they should.’


The Colonel was clearly in some difficulty. He blushed slightly, twisted one side of his moustache into an even tighter curl and lowered his voice confidentially.


‘There are different kinds of agents. And the way the authorised officers handle them varies too. Sometimes it’s a matter of entirely private . . . mmm . . . I would even say, intimate, contact. Well, you understand.’


‘No,’ said Fandorin with a shudder, looking at the other man in some fright. ‘I do not understand and I do not wish to. Do you mean to tell me that for the good of the cause employees of the Office of Gendarmes and the Department of Security enter into sodomitical relations with their agents?’


‘Ah, why necessarily sodomitical!’ Sverchinsky exclaimed, throwing his hands up. ‘The collaborators include quite a large number of women, as a general rule quite young and good-looking. And you know what a free attitude our modern revolutionary youth and their associates have towards matters of sex.’


‘Yes, yes,’ said the State Counsellor in a rather embarrassed tone. ‘I have heard about it. I really do not have a very clear idea of the activities of the secret police. And I have not previously had any dealings with revolutionaries – mostly murderers, swindlers and foreign spies. However, Stanislav Filippovich, you are clearly pointing me in the direction of one of the Department’s officers. Who is it? Which of them, in your view, has suspicious connections?’


The Colonel maintained his expression of moral torment for about half a minute and then, as if he had come to a difficult decision, he whispered: ‘Erast Petrovich, my dear fellow, to some extent, of course, this is private business, but knowing you as I do to be a highly scrupulous and broadminded individual, I feel that I have no right to conceal the facts, especially since this is a matter of exceptional importance, in the face of which all personal considerations pale into insignificance, no matter—’ At this point, having lost the thread of his tangled grammar, Sverchinsky broke off and began speaking more simply. ‘I am in possession of information indicating that Lieutenant Colonel Burlyaev maintains an acquaintance with a certain Diana – of course, that is her agent’s alias – a very mysterious individual who collaborates with the authorities without reward, out of ideological considerations, and therefore sets her own terms. For instance, we do not know her real name or where she lives – only the address of the secret apartment that the Department rents for her. From what we know, she is a young woman, or married lady, from a very good family. She has extremely wide and extremely useful contacts among the revolutionary circles of Moscow and St Petersburg, and she renders the police truly invaluable service . . .’


‘Is she Burlyaev’s mistress, and could he have revealed secrets to her?’ the State Counsellor asked impatiently, interrupting Sverchinksy. ‘Is that what you are hinting at?’


Stanislav Filippovich unbuttoned his stiff collar and moved closer. ‘I . . . I am not certain that she is his mistress, but I think it possible. Very possible, in fact. And if she is, Burlyaev could easily have told her things that he shouldn’t have. You understand, double agents, especially of this complexion, are not very predictable. Today they collaborate with us, tomorrow they reverse direction and . . .’


‘Very well, I’ll bear it in mind.’


Erast Petrovich began thinking about something and suddenly changed the subject: ‘I assume Frol Grigorievich has telephoned and asked you to offer me every possible assistance.’


Sverchinsky pressed his hands to his chest, as if to say: Everything that I can possibly do.


‘Then I tell you what. For this investigation I shall require a smart assistant who can also act as my liaison officer. Will you lend me your Smolyaninov?’


The State Counsellor had not spent very long in the yellowish-white building, probably no more than half an hour; but when he came back out into the street, the city was unrecognisable. The wind had wearied of driving white dust through the crooked streets and the snow had settled in loose heaps on the roofs and roadways. In some magical manner, the sky, so recently completely obscured, had now cleared, and the low, grainy ceiling was gone, replaced by a joyous, soaring vault of blue, crowned, just as it should be, by a small circle of gold that glittered like a shiny new imperial. Church domes looking like New Year’s tree toys had sprung up out of nowhere above the roofs of the buildings, the freshly fallen snow sparkled with all the colours of the rainbow, and Moscow had performed her favourite trick of changing from a frog into a princess so lovely that the sight of her took your very breath away.


Erast Petrovich looked around and even came to a halt, almost blinded by the bright radiance.


‘How beautiful!’ exclaimed Lieutenant Smolyaninov and then, suddenly ashamed of his excessive enthusiasm, felt it necessary to add: ‘Really, what remarkable metamorphoses . . . Where are we going now, Mr State Counsellor?’


‘To the Department of Security. This weather really is glorious. L-Let’s walk there.’


Fandorin sent the carriage back to the Governor General’s stables, and five minutes later the deputy for special assignments and his ruddy-cheeked companion were striding down Tverskaya Street, which was already full of people strolling along, half-crazed by this sudden amnesty that nature had granted them, although the yard-keepers had barely even begun clearing the alleyways of snow.


Every now and then Erast Petrovich caught people glancing at him – sometimes in fright, sometimes in sympathy, sometimes with simple curiosity – and it was a while before he realised the reason. Ah yes, it was the fine young fellow in the blue gendarme’s greatcoat, with a gun-holster and a sword, walking to one side and slightly behind him. A stranger could easily assume that the respectable-looking gentleman in the fur cloak and suede top hat was under armed escort. Two engineering students whom Fandorin did not know at all nodded as they walked towards him and gave his ‘escort’ a look of hatred and contempt. Erast Petrovich glanced round at the Lieutenant, but he was smiling as serenely as ever and seemed not to have noticed the young men’s hostility.


‘Smolyaninov, you are obviously going to spend several days with me. Don’t wear your uniform; it may interfere with our work. Wear civilian clothes. And by the way, I’ve been wanting to ask you for a long time . . . How did you come to be in the gendarmes corps? Your father’s a privy counsellor, is he not? You could have served in the g-guards.’


Lieutenant Smolyaninov took the question as an invitation to reduce the respectful distance that he had been maintaining. In a single bound he overtook the State Counsellor and walked on shoulder to shoulder with him. ‘What’s so good about being in the guards?’ he responded readily. ‘Nothing but parades and drunken revels: it’s boring. But serving in the gendarmes is pure pleasure. Secret missions, tailing dangerous criminals, sometimes even gunfights. Last year an anarchist holed up in a dacha at Novogireevo, do you remember? He held us off for three whole hours, wounded two of our men. He almost winged me too; the bullet whizzed by just past my cheek. Another half-inch, and it would have left a scar.’


The final words were spoken with obvious regret for an opportunity lost.


‘But are you not distressed by the . . . the hostile attitude taken by society towards blue uniforms, especially among your own contemporaries?’ Erast Petrovich looked at his companion with keen curiosity, but Smolyaninov’s expression remained as untroubled as ever.


‘I take no notice of it, because I serve Russia and my conscience is clear. And the prejudice against members of the gendarmes corps will evaporate when everyone realises how much we do to protect the state and victims of violence. I’m sure you know that the emblem assigned to the corps by the Emperor Nikolai Pavlovich is a white handkerchief for wiping away the tears of the unfortunate and the suffering.’


Such simple-hearted fervour made the State Counsellor look again at the Lieutenant, who began speaking with even greater passion: ‘People think our branch of service is scandalous because they know so little about it. But in actual fact, it is far from easy to become a gendarme officer. Firstly, they only take hereditary nobles, because we are the principal defenders of the throne. Secondly, they select the most deserving and well educated of the army officers, only those who have graduated from college with at least a first-class diploma. There mustn’t be a single blot on your service record, and God forbid that you should have any debts. A gendarme’s hands must be clean. Do you know what difficult exams I had to take? It was terrible. I got top marks for my essay on the subject “Russia in the twentieth century”, but I still had to wait almost a year for a place on the training course, and after the course I waited another four months for a vacancy. Although it’s true, Papa did get me a place in the Moscow office…’ Smolyaninov need not have added that, and Erast Petrovich appreciated the young man’s candour.
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