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As the motorcycle crested the hill, sunlight winked off the goggles of the rider.


In that moment, Pekkala was hurled back through time.


‘You ask for proof that the T-34 has been compromised?’


‘You are free to go now if you wish,’ said Stalin


They were out in open country now, the Emka’s engine


It was a summer evening. Pekkala had spent the day trying to


‘You were there?’ asked Pekkala.


Pekkala woke to the sound of someone banging on the door.


Under the glare of an electric light powered by a rattling


The Tsar was sitting at his desk.


Pekkala was beginning to wonder if Stalin might keep him waiting


He stood outside the Tsarina’s Mauve Boudoir, fist raised to rap


The knocking came again, but there was something unusual about it.


Pekkala travelled to the mansion of Mathilde Kschessinska.


As often happened, by the time Pekkala had finished his tea


The thing he would always remember was the way people died


Pekkala smoothed a hand across his face, fingertips rustling


‘God protect us!’ wept the Tsarina. ‘God protect us. God protect us.’


Pekkala watched as Kropotkin crossed the road, disappearing


‘When guns are drawn,’ said Chief Inspector Vassileyev


When, at last, his breathing had returned to normal


Dalstroy-Seven was a collection of half a dozen log houses


‘How did you manage to escape?’ asked Pekkala.


He was standing on the platform of the Imperial Station


At first, Pekkala did not understand.


Pekkala stood out in the wide expanse of the Alexander Park.


Late that night, as Pekkala sat on the end of his bed


It was a January morning. Ice floes drifted down the Neva river


Pekkala and Konstantin made their way along the dark road
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As the motorcycle crested the hill, sunlight winked off the goggles of the rider.





As the motorcycle crested the hill, sunlight winked off the goggles of the rider. Against the chill of early spring, he wore a double-breasted leather coat and a leather flying cap which buckled under his chin.


He had been on the road for three days, stopping only to buy fuel along the way. His saddlebags were filled with tins of food he’d brought from home.


At night, he did not stay in any town, but wheeled his motorcycle in amongst the trees. It was a new machine, a Zundapp K500, with a pressed-steel frame and girder forks. Normally he could never have afforded it, but this trip alone would pay for everything, and more besides. He thought about that as he sat there alone in the woods, eating cold soup from a can.


Before camouflaging the motorcycle with fallen branches, he wiped the dust from its sprung leather seat and the large teardrop-shaped fuel tank. He spat on every scratch he found and rubbed them with his sleeve.


The man slept on the ground, wrapped in an oilcloth sheet, without the comfort of a fire or even a cigarette. The smell of smoke might have given away his location, and he could not afford to take the risk.


Sometimes, he was woken by the rumble of Polish Army trucks passing by on the road. None of them stopped. Once he heard a crashing in among the trees. He drew a revolver from his coat and sat up, just as a stag passed a few paces away, barely visible, as if the shadows themselves had come to life. For the rest of the night, the man did not sleep. Tormented by childhood nightmares of human shapes with antlers sprouting from their heads, he wanted only to be gone from this country. Ever since he crossed the German border into Poland, he had been afraid, although no one who saw him would ever have realised it. This was not the first time he had been on such a journey, and the man knew from experience that his fear would not leave him until he was back among his own people again.


On the third day, he crossed into the Soviet Union at a lonely border checkpoint manned by one Polish soldier and one Russian soldier, neither of whom could speak the other’s language. Both men came out to admire his motorcycle. ‘Zundapp,’ they crooned softly, as if saying the name of a loved one and the man gritted his teeth while they ran their hands over the chrome.


A few minutes after leaving the checkpoint, he pulled over to the side of the road and raised the goggles to his forehead, revealing two pale moons of skin where the road dust had not settled on his face. Shielding his eyes with one hand, he looked out over the rolling countryside. The fields were ploughed and muddy, seeds of rye and barley still sleeping in the ground. Thin feathers of smoke rose from the chimneys of solitary farm houses, their slate roofs patched with luminous green moss.


The man wondered what the inhabitants of those houses might do if they knew their way of life would soon be ending. Even if they did know, he told himself, they would probably just carry on as they had always done, placing their faith in miracles. That, he thought, is precisely why they deserve to be extinct. The task he had come here to accomplish would bring that moment closer. After today, there would be nothing they could do to stop it. Then he wiped the fingerprints of the border guards off his handlebars and continued on his way.


He was close to the rendezvous point, racing along deserted roads, through patches of mist which clung to the hollows like ink diffusing in water. The words of half-remembered songs escaped his lips. Otherwise he did not speak, as if he were alone upon the earth. Driving out across that empty countryside, that was how he felt himself to be.


At last he came to the place he had been looking for. It was an abandoned farmhouse, roof sagging like the back of an old horse. Turning off the road, he drove the Zundapp through an opening in the stone wall which ringed the farmyard. Overgrown trees ringed the farmhouse, their thick trunks sheathed with ivy. A flock of crows scattered from their branches, their ghostly shapes reflected in the puddles of the farmyard.


When he cut the engine, silence descended upon him. Removing his gauntlets, he scratched at the dried mud which had spattered on his chin. It flaked away like scabs, revealing a week’s growth of stubble beneath.


Shutters hung loose and rotten on the windows of the farmhouse. The door had been kicked in and lay flat on the floor inside the house. Dandelions grew between cracks in the floorboards.


He set the Zundapp on its kick stand, drew his gun and stepped cautiously into the house. Holding the revolver down by his side, he trod across the creaking floorboards. Grey light filtered through the slits between the shutters. In the fireplace, a pair of dragon-headed andirons scowled at him as he walked by.


‘There you are,’ said a voice.


The Zundapp rider flinched, but he did not raise the gun. He stood still, scanning the shadows. Then he spotted a man, sitting at a table in the next room, which had once been a kitchen. The stranger smiled, raised one hand and moved it slowly back and forth. ‘Nice motorcycle,’ he said.


The rider put away his gun and stepped into the kitchen.


‘Right on time,’ said the man. Set on the table in front of him was a Tokarev automatic pistol, two small metal cups, each one not bigger than an eggshell. Beside the cups stood an unopened bottle of Georgian Ustashi vodka, a blue-green colour from the steppe grass used to flavour it. The man had placed a second chair on the other side of the table, so that the rider would have a place to sit. ‘How was your trip?’ asked the man.


‘Do you have it?’ said the rider.


‘Of course.’ The man reached into his coat and pulled out a bundle of documents which had been rolled up like a newspaper. He let them fall with a slap on to the table, raising a tiny cloud of dust from the dirty wooden surface.


‘That’s everything?’ asked the rider.


The man patted the bundle reassuringly. ‘Full operational schematics for the entire Konstantin Project.’


The Zundapp rider put one foot on the chair and rolled up his trouser leg. Taped to his calf was a leather envelope. The man removed the tape, swearing quietly as it tore away the hair on his leg. Then he removed a stack of money from the envelope and laid it on the table. ‘Count it,’ he said.


Obligingly, the man counted the money, walking the tips of his fingers through the bills.


Somewhere above them, in the rafters of the house, starlings trilled and clicked their beaks.


When the man had finished counting, he filled the two small cups with vodka and lifted one of them. ‘On behalf of the White Guild, I would like to thank you. A toast to the Guild and to the downfall of Communism!’


The man did not reach for his cup. ‘Are we finished here?’ he asked.


‘Yes!’ The man knocked back his vodka, then reached for the second cup, raised it in salute and drank that too. ‘I think we are finished.’


The rider reached across and picked up the documents. As he tucked the bundle into the inside pocket of his coat, he paused to look around the room. He studied the canopies of spider webs, the puckered wallpaper and the cracks which had crazed the ceiling like the growth lines on a skull. You will be home soon, he thought to himself. Then you can forget this ever happened.


‘Would you care for a smoke?’ asked the man. He laid a cigarette case on the table and set a brass lighter on top.


The rider stared at him, almost as if he knew this man from someplace before but could not remember where. ‘I should be going,’ said the rider.


‘Maybe next time.’ The man smiled.


The rider turned away and started walking back towards his motorcycle.


He had gone only three paces when the man snatched up his Tokarev pistol, squinted down the line of his outstretched arm and, without getting up from the table, shot the rider in the back of the head. The bullet tore through the rider’s skull and a piece of his forehead skittered away across the floor. He dropped to the ground like a puppet whose strings had been cut.


Now the man rose to his feet. He came out from behind the table and rolled the corpse over with his boot. The rider’s arm swung out and his knuckles struck against the floor. The man bent down and removed the documents from the rider’s pocket.


‘You’ll drink now, you fascist son of a bitch,’ he said. Then he took the bottle of vodka and emptied it out over the rider, soaking his head and shoulders and pouring a stream along the length of his legs. When the bottle was empty, he threw it away across the room. The heavy glass slammed against a rotten wall but did not break.


The man stashed the money and the documents in his pocket. Then he gathered up his gun, his little cups and his box of cigarettes. On his way out of the house, he spun the metal wheel of his lighter and when the fire jumped up from the wick, he dropped the lighter on top of the dead man. The alcohol burst into flames with a sound like a curtain billowing in the wind.


The man walked out into the farmyard and stood before the motorcycle, trailing his fingers over the Zundapp name emblazoned on the fuel tank. Then he straddled the motorcycle and lifted the helmet and goggles from where they hung on the handlebars. He put on the helmet and settled the goggles over his eyes. The heat of the dead man’s body was still in the leather eye pads. Kick-starting the motorcycle, he drove out on to the road and the Zundapp snarled as he shifted through the gears.


Behind him, already in the distance, a mushroom cloud of smoke rose from the blazing ruins of the farmhouse.




*





Officially, the Borodino restaurant, located in a quiet street just off the Bolotnia Square in Moscow, was open to the public. Unofficially, the owner and head waiter, a gaunt-faced man named Chicherin, would size up whoever came through the front door, its frosted glass panes decorated with a pattern of ivy leaves. Then Chicherin would either offer the patrons a table or would direct them down a narrow unlit corridor to what they assumed was a second dining room on the other side of the door. This would take them directly into an alley at the side of the restaurant. By the time they realised what had happened, the door would have locked automatically behind them. If the patrons still refused to take the hint and chose to come back into the restaurant, they would be confronted by the bartender, a former Greek wrestler named Niarchos, and ejected from the premises.


On a dreary afternoon in March, with clumps of dirty snow still clinging to the sunless corners of the city, a young man in a military uniform entered the restaurant. He was tall, with a narrow face, rosy cheeks and a look of permanent curiosity. His smartly tailored gymnastiorka tunic fitted closely to his shoulders and his waist. He wore blue dress trousers with a red line of piping down the outside and knee-length black boots which glowed with a fresh coat of polish.


Chicherin scanned the uniform for any sign of elevated rank. Anything below the rank of captain was enough to qualify a soldier for a trip down the corridor to what Chicherin called The Enchanted Grotto. Not only did this young man have no rank, he was not even wearing any insignia to denote his branch of service.


Chicherin was disgusted, but he smiled and said, ‘Good day,’ lowering his head slightly but not taking his eyes off the young man.


‘Good day to you,’ came the reply. The man looked around at the full tables, admiring the plates of food. ‘Ah,’ he sighed. ‘Shashlik.’ He gestured towards a plate of fluffy white rice, on which a waiter was placing cubes of roast lamb, onions and green peppers, carefully sliding them from the skewer on which they had been grilled. ‘Has the lamb been soaked in red wine,’ he sniffed at the steam which drifted past his face, ‘or is it pomegranate juice?’


Chicherin narrowed his eyes. ‘Are you looking for a table?’


The young man did not seem to hear. ‘And there,’ he pointed. ‘Salmon with dill and horseradish sauce.’


‘Yes, that’s right,’ Chicherin took him gently by the arm and steered him down the corridor. ‘This way, please.’


‘Down there?’ the young man squinted into the dark tunnel of the corridor.


‘Yes, yes,’ Chicherin reassured him. ‘The Enchanted Grotto.’


Obediently, the young man disappeared into the alley.


A moment later, Chicherin heard the reassuring clunk of the metal door locking shut. Then came the helpless rattle of the door knob as the young man tried to get back in.


Usually, people took the hint, and Chicherin never saw them again. This time, however, when the young man reappeared less than a minute later, still smiling innocently, Chicherin nodded to Niarchos.


Niarchos was smearing a grubby-looking rag inside glasses used for serving tea. When Niarchos caught Chicherin’s eye, he raised his head with a short, abrupt movement, like a horse trying to shake off its bridle. Then, very carefully, he set down the glass he had been polishing and came out from behind the bar.


‘There seems to be some kind of mistake,’ said the young man. ‘My name is Kirov, and …’


‘You should go,’ Niarchos interrupted. He resented having to come out from behind the bar, and lose the pleasant flow of daydreams as he mindlessly polished the glasses.


‘I think …’ Kirov attempted once more to explain.


‘Yes, yes,’ hissed Chicherin, appearing suddenly beside him, the smile having evaporated from his face. ‘Some kind of mistake, you say. But the only mistake is your coming in here. Can’t you see that this is not the place for you?’ He glanced out over the tables, populated mostly by jowly, red-faced men with grizzled grey hair. Some wore olive-brown gaberdine tunics bearing the ranks of senior commissars. Others had civilian clothes, of European cut and good-quality wool, so finely woven that it seemed to shimmer beneath the orchid-shaped light fixtures. Sitting among these officers and politicians were beautiful but bored-looking women, sipping smoke from cork-tipped cigarettes. ‘Listen,’ said Chicherin, ‘even if you could get a table here, I doubt you could afford the meal.’


‘But I have not come to eat,’ protested Kirov. ‘Besides, I do my own cooking, and it looks to me as if your chef relies too heavily on his sauces.’


Chicherin’s forehead crumpled in confusion. ‘So you are looking for a job?’


‘No,’ replied the young man. ‘I am looking for Colonel Nagorski.’


Chicherin’s eyes widened. He glanced towards a table in the corner of the room where two men were eating lunch. Both of the men wore suits. One was shaved bald, and the great dome of his head looked like a sphere of pink granite resting on the starched white pedestal of his shirt collar. The other man had thick black hair combed straight back on his head. The sharp angle of his cheekbones was offset by a slightly pointed beard cut close against his chin. This made him look as if his face had been stretched over an inverted triangle of wood, and so tightly that even the slightest expression might tear the flesh from his bones.


‘You want Colonel Nagorski?’ asked Chicherin. He nodded towards the man with the thick black hair. ‘Well, there he is, but …’


‘Thank you.’ Kirov took one step towards the table.


Chicherin gripped his arm. ‘Listen my young friend, do yourself a favour and go home. Whoever sent you on this errand is just trying to get you killed. Do you have any idea what you are doing? Or who you are dealing with?’


Patiently, Kirov reached inside his jacket and removed a telegram, the fragile yellow paper banded with a line of red across the top, indicating that it had come from an office of the government. ‘You should take a look at this.’


Chicherin snatched the telegram from his hand.


All this time, the bartender Niarchos had been looming over the young man, his dark eyes narrowed into slits. But now, at the sight of this telegram, which looked to him so frail that it might at any moment evaporate into smoke, Niarchos began to grow nervous.


By now, Chicherin had finished reading the telegram.


‘I need that back,’ said the young man.


Chicherin did not reply. He continued to stare at the telegram, as if expecting more words to materialise.


Kirov slipped the flimsy paper from between Chicherin’s fingers and set off across the dining room.


This time, Chicherin did nothing to stop him.


Niarchos stepped out of the way, his huge body swinging to the side as if he were on some kind of hinge.


On his way to the table of Colonel Nagorski, Kirov paused to stare at various meals, breathing in the smells and sighing with contentment or making soft grunts of disapproval at the heavy-handed use of cream and parsley. Arriving at last beside Nagorski’s table, the young man cleared his throat.


Nagorski looked up. The skin stretched over his cheekbones looked like polished wax. ‘More blinis for the caviar!’ he slapped his hand down on the table.


‘Comrade Nagorski,’ said Kirov.


Nagorski had turned back to his meal, but at the mention of his name he froze. ‘How do you know my name?’ he asked quietly.


‘Your presence is required, Comrade Nagorski.’


Nagorski glanced towards the bar, hoping to catch the eye of Niarchos. But Niarchos’s attention seemed completely  focused on polishing tea glasses. Now Nagorski looked around for Chicherin, but the manager was nowhere to be seen. Finally, he turned to the young man. ‘Exactly where is my presence required?’ he asked.


‘That will be explained on the way,’ said Kirov.


Nagorski’s companion sat with arms folded, gaze fixed, his thoughts unreadable.


Kirov couldn’t help noticing that although Nagorski’s plate was loaded with food, the only thing set in front of the bald giant was a small salad made of pickled cabbages and beets.


‘What makes you think,’ began Nagorski, ‘that I am just going to get up and walk out of here with you?’


‘If you don’t come willingly, Comrade Nagorski, I have orders to arrest you.’ Kirov held out the telegram.


Nagorski brushed the piece of paper aside. ‘Arrest me?’ he shouted.


A sudden silence descended upon the restaurant.


Nagorski dabbed a napkin against his thin lips. Then he threw the cloth down on top of his food and stood up.


By now, all eyes had turned to the table in the corner.


Nagorski smiled broadly, but his eyes remained cold and hostile. Digging one hand into the pockets of his coat, he withdrew a small automatic pistol.


A gasp went up from the nearby tables. Knives and forks clattered on to plates.


Kirov blinked at the gun.


‘You look a little jumpy,’ smiled Nagorski. Then he turned the weapon in his palm so that the butt was facing outwards and handed it to the other man at the table.


His companion reached out and took it.


‘Take good care of that,’ said Nagorski. ‘I’ll be wanting it back very soon.’


‘Yes, Colonel,’ replied the man. He set the gun beside his plate, as if it were another piece of cutlery.


Now Nagorski slapped the young man on the back. ‘Let’s see what this is all about, shall we?’


Kirov almost lost his balance from the jolt of Nagorski’s palm. ‘A car is waiting.’


‘Good!’ Nagorski announced in a loud voice. ‘Why walk when we can ride?’ He laughed and looked around.


Faint smiles passed across the faces of the other customers.


The two men made their way outside.


As Nagorski walked by the kitchen, he saw Chicherin’s face framed in one of the little round windows of the double swinging doors.


Outside the Borodino, sleet lay like frog spawn on the pavement.


As soon as the door had closed behind them, Nagorski grabbed the young man by his collar and threw him up against the brick wall of the restaurant.


The young man did not resist. He looked as if he’d been expecting this.


‘Nobody disturbs me when I am eating!’ growled Nagorski, lifting the young man up on to the tips of his toes. ‘Nobody survives that kind of stupidity!’


Kirov nodded towards a black car, its engine running, pulled up at the kerbside. ‘He is waiting, Comrade Nagorski.’


Nagorski glanced over his shoulder. He noticed the shape of someone sitting in the back seat. He could not make out a face. Then he turned back to the young man. ‘Who are you?’ he asked.


‘My name is Kirov. Major Kirov.’


‘Major?’ Nagorski let go of him suddenly. ‘Why didn’t you say so?’ Now he stood back and brushed at Kirov’s crumpled lapel. ‘We might have avoided this unpleasantness.’ He strode across to the car and climbed into the rear seat.


Major Kirov got in behind the wheel.


Nagorski settled back into his seat. Only then did he look at the person sitting beside him. ‘You!’ he shouted.


‘Good afternoon,’ said Pekkala.


‘Oh, shit,’ replied Colonel Nagorski.




*





Inspector Pekkala was a tall, powerful-looking man with broad shoulders and slightly narrowed eyes the colour of mahogany. He had been born in Lappeenranta, Finland, at a time when it was still a Russian colony. His mother was a Laplander, from Rovaniemi in the north.


At the age of eighteen, on the wishes of his father, Pekkala travelled to Petrograd in order to enlist in the Tsar’s elite Finnish Legion. There, early in his training, he had been singled out by the Tsar for duty as his own Special Investigator. It was a position which had never existed before and which would one day give Pekkala powers considered unimaginable before the Tsar chose to create them.


In preparation for this, he was given over to the Police, then to the State Police – the Gendarmerie – and after that to the Tsar’s Secret Police, who were known as the Okhrana. In those long months, doors were opened to him which few men even knew existed. At the completion of Pekkala’s training, the Tsar presented him with the only badge of office he would ever wear – a heavy gold disc, as wide across as the length of his little finger. Across the centre was a stripe of white enamel inlay, which began at a point, widened until it took up half the disc and narrowed again to a point on the other side. Embedded in the middle of the white enamel was a large, round emerald. Together, these elements formed the unmistakable shape of an eye. Pekkala never forgot the first time he held the disc in his hand, and the way he had traced his fingertip over the eye, feeling the smooth bump of the jewel, like a blind man reading Braille.


It was because of this badge that Pekkala became known as the Emerald Eye. The public knew little else about him. His photograph could not be published or even taken. In the absence of facts, legends grew up around Pekkala, including rumours that he was not even human, but rather some demon conjured into life through the black arts of an arctic shaman.


Throughout his years of service, Pekkala answered only to the Tsar. In that time he learned the secrets of an empire, and when that empire fell, and those who shared those secrets had taken them to their graves, Pekkala was surprised to find himself still breathing.


Captured during the Revolution, he was sent to the Siberian labour camp of Borodok, where he tried to forget the world he’d left behind.


But the world he left behind had not forgotten him.


After seven years alone in the forest of Krasnagolyana, during which time he lived more like a wild animal than as a man, Pekkala was brought back to Moscow on the orders of Stalin himself.


Since that time, maintaining an uneasy truce with his former enemies, Pekkala had continued in his role as Special Investigator.




*





Deep beneath the streets of Moscow, Colonel Rolan Nagorski sat on a metal chair in a cramped cell of the Lubyanka prison. The walls were painted white. A single light bulb, protected by a dusty metal cage, lit the room.


Nagorski had taken off his jacket and hung it on the back of the chair. Braces stretched tight over his shoulders. As he spoke, he rolled up his sleeves, as if preparing for a brawl. ‘Before you start firing questions at me, Inspector Pekkala, let me ask one of you.’


‘Go ahead,’ said Pekkala. He sat opposite the man, on the same kind of metal chair. The room was so small that their knees were almost touching.


Even though it was stifling in the room, Pekkala had not taken off his coat. It was cut in the old style: black and knee length, with a short collar and concealed buttons which fastened on the left side of his chest. He sat unnaturally straight, like a man with an injured back. This was caused by the gun which he kept strapped across his chest.


The gun was a Webley .455 revolver, with solid brass handles and a pin-sized hole drilled into the barrel just behind the forward sight to stop the pistol from bucking when it fired. The modification had been made not for Pekkala but for the Tsar, who received it as a gift from his cousin King George V. The Tsar then issued the Webley to Pekkala. ‘I have no use for such a weapon,’ the Tsar had told him. ‘If my enemies get close enough for me to need this, it will already be too late to do me any good.’


‘The question I wanted to ask you,’ said Nagorski, ‘is why you think I would give away the secret of my own invention to the same people we might have to use it against?’


Pekkala opened his mouth to reply, but he did not get the chance.


‘You see, I know why I’m here,’ continued Nagorski. ‘You think I am responsible for breaches of security in the Konstantin Project. I am neither so naive, nor so uninformed that I don’t know what’s going on around me. That’s why every stage of development has taken place in a secure facility. The entire base is under permanent lockdown and under my own personal control. Everyone who works there has been cleared by me. Nothing happens at the facility without my knowing about it.’


‘Which brings us back to your reason for being here today.’


Now Nagorski leaned forward. ‘Yes, Inspector Pekkala. Yes, it does, and I could have saved you some time and myself a very expensive meal if you had simply let me tell your errand boy …’


‘That “errand boy”, as you call him, is a major of Internal Security.’


‘Even NKVD officers can be errand boys, Inspector, if their bosses are running the country. What I could have told your major is the same thing I’m going to tell you now, which is that there has been no breach of security.’


‘The weapon you are calling the T-34 is known to our enemies,’ said Pekkala. ‘I’m afraid that is a fact you can’t deny.’


‘Of course, its existence is known. You can’t design, build and field-test a machine weighing thirty tons, and expect it to remain invisible. But its existence is not what I’m talking about. The secret lies in what it can do. I admit it’s true that there are members of my design team who could tell you pieces of this puzzle, but only one person knows its full potential.’ Nagorski sat back and folded his arms. Sweat was running down his polished face. ‘That would be me, Inspector Pekkala.’


‘There is something I don’t understand,’ said Pekkala. ‘What is so special about your invention? Don’t we already have tanks?’


Nagorski coughed out a laugh. ‘Certainly! There is the T-26.’ He let one hand fall open, as if a miniature tank were resting on his palm. ‘But it is too slow.’ The hand closed up into a fist. ‘Then there is the BT series.’ The other hand fell open. ‘But it doesn’t have enough armour. You might as well ask me why we are building weapons at all when there are plenty of stones lying around to throw at our enemies when they invade.’


‘You sound very confident, Comrade Nagorski.’


‘I am more than confident!’ Nagorski barked in his face. ‘I am certain, and it is not merely because I invented the T-34. It is because I have faced tanks in battle. Only when you have watched them lumbering towards you, and you know you are helpless to stop them, do you understand why tanks can win not only a battle but a war.’


‘When did you face tanks?’ asked Pekkala.


‘In the war we fought against Germany, and God help us if we ever have to fight another. When the war broke out in the summer of 1914, I was in Lyon, competing in the French Grand Prix. Back then, racing automobiles was my entire life. I won that race, you know, the only automobile race our country has ever won. It was the happiest day of my life, and it would have been perfect if my chief mechanic hadn’t been struck by one of the other race cars, which skidded off the track.’


‘Was he killed?’ asked Pekkala.


‘No,’ replied Nagorski, ‘but he was badly injured. You see, racing is a dangerous game, Inspector, even if you’re not behind the wheel.’


‘When did you first become interested in these machines?’


As the topic turned to engines, Nagorski began to relax. ‘I got my first look at an automobile in 1907. It was a Rolls-Royce Silver Ghost, which had been brought into Russia by the Grand Duke Mikhail. My father and he used to go hunting each year, for Merganser ducks up in the Pripet Marshes. Once, when the Grand Duke had stopped by our house in his car, father asked to see the inner workings of the machine.’ Nagorski laughed. ‘That’s what he called them. The inner workings. As if it was some kind of mantel clock. When the Grand Duke lifted the hood, my life changed in an instant. My father just stared at it. To him, it was nothing more than a baffling collection of metal pipes and bolts. But to me that engine made sense. It was as if I had seen it before. I have never been able to explain it properly. All I knew for certain was that my future lay with these engines. It wasn’t long before I had built one for myself. Over the next ten years, I won more than twenty races. If the war hadn’t come along, that’s what I’d still be doing. But everybody has a story which begins that way, don’t they, Inspector? If the war hadn’t come along …’


‘What did happen to you in the war?’ interrupted Pekkala.


‘I couldn’t get back to Russia, so I enlisted in the French Foreign Legion. There were men from all over the world, caught in the wrong country when the war broke out and with no way to return home. I had been with the Legion almost two years when we came up against tanks near the French village of Flers. We had all heard about these machines. The British first used them against the Germans at the battle of Cambrai in 1917. By the following year, the Germans had designed their own. I had never even seen one until we went into action against them. My first thought was how slowly they moved. Six kilometres an hour. That’s a walking pace. And nothing graceful about them. It was like being attacked by giant metal cockroaches. Three of the five broke down before they even reached us, one was knocked out with artillery and the last managed to escape, although we found it two days later burned out by the side of the road, apparently from engine malfunction.’


‘That does not sound like an impressive introduction.’


‘No, but as I watched those iron hulks being destroyed, or grinding to a halt of their own accord, I realised that the future of warfare lay in these machines. Tanks are not merely some passing fad of butchery, like the crossbow or the trebuchet. I saw at once what needed to be done to improve the design. I glimpsed technologies that had not even been invented yet, but which, in the months ahead, I created in my head and on any scrap of paper I could find. When the war ended, those scraps were what I brought back with me to this country.’


Pekkala knew the rest of that story; how one day Nagorski had walked into the newly formed Soviet Patent Office in Moscow with over twenty different designs which ultimately earned him the directorship of the T-34 project. Until that time, he had been eking out a living on the streets of Moscow, polishing the boots of men he would later command.


‘Do you know the limits of my development budget?’ asked Nagorski.


‘I do not,’ replied Pekkala.


‘That’s because there aren’t any,’ said Nagorski. ‘Comrade Stalin knows exactly how important this machine is to the safety of our country. So I can spend whatever I want, take whatever I want, order whomever I choose to do whatever I decide. You accuse me of taking risks with the safety of this country, but the blame for that belongs with the man who sent you here. You can tell Comrade Stalin from me that if he continues arresting members of the Soviet armed forces at the rate he is doing, there will be no one left to drive my tanks even if he does let me finish my work!’


Pekkala knew that the true measure of Nagorski’s power was not in the money he could spend, but in the fact that he could say what he’d just said without fear of a bullet in the brain. And Pekkala himself said nothing in reply, not because he feared Nagorski, but because he knew that Nagorski was right.


Afraid that he was losing control of the government, Stalin had ordered mass arrests. In the past year and a half, over a million people had been taken into custody. Among them were most of the Soviet high command, who had then either been shot or sent out to the Gulags.


‘Perhaps,’ suggested Pekkala, ‘you have had a change of heart about this tank of yours. It might occur to someone in that situation to try to undo what they have done.’


‘By giving its secrets to the enemy, you mean?’


Pekkala nodded slowly. ‘That is one possibility.’


‘Do you know why it is called the Konstantin Project?’


‘No, Comrade Nagorski.’


‘Konstantin is the name of my son, my only child. You see, Inspector, this project is as sacred to me as my own family. There is nothing I would do to harm it. Some people cannot understand that. They write me off as some kind of Dr Frankenstein, obsessed only with bringing a monster to life. They don’t understand the price I have to pay for my accomplishments. Success can be as harmful as failure when you are just trying to get on with your life. My wife and son have suffered greatly.’


‘I understand,’ said Pekkala.


‘Do you?’ asked Nagorski, almost pleading. ‘Do you really?’


‘We have both made difficult choices,’ said Pekkala.


Nagorski nodded, staring away into the corner of the room, lost in thought. Then suddenly he faced Pekkala. ‘Then you should know that everything I’ve told you is the truth.’


‘Excuse me, Colonel Nagorski,’ said Pekkala. He got up, left the room and walked down the corridor, which was lined with metal doors. His footsteps made no sound on the grey industrial carpeting. All sound had been removed, as if the air had been sucked out of this place. At the end of the corridor, one door remained slightly ajar. Pekkala knocked once and walked in to a room so filled with smoke that his first breath felt like a mouthful of ashes.


‘Well, Pekkala?’ said a voice. Sitting by himself in a chair in the corner of the otherwise empty room was a man of medium height and stocky build, with a pockmarked face and withered left hand. His hair was thick and dark, combed straight back on his head. A moustache sewn with threads of grey bunched beneath his nose. He was smoking a cigarette, of which so little remained that one more puff would have touched the embers to his skin.


‘Very well, Comrade Stalin,’ said Pekkala.


The man stubbed out his cigarette on the sole of his shoe and blew the last grey breath in two streams from his nose. ‘What do you think of our Colonel Nagorski?’ he asked.


‘I think he is telling the truth,’ replied Pekkala.


‘I don’t believe it,’ replied Stalin. ‘Perhaps your assistant should be questioning him.’


‘Major Kirov,’ said Pekkala.


‘I know who he is!’ Stalin’s voice rose in anger.


Pekkala understood. It was the mention of Kirov’s name which unnerved Stalin, since Kirov was also the name of the former Leningrad Party Chief, who had been assassinated five years earlier. The death of Kirov had weighed upon Stalin, not because of any lasting affection for the man, but because it showed that if a person like Kirov could be killed, then Stalin himself might be next. Since Kirov’s death, Stalin had never walked out into the streets among the people whom he ruled but did not trust.


Stalin kneaded his hands together, cracking his knuckles one after the other. ‘The Konstantin Project has been compromised, and I believe Nagorski is responsible.’


‘I have yet to see the proof of that,’ said Pekkala. ‘Is there something you’re not telling me, Comrade Stalin? Is there some proof that you can show? Or is this just another arrest, in which case you have plenty of other investigators you could use.’


Stalin rolled the stub of his cigarette between his fingers. ‘Do you know how many people I allow to speak to me that way?’


‘Not many, I imagine,’ said Pekkala. Every time he met with Stalin, he became aware of an emotional blankness that seemed to hover around the man. It was something about Stalin’s eyes. The look on his face would change, but the expression in his eyes never did. When Stalin laughed, cajoled and, if that didn’t work, threatened, it was, for Pekkala, like watching an exchange of masks in a Japanese Kabuki play. There were moments, as one mask transformed into another, when it seemed to Pekkala that he could glimpse what lay behind. And what he found there filled him with dread. His only defence was to pretend he could not see it.


Stalin smiled, and suddenly the mask had changed again. ‘Not many is right. None would be more correct. You are right that I do have other investigators, but this case is too important.’ Then he put the cigarette butt in his pocket.


Pekkala had watched him do this before. It was a strange habit in a place where even the poorest people threw their cigarette butts on the ground and left them there. Strange, too, for a man who would never run short of the forty cigarettes he smoked each day. Perhaps there was some story in it, perhaps dating back to his days as a bank robber in Tblisi. Pekkala wondered if Stalin, like some beggar in the street, removed the remaining tobacco from the stubs and rolled it into fresh cigarettes. Whatever the reason, Stalin kept it to himself.


‘I admire your audacity, Pekkala. I like a person who is not afraid to speak his mind. That’s one of the reasons I trust you.’


‘All I ask is that you let me do my job,’ said Pekkala. ‘That was our agreement.’


Stalin let his hands fall with an impatient slap against his knees. ‘Do you know, Pekkala, that my pen once touched the paper of your death sentence? I was that close.’ He pinched the air, as if he were still holding that pen, and traced the air with the ghost of his own signature. ‘I never regretted my choice. And how many years have we been working together now?’


‘Six. Almost seven.’


‘In all that time, have I ever interfered with one of your investigations?’


‘No,’ admitted Pekkala.


‘And have I ever threatened you, simply because you disagreed with me?’


‘No, Comrade Stalin.’


‘And that,’ Stalin aimed a finger at Pekkala, as if taking aim down the barrel of a gun, ‘is more than you can say about your former boss, or his meddling wife, Alexandra.’
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In that moment, Pekkala was hurled back through time.


Like a man snapping out of a trance, he found himself in the Alexander Palace, hand poised to knock upon the Tsar’s study door.


It was the day he finally tracked down the killer Grodek.


Grodek and his fiancée, a woman named Maria Balka, had been found hiding in an apartment near the Moika Canal. When agents of the Tsar’s secret service, the Okhrana, stormed the building, Grodek set off an explosive which destroyed the house and killed everyone inside, including the agents who had gone in to arrest him. Meanwhile, Grodek and Balka fled out the back, where Pekkala was waiting in case they tried to escape. Pekkala pursued them along the icy cobbled street until Grodek tried to cross the river on the Potsuleyev bridge. But Okhrana men had stationed themselves on the other side of the bridge, and the two criminals found themselves with nowhere left to run. It was at this moment that Grodek had shot his fiancée, rather than let her fall into the hands of the police. Balka’s body tumbled into the canal and disappeared among the plates of ice which drifted out towards the sea like rafts loaded with diamonds. Grodek, afraid to jump, had tried to shoot himself, only to discover that his gun was empty. He was immediately taken into custody.


The Tsar had ordered Pekkala to arrive at the Alexander Palace no later than 4 p.m. that day, in order to make his report. The Tsar did not like to be kept waiting, and Pekkala had raced the whole way from Petrograd, arriving with only minutes to spare. He dashed up the front steps of the Palace and straight to the Tsar’s study.


There was no answer, so Pekkala knocked again and still there was no answer. Cautiously, he opened the door, but found the room empty.


Pekkala sighed with annoyance.


Although the Tsar did not like to be kept waiting, he had no trouble making others wait for him.


Just then, Pekkala heard the Tsar’s voice coming from the room across the hall. It belonged to the Tsarina Alexandra and was known as the Mauve Boudoir. Of the hundred rooms in the Alexander Palace, it had become the most famous, because of how ugly people found it. Pekkala was forced to agree. To his eye, everything in that room was the colour of boiled liver.


Pekkala stopped outside the room, trying to catch his breath from all the rushing he had done to be on time. Then he heard the voice of the Tsarina and the Tsar’s furious reply. As their words filtered into his brain, he realised they were talking about him.


‘I am not going to dismiss Pekkala!’ said the Tsar.


Pekkala heard the faint creak of the Tsar’s riding boots upon the floor. He knew exactly which pair of boots they were – they had been specially ordered from England and had arrived the week before. The Tsar was trying to break them in, although his feet were suffering in the meantime. He had confided to Pekkala that he had even resorted to the old peasant trick of softening new boots, which was to urinate in them and leave them standing overnight.


Now Pekkala heard the Tsarina speaking in her usual soft tone. He had never heard her shout. The Tsarina’s low pitch always sounded to him like a person uttering threats. ‘Our friend has urged us,’ she said.


At the mention of ‘our friend’, Pekkala felt his jaw muscles clench. That was the phrase the Tsar and the Tsarina used among themselves to describe the self-proclaimed holy man Rasputin.


Since his first appearance in the court of the Tsar, Rasputin’s hold upon the Imperial Family had grown so strong that he was now consulted on all matters, whether about the war, which was now in its second year and moving from one catastrophe to the next, or about appointments to the Royal Court, or about the illness of the Tsar’s youngest child, Alexei. Although it was officially denied, the young man had been diagnosed with haemophilia. Injuries which would have been laughed off by any healthy boy confined Alexei to his bed for days at a time. Often, he had to be carried wherever he went by his personal servant, a sailor named Derevenko.


The Tsarina soon came to believe that Rasputin held the cure to Alexei’s disease.


Disturbed by the power Rasputin held over the royal family, the prime minister, Peter Stolypin, had ordered an investigation. The report he delivered to the Tsar was filled with stories of debauchery in Rasputin’s Petrograd apartment and secret meetings between the Tsarina and Rasputin at the house of her best friend Anna Vyrubova.


The Tsarina was not well-liked among the Russian people. They called her Nemka, the German Woman, and now that the country was at war with Germany, they wondered where her own loyalties lay.


After reading the report, the Tsar ordered Stolypin never to speak to him again about Rasputin. When Stolypin was shot by an assassin named Dimitri Bogrov at an opera house in Kiev, dying five days later, the lack of concern shown by the Tsar and Alexandra was enough to cause a scandal in the Russian court.


When the assassin Bogrov was arrested, he turned out to be a paid informant of the Okhrana. Lawyers at Bogrov’s trial were not permitted to ask whether there had been any connection between Bogrov and the Romanov family. Less than a week after Stolypin’s death, Bogrov himself was executed.


From then on, Rasputin’s meetings with the Tsarina continued unopposed. Rumours of infidelity spread. Although Pekkala himself did not believe that they were true, he knew many who did.


What Pekkala did believe was that the Tsarina’s anxiety over her son’s precarious health had pushed her to the brink of her own sanity. In spite of all the riches of the Romanovs, there was no cure their money could have bought. So the Tsarina had turned to the superstitions which now so governed her life that she existed in a world seen only through a lens of fear. And somehow, through that lens, Rasputin had taken on the presence of a god.


The Tsar himself was not so easily convinced, and Rasputin’s influence might have faded if not for one event which secured for him the loyalty of the entire royal family, and also sealed his fate.


At the Romanovs’ dreary hunting lodge of Spala, the young T sarevich slipped getting out of the bath and suffered a haemorrhage so severe that the doctors told his parents to make preparations for a funeral.


Then a telegram arrived from Rasputin, assuring the Tsarina that her son would not die.


What happened next, even Rasputin’s harshest critics were unable to deny.


After the arrival of the telegram, Alexei began, quite suddenly, to recover.


From that point on, no matter what Rasputin did, he became almost untouchable.


Almost.


Rasputin’s excesses continued, and Pekkala had quietly dreaded the day when he might be summoned by the Tsar to investigate the Siberian. One way or the other, it would have been the end of Pekkala’s career, or even of his life, just as it was for Stolypin. Perhaps for that very reason, or because he preferred not to know the truth, the Tsar had never placed upon Pekkala the burden of handling such a case.


‘Our friend,’ snapped the Tsar, ‘would do well to keep in mind that I myself appointed Pekkala.’


‘Now, my darling,’ said the Tsarina, and there was the rustle of a dress as she moved across the floor, ‘no one is suggesting that you were wrong to have appointed him. Your loyalty to Pekkala is beyond reproach. It is Pekkala’s loyalty to you that has come into question.’


Hearing this, Pekkala felt a burning in his chest. He had never done anything remotely disloyal. He knew this and the Tsar knew this. But in that moment, Pekkala felt the bile rise in his throat, because he knew that the Tsar could be persuaded. The Tsar liked to think of himself as a decisive man, and in some things he was, but he could be made to believe almost anything if his wife had decided to convince him.


‘Sunny, don’t you understand?’ protested the Tsar. ‘Pekkala’s loyalty is not to me.’


‘Well, don’t you think it should be?’


‘Pekkala’s duty is to the task I gave him,’ replied the Tsar, ‘and that is where his loyalty belongs.’


‘His duty …’ began the Tsarina.


The Tsar cut her off. ‘Is to find out the truth of whatever matter I place before him, however unpleasant it might be to hear it. Such a man strikes fear into the hearts of those who are sheltering lies. And I wonder, Sunny, if our friend is not more worried for himself than he is for the wellbeing of the court.’


‘You cannot say that, my love! Our friend wishes only for the good of our family, and of our country. He has even sent you a gift.’ There was a rustling of paper.


‘What on earth is that?’


‘It is a comb,’ she replied. ‘One of his own, and he has suggested that it would bring you good fortune to run it through your hair before you attend your daily meetings with the generals.’


Pekkala shuddered at the thought of Rasputin’s greasy hair.


The Tsar was thinking the same thing. ‘I will not take part in another one of Rasputin’s disgusting rituals!’ he shouted, then strode out of the room and into the hallway.


There was nowhere for Pekkala to go. He only had one choice and that was to stay where he was.


The Tsar was startled.


For a moment, the two men stared at each other.


Pekkala broke the silence, saying the first thing that came into his mind. ‘How are your boots, Majesty?’


The Tsar blinked in surprise. Then he smiled. ‘The English make wonderful shoes,’ he said, ‘only not for human beings.’


Now the Tsarina appeared in the doorway. She wore a plain, white floor-length dress, with sleeves which stopped at the elbows and a collar that covered her throat. Tied around her waist was a belt made of black cloth, which had tassels at the end. Around her neck, suspended on a gold chain, she wore a crucifix made of bone which had been carved by Rasputin himself. She was a severe-looking woman, with a thin mouth downturned at the edges, deep-set eyes and a smooth, broad forehead. Pekkala had seen pictures of her just after she was married to the Tsar. She had seemed much happier then. Now, when her face was relaxed, lines of worry fell into place, like cracks in a pottery glaze. ‘What do you want?’ she demanded of Pekkala.


‘His Majesty asked me to report to him at four p.m. precisely.’


‘Then you are late,’ she snapped.


‘No, Majesty,’ replied Pekkala. ‘I was on time.’


Then the Tsarina realised he must have heard every word she said.


‘What news of Grodek?’ asked the Tsar, hurriedly moving to a new topic.


‘We have him, Majesty,’ answered Pekkala.


The Tsar’s face brightened. ‘Well done!’ The Tsar slapped him gently on the shoulder. Then he turned to walk away down the hall. As he passed by his wife, he paused and whispered in her ear. ‘You go and tell that to your friend.’


Then it was just Pekkala and the Tsarina.


Her lips were dry, the result of the barbiturate Veronal, which she had been taking in order to help her sleep. The Veronal upset her stomach, so she had resorted to taking cocaine. One drug led to another. Over time, the cocaine had given her heart trouble, so she began taking small doses of arsenic. This had tinted the skin beneath her eyes a brownish green and also caused her sleeplessness, which put her right back where she started. ‘I suffer from nightmares,’ she told him, ‘and you, Pekkala, are in them.’


‘I do not doubt it, Majesty,’ he replied.


For a moment, the Tsarina’s mouth hung slightly open as she tried to grasp the meaning of his words. Then her teeth came together with a crack. She walked into her room and closed the door. 
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