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            Prologue

         

         Through blood-dimmed eyes, the Tsar watched the man reload his gun. Empty cartridges, trailing hazy parachutes of smoke, tumbled from the revolver’s cylinder. Clattering and ringing, they landed on the floor where he was lying. The Tsar dragged in a breath, feeling the flutter of bubbles as they escaped his punctured lungs.

         Now the killer knelt down beside him. ‘Do you see this?’ The man took hold of the Tsar’s jaw and turned his head from one side to the other. ‘Do you see what you have brought upon yourself?’

         The Tsar glimpsed nothing, blinded by the veil which filmed his sight, but he knew that all around him lay his family. His wife. His children.

         ‘Go ahead,’ he told the man. ‘Finish me.’

         The Tsar felt a hand gently slapping his face, the fingers slick with his own blood.

         ‘You are already finished,’ said the killer. After that came the faint click as he loaded new cartridges into the cylinder.

         Then the Tsar heard more explosions, deafening in the cramped space of the room. ‘My family,’ he tried to shout, but only coughed and retched. He could do nothing to help them. He could not even raise an arm to shield himself.

         Now the Tsar was being dragged across the floor.

         The killer grunted as he hauled the body up a flight of stairs, cursing as the Tsar’s boot heels caught on every step.

         Outside, it was dark.

         The Tsar felt rain against his face. Soon afterwards, he heard the sound of bodies dumped beside him. Their lifeless heads cracked against the stony ground.

         An engine started up. A vehicle. A squeak of brakes and then the slam of a tailgate coming down. One after the other, the bodies were lifted into the back of a truck. And then the Tsar himself, heaved on to the pile of corpses. The tailgate slammed shut.

         As the truck began to move, the pain in the Tsar’s chest grew worse. Each jolt over the potholed road became a fresh wound, his agony flashing like lightning in the darkness which swirled thickly around him.

         Suddenly, his pain began to fade away. The blackness seemed to pour in like a liquid through his eyes. It snuffed out all his fears, ambitions, memories until nothing remained but a shuddering emptiness, in which he knew nothing at all…

      

   


   
      

         
            Siberia, 1929

         

         The man sat up with a gasp.

         He was alone in the forest.

         The dream had woken him again.

         He pulled aside the old horse blanket. Its cloth was wet with dew.

         Climbing stiffly to his feet, he squinted through the morning mist and beams of sunlight angling between the trees. He rolled the blanket and tied the ends together with a piece of rawhide. Then he slipped the roll over his head so that it draped across his chest and back. From his pocket he removed a withered shred of smoked deer meat and ate it slowly, pausing to take in the sounds of mice scuffling under the carpet of dead leaves, of birds scolding from the branches above him, and of wind rustling through the tops of the pines.

         The man was tall and broad-shouldered, with a straight nose and strong, white teeth. His eyes were greenish brown, the irises marked by a strange silvery quality, which people noticed only when he was looking directly at them. Streaks of premature grey ran through his long, dark hair and his beard grew thickly over windburned cheeks.

         The man no longer had a name. Now he was known only as Prisoner 4745-P of the Borodok Labour Camp.

         Soon he was on the move, passing through a grove of pine trees on gently sloping ground which led down to a stream. He walked with the help of a large stick, whose gnarled root head bristled with square-topped horseshoe nails. The only other thing he carried was a bucket of red paint. With this, he marked trees to be cut by inmates of the camp, whose function was the harvesting of timber from the forest of Krasnagolyana. Instead of using a brush, the man stirred his fingers in the scarlet paint and daubed his print upon the trunks. These marks were, for most of the other convicts, the only trace of him they ever saw.

         The average life of a tree-marker in the forest of Krasnagolyana was six months. Working alone, with no chance of escape and far from any human contact, these men died from exposure, starvation and loneliness. Those who became lost, or who fell and broke a leg, were usually eaten by wolves. Tree marking was the only assignment at Borodok said to be worse than a death sentence.

         Now in his ninth year of a thirty-year sentence for Crimes Against the State, Prisoner 4745-P had lasted longer than any other marker in the entire Gulag system. Soon after he arrived at Borodok, the director of the camp had sent him into the woods, fearing that other inmates might learn his true identity. Everyone assumed he would be dead within the year.

         Provisions were left for him three times a year at the end of a logging road. Kerosene. Cans of meat. Nails. For the rest, he had to fend for himself. Only rarely was he seen by those logging crews who came to cut the timber. What they observed was a creature barely recognisable as a man. With the crust of red paint that covered his prison clothes and the long hair maned about his face, he resembled a beast stripped of its flesh and left to die, which had somehow managed to survive. Wild rumours surrounded him – that he was an eater of human flesh, that he wore a breastplate made from the bones of those who had disappeared in the forest, that he wore scalps laced together as a cap.

         They called him the man with bloody hands. No one except the commandant of Borodok knew where this prisoner had come from or who he had been before he arrived.

         Those same men who feared to cross his path had no idea this was Pekkala, whose name they’d once invoked just as their ancestors had called upon the gods.

         He waded across the stream climbing from the cold and waist-deep water, and disappeared into a stand of white birch trees which grew upon the other bank. Hidden among these, half buried in the ground stood a cabin of the type known as a zemlyanka. Pekkala had built it with his own hands. Inside it he endured the Siberian winters, the worst of which was not the cold but a silence so complete it seemed to have a sound of its own – a hissing, rushing noise – like the noise of the planet hurtling through space.

         Now, as Pekkala approached the cabin, he paused and sniffed the air. Something in his instincts trembled. He stood very still, like a heron poised above the water, bare feet sinking in the mossy ground.

         The breath caught in his throat.

         A man was sitting on a tree stump at the corner of the clearing. The man had his back to Pekkala. He wore an olive-brown military uniform, tall black boots reaching to his knee. This was no ordinary soldier. The cloth of his tunic had the smooth lustre of gaberdine, not the rough blanket material worn by men from the local garrison who sometimes ventured as far as the trailhead on patrol but never came this far into the woods.

         He did not appear to be lost. Nor was he armed with any weapon Pekkala could see. The only thing he had brought with him was a briefcase. It was of good quality, with polished brass fittings which looked insanely out of place here in the forest. The young man seemed to be waiting.

         For the next few hours, while the sun climbed above the trees and the smell of heated pine sap drifted on the air, Pekkala studied the stranger, taking note of the angle at which he held his head, how he crossed and uncrossed his legs, the way he cleared the pollen dust from his throat. Once, the man launched himself to his feet and walked around the clearing, swatting frantically at swarming mosquitoes. As he turned, Pekkala saw the rosy cheeks of a young man barely out of his teens. He was slightly built, with thin calves and delicate hands.

         Pekkala could not help comparing them to his own callused palms, the skin on his knuckles crusted and cracked, and to his legs which bulged with muscles, as if snakes had coiled around his bones.

         Pekkala could make out a red star sewn on to each forearm of the man’s gymnastiorka tunic, which draped in peasant fashion like an untucked shirt halfway down the man’s thighs. From those red stars, Pekkala knew the man had reached the rank of commissar; a political officer of the Red Army.

         All day, the commissar waited in that clearing, tormented by insects, until the last faint light of day was gone. In the twilight, the man brought out a long-stemmed pipe and stuffed it with tobacco from a pouch which he kept around his neck. He lit it with a brass lighter and puffed away contentedly, keeping the mosquitoes at bay.

         Slowly, Pekkala breathed in. The musky odour of tobacco flooded his senses. He observed how the young man often removed the pipe from his mouth and studied it, and the way he clamped the stem between his teeth – which made a tiny clicking sound, like a key turned in a lock.

         He has not owned the pipe for long, Pekkala told himself. He has chosen a pipe over cigarettes because he thinks it makes him look older.

         Now and then, the commissar glanced at the red stars on his forearms, as if their presence had caught him by surprise, and Pekkala knew this young man had only just received his commission.

         But the more he learned about the man, the less he could fathom what the commissar was doing here in the forest. He could not help feeling a grudging admiration for this man, who did not trespass inside the cabin, choosing instead to remain on that hard seat of the tree stump.

         When night fell, Pekkala brought his hands to his mouth and breathed warm air into the hollows of his palms. He drifted off, leaning against a tree, then woke with a start to find that the mist was all around him, smelling of dead leaves and earth, circling like a curious and predatory animal.

         Glancing towards the cabin, he saw the commissar had not moved. He sat with his arms folded, chin resting on his chest. The quiet snuffle of his snoring echoed around the clearing.

         He’ll be gone in the morning, thought Pekkala. Pulling up the frayed collar of his coat, he closed his eyes again.

         But when morning came, Pekkala was amazed to find the commissar still there. He had fallen off his tree stump seat and lay on his back, one leg still resting on the stump, like some statue set in a victorious pose which had toppled from its pedestal.

         Eventually, the commissar snorted and sat up, looking around as if he could not remember where he was.

         Now, thought Pekkala, this man will come to his senses and leave me alone.

         The commissar stood, set his hands on the small of his back and winced. A groan escaped his lips. Then suddenly he turned and looked straight at the place where Pekkala was hiding. ‘Are you ever going to come out from there?’ he demanded.

         The words reached Pekkala like sand thrown in his face. Now, reluctantly, he stepped out from the shelter of the tree, leaning on the nail-topped stick. ‘What do you want?’ He spoke so rarely that his own voice sounded strange to him.

         The commissar’s face showed red welts where the mosquitoes had feasted on him. ‘You are to come with me,’ he said.

         ‘Why?’ asked Pekkala.

         ‘Because, when you have listened to what I have to say, you will want to.’

         ‘You are optimistic, Commissar.’

         ‘The people who sent me to fetch you …’

         ‘Who sent you?’

         ‘You will know them soon enough.’

         ‘And did they tell you who I am, these people?’

         The young commissar shrugged. ‘All I know is that your name is Pekkala and that your skills, whatever they might be, are now required elsewhere.’ He looked around the gloomy clearing. ‘I would have thought you’d jump at a chance to leave this godforsaken place.’

         ‘You are the ones who have forsaken God.’

         The commissar smiled. ‘They said you were a difficult man.’

         ‘They seem to know me,’ replied Pekkala, ‘whoever they are.’

         ‘They also told me’, continued the commissar, ‘that if I came into these woods armed with a gun, you would probably kill me before I even set eyes on you.’ The commissar raised his open hands. ‘As you see, I took their advice.’

         Pekkala stepped into the clearing. In the patched rags of his clothes, he loomed like a prehistoric giant above the tidy commissar. He became aware, for the first time in years, of the smell of his own unwashed body. ‘What is your name?’ asked Pekkala.

         ‘Kirov.’ The young man straightened his back. ‘Commissar Kirov.’

         ‘And how long have you been a Commissar’

         ‘One month and two days.’ Then he added in a quieter voice, ‘Including today.’

         ‘And how old are you?’ asked Pekkala.

         ‘Almost twenty.’

         ‘You must have annoyed someone very much, Lieutenant Kirov, to have been given the job of coming to find me.’

         The commissar scratched at his bug bites. ‘I imagine you’ve annoyed a few yourself to have ended up in Siberia.’

         ‘All right, Lieutenant Kirov,’ said Pekkala. ‘You have delivered your message. Now you can go back where you came from and leave me alone.’

         ‘I was told to give you this.’ Kirov lifted up the briefcase from beside the tree stump.

         ‘What’s in it?’

         ‘I have no idea.’

         Pekkala took hold of the leather-wrapped handle. It was heavier than he expected. Holding the briefcase, he resembled some cross between a scarecrow and a businessman waiting for a train.

         The young commissar turned to leave. ‘You have until the sun goes down tomorrow. A car will be waiting for you at the trailhead.’

         Pekkala watched as Kirov went back the way he had come. For a long time, the snapping of small branches marked his passage through the forest. At last the sound faded away and Pekkala found himself alone again.

         Carrying the briefcase, he walked into his cabin. He sat down on the pine-needle-filled sacks which served as his bed and placed the briefcase on his knees. The contents slumped heavily inside. With the edges of his thumbs, Pekkala released the brass latches at each end.

         When he lifted the lid, a musty smell wafted up into his face.

         Inside the case lay a thick leather belt, wrapped around a dark-brown holster which contained a revolver. Unwrapping the belt from around the holster, he lifted out the gun: an English-made Webley revolver. It was standard military issue except for the fact that its handles were made of brass instead of wood.

         Pekkala took out the gun and held it at arm’s length, staring down the sights. Its blued metal glowed in the dim light of the cabin.

         In one corner of the case lay a cardboard box of bullets with English writing on it. He tore open the frayed paper packaging and loaded the Webley, breaking the gun so that its barrel folded forward on a hinge, exposing the six bullet chambers. The bullets were old, like the gun itself, and Pekkala wiped off the ammunition before he placed it in the cylinders.

         He also found a tattered book. On its crumpled spine was a single word – Kalevala.

         Setting these items aside, Pekkala spotted one more thing inside the briefcase. It was a small cotton bag held shut by a leather drawstring. He loosened the top and emptied out the bag.

         He breathed out sharply when he saw what was inside.

         Lying before him was 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, the white enamel, the gold and the emerald formed the unmistakable shape of an eye. Pekkala traced a fingertip over the disc, feeling the smooth bump of the jewel, like a blind man reading Braille.

         Now Pekkala knew who had sent for him and that it was a summons he could not refuse. He had never expected to see these things again. Until that moment, he had thought they belonged to a world which no longer existed.

      

   


   
      

         
            Eye of the Red Tsar

         

         He was born in Finland, in a time when that country was still a colony of Russia. He grew up surrounded by deep woods and countless lakes near the town of Lappeenranta.

         His father was an undertaker, the only one in that region. From miles around, people brought their dead to him. They jostled down forest paths, carrying the bodies in rickety carts, or hauling them in sledges across the frozen lakes in winter, so that the corpses were as hard as stone when they arrived.

         In his father’s closet hung three identical black coats, and three pairs of black trousers to match. Even his handkerchiefs were black. He would allow no glint of metal on his person. The brass buttons which came with the coats had been replaced by buttons of ebony. He seldom smiled, and when he did, he covered his mouth like a person ashamed of his teeth. Sombreness was a thing he cultivated with the utmost care, knowing his job demanded it.

         His mother was a Laplander from Rovaniemi. She carried with her a restlessness that never went away. She seemed to be haunted by some strange vibration of the earth which she had left behind in the Arctic where she had spent her childhood.

         He had one older brother named Anton. On the wishes of their father, when Anton turned eighteen he departed for Petrograd to enlist in the Tsar’s Finnish regiment. For Pekkala’s father, no greater honour could be won than to serve in that elite company, which formed the personal cadre of the Tsar.

         When Anton boarded the train, his father wept with pride, dabbing his eyes with a black handkerchief. His mother just looked stunned, unable to comprehend that her child was being sent away.

         Anton leaned out of the window of his railway carriage, hair neatly combed. On his face was the confusion of wanting to stay, but knowing that he had to go.

         Pekkala, then only sixteen years old and standing by his parents on the platform, felt his brother’s absence as if the train had long since departed.

         When the train had passed out of sight, Pekkala’s father put his arms around his wife and son. ‘This is a great day,’ he said, his eyes red with crying. ‘A great day for our family.’ In the time that followed, as his father ran his errands around town, he never forgot to mention that Anton would soon be a member of the regiment.

         As the younger son, Pekkala had always known he would remain at home, serving as an apprentice to his father. Eventually, he would be expected to take over the family business. The man’s quiet reserve became a part of Pekkala as he assisted in the work. The draining of fluids from the bodies and replacing them with preservatives, the dressing and the managing of hair, the insertion of pins in the face to achieve a relaxed and peaceful expression – all this became natural to Pekkala as he learned his father’s occupation.

         It was with these expressions that his father took the greatest care. An air of calm needed to surround the dead, as if they welcomed this next stage of their existence. The expression of a poorly worked body might appear anxious or afraid, or worse, they might not look like the same person at all.

         It fascinated Pekkala to read, in the hands and faces of the  departed, the way they’d spent their lives. Their bodies, like sets of clothes, betrayed their secrets of care or neglect. As he held the hand of a teacher, he could feel the bump in the second finger where a fountain pen had rested, wearing a groove into the bone. The hands of a fisherman were stacked with calluses and old knife cuts which creased the skin like a crumpled piece of paper. Grooves around eyes and mouths told whether a person’s days had been governed by optimism or pessimism. There was no horror for Pekkala in the dead, only a great and unsolvable mystery.

         The task of undertaking was not pleasant, not the kind of job a man could say he loved. But he could love the fact that it mattered. Not everyone could do this, and yet it needed to be done. It was necessary, not for the dead but for the memories of the living.

         His mother thought otherwise. She would not go down to the basement where the dead were prepared. Instead, she stopped halfway down the basement stairs to deliver a message or to summon them for dinner. Pekkala grew used to the sight of her legs on those steps, the round softness of her knees, the rest of her body remaining out of view. He memorised the sound of her voice, muffled beneath a lavender-oil-scented cloth she held against her face whenever she entered the basement. She seemed to fear the presence of formaldehyde, as if it might seep into her lungs and snatch away her soul.

         His mother believed in things like that. Her childhood on the barren tundra had taught her to find meaning even in the smoke rising from a fire. Pekkala never forgot her descriptions of the camouflage of a ptarmigan hiding among lichen-spattered rocks, or the blackened stones of a fire whose embers had burned out a thousand years before, or the faint depression in the ground, visible only when evening shadows fell across it, which marked the location of a grave.

         From his mother, Pekkala learned to spot the tiniest details – even those he could not see but which registered beyond the boundary of his senses – and to remember them. From his father he learned patience and the ability to feel at ease among the dead.

         This was the world Pekkala believed he would inhabit, its boundaries marked by the names of familiar streets, by tea-brown lakes reflecting the pale blue sky and a saw-toothed horizon of pine trees rising from the forest beyond.

         But things did not turn out that way.

      

   


   
      

          

         The morning after the commissar’s visit, Pekkala set fire to his cabin.

         He stood in the clearing while the black smoke uncoiled into the sky. The snap and wheeze of burning filled his ears. The heat leaned into him. Sparks settled on his clothes and, with a flick of his fingers, he brushed them away. Paint buckets stacked by the side of the cabin sprouted dirty yellow tongues of fire as the chemicals inside them ignited. He watched the roof collapse on to the carefully made bed and chair and table which had been his companions for so long now that the outside world seemed more dreamlike than real.

         The only thing he had saved from the fire was a satchel made from brain-tanned elk hide and closed with a button made of antler bone. Inside lay the gun in its holster and the book and the unblinking emerald eye.

         When nothing remained but a heap of smoking beams, Pekkala turned and started walking for the trailhead. In another moment, he was gone, drifting like a ghost among the trees.

         Hours later, he emerged from the pathless forest on to a logging road. Cut trees were stacked ten deep, ready for transport to the Gulag mill. Strips of bark carpeted the ground and the sour reek of fresh lumber filled the air.

         Pekkala found the car just as the commissar had promised.It was a type he had not seen before. With rounded cowlings, a small windshield and a radiator grille that arched like an eyebrow, the machine had an almost haughty expression. A blue and white shield on the radiator grille gave the car’s make as ‘Emka’.

         The car doors were open. Lieutenant Kirov lay asleep on the back seat, his legs sticking out into the air.

         Pekkala took hold of Kirov’s foot and shook it.

         Kirov gave a shout and clambered into the road. At first, he recoiled from the bearded ragman who stood before him. ‘You scared the hell out of me!’

         ‘Are you taking me back to the camp?’ asked Pekkala.

         ‘No. Not to the camp. Your days as a prisoner are over.’ Kirov gestured for Pekkala to get in the back of the car. ‘At least, they are for now.’

         In a series of jerky turns, Kirov reversed the Emka and began the long drive back to the settlement of Oreshek. After an hour of slipping and bumping over washerboard road, they emerged from the forest into cleared countryside whose openness filled Pekkala with a nameless anxiety.

         For much of the drive, Kirov did not speak but kept an eye on Pekkala in the rear-view mirror, like a taxi driver worried about whether his passenger could pay the fare.

         They passed through the ruins of a village. The thatched roofs of izba huts sagged like the backs of broken horses. Bare earth showed through the coating of old whitewash on the walls. Shutters hung loose on their hinges and the tracks of foraging animals studded the ground. Beyond, the fields lay fallow. Stray sunflowers towered over the weed-choked ground.

         ‘What happened to this place?’ asked Pekkala.

         ‘It is the work of counter-revolutionaries and profiteers of the so-called American Relief Administration who infiltrated from the West to pursue their economic sabotage of the New Economic Policy.’ The words spewed out of Kirov’s mouth as if he’d never heard of punctuation.

         ‘But what happened?’ repeated Pekkala.

         ‘They all live in Oreshek now.’

         When they finally reached Oreshek, Pekkala looked out at the hastily built barracks which lined the road. Although the structures appeared new, the tarpaper roofs were already peeling. Most of these buildings were empty and yet it seemed as if the only work being done was the construction of even more barracks. Workers, men and women, stopped to watch the car go past. Masks of dirt plated their hands and faces. Some pushed wheelbarrows. Others carried what looked like oversized shovels piled with bricks.

         Wheat and barley grew in the fields, but they must have been planted too late in the season. Plants that should have been knee-high would barely have reached past a man’s ankle.

         The car pulled up outside a small police station. It was the only building made from stone, with small barred windows, like the beady eyes of pigs, and a heavy wooden door reinforced with metal strapping.

         Kirov cut the engine. ‘We’re here,’ he said.

         As Pekkala stepped out of the car, a few people glanced at him and quickly looked away, as if by knowing him they might incriminate themselves.

         He walked up the three wooden steps to the main door, then jumped to one side as a man in a black uniform, wearing the insignia of Internal Security Police, came barrelling out of the station. He was hauling an old man by the scruff of his neck. The old man’s feet were wrapped in birch-bark sandals known as lapti. The policeman pitched him off the steps and the old man landed spread-eagled in the dirt, sending up a cloud of saffron-coloured dust. A handful of corn kernels spilled from his clenched fist. As the old man gathered them up, Pekkala realised that they were, in fact, his broken teeth.

         The man struggled to his feet and stared back at the officer, speechless with anger and fear.

         Kirov set his hand on Pekkala’s back and gave him a gentle nudge towards the stairs.

         ‘Another?’ boomed the policeman. He took hold of Pekkala’s arm, fingers digging into his bicep. ‘Where did they dig this one up?’

      

   


   
      

          

         Six months after Pekkala’s brother left to join the Finnish regiment, a telegram arrived from Petrograd. It was addressed to Pekkala’s father and signed by the Commanding Officer of the Finnish Garrison. The telegram contained only five words – PEKKALA ANTON RUSTICATED CADRE CADETS.

         Pekkala’s father read the fragile yellow slip. His face showed no emotion. Then he handed the paper to his wife.

         ‘But what does that mean?’ she asked. ‘Rusticated? I’ve never heard that word before.’ The telegram trembled in her hand.

         ‘It means he has been kicked out of the regiment,’ said his father. ‘Now he will be coming home.’

         The following day, Pekkala hitched up one of the family’s horses to a small two-person cariole, drove out to the station and waited for the train to come in. He did the same thing the next day and the day after that. Pekkala spent a whole week going back and forth to the train station, watching passengers descend from carriages, searching the crowd and then, when the train had departed, finding himself alone again on the platform.

         In those days of waiting, Pekkala became aware of a permanent change in his father. The man was like a clock whose mechanism had suddenly broken. On the outside, little had altered, but inside he was wrecked. It did not matter why Anton was returning. It was the fact of the return which had changed the neatly plotted course he had laid out for his family.

         After two weeks without word from Anton, Pekkala no longer went to the station to wait for his brother.

         When a month had gone by, it was clear that Anton would not be returning.

         Pekkala’s father cabled the Finnish Garrison to inquire about his son.

         They replied, this time in a letter, that on such and such a day Anton had been escorted to the gates of the barracks, that he had been given a train ticket home and money for food, and that he had not been seen since.

         Another cable, requesting the reason for Anton’s dismissal, received no reply at all.

         By this time, Pekkala’s father had withdrawn so far inside himself that he seemed only the shell of a man. Meanwhile, his mother calmly insisted that Anton would return when he was ready, but the strain of holding on to this conviction was wearing her away, like a piece of sea glass tumbled into nothing by the motion of the waves against the sand.

         One day, when Anton had been gone almost three months, Pekkala and his father were putting the finishing touches on a body scheduled for viewing. The father was bent over, carefully brushing the eyelashes of the deceased with the tips of his fingers. Pekkala heard his father breathe in suddenly. He watched the man’s back straighten, as if his muscles were spasming. ‘You are leaving,’ he said.

         ‘Leaving where?’ asked Pekkala.

         ‘For Petrograd. To join the Finnish regiment. I have already filled out your induction papers. In ten days, you will report to the garrison. You will take his place.’ He could no longer even call Anton by name.

         ‘What about my apprenticeship? What about the business?’

         ‘It’s done, boy. There is nothing to discuss.’

         One week later, Pekkala leaned from the window of an eastbound train, waving to his parents until their faces were only pink cat licks in the distance and the ranks of pine closed up around the little station-house.

      

   


   
      

          

         Pekkala looked the police officer in the eye.

         For a moment, the man hesitated, wondering why a prisoner would dare to match his gaze. His jaw muscles clenched. ‘Time you learned to show respect,’ he whispered.

         ‘He is under the protection of the Bureau of Special Operations,’ said Kirov.

         ‘Protection?’ laughed the policeman. ‘For this tramp? What’s his name?’

         ‘Pekkala,’ replied Kirov.

         ‘Pekkala?’ The policeman let go of him as if his hand had clamped down on hot metal. ‘What do you mean? The Pekkala?’

         The old man was still on his knees, watching the argument taking place on the steps of the police station.

         ‘Go on!’ yelled the policeman.

         The old man did not move. ‘Pekkala,’ he muttered, and as he spoke blood trickled from the corners of his mouth.

         ‘I said get out of here, damn you!’ shouted the policeman, his face turning red.

         Now the old man rose to his feet and started walking down the road. Every few paces, he turned his head and looked back at Pekkala.

         Kirov and Pekkala pushed past the policeman and made their way down a corridor lit only by the gloomy filtering of daylight through the barred and glassless windows.

         As they walked, Kirov turned to Pekkala. ‘Who the hell are you?’ he asked.

         Pekkala did not reply. He followed the young commissar towards a door at the end of the corridor. The door was half open.

         The young man stepped aside.

         Pekkala walked into the room.

         A man sat at a desk in the corner. Other than the chair in which he sat, this was the only piece of furniture. On his tunic, he wore the rank of a commander in the Red Army. His dark hair was neatly combed and slicked back on his head with a severe parting which ran like a knife cut across his scalp. The man kept his hands neatly folded on the desk, poised as if he were waiting for someone to take his photograph.

         ‘Anton!’ gasped Pekkala.

         ‘Welcome back,’ he replied.

         Pekkala gaped at the man, who patiently returned the stare. Finally satisfied that his eyes were not playing tricks on him, Pekkala turned on his heel and walked out of the room.

         ‘Where are you going?’ asked Kirov, running to catch up with him.

         ‘Any place but here,’ replied Pekkala. ‘You could have had the decency to let me know.’

         ‘Let you know what?’ The commissar’s voice rose in frustration.

         The policeman was still standing in the doorway, looking nervously up and down the street.

         Kirov placed a hand on Pekkala’s shoulder. ‘You have not even spoken to Commander Starek.’

         ‘Is that what he calls himself now?’ replied Pekkala.

         ‘Now?’ The commissar’s face twisted in confusion.

         Pekkala turned on him. ‘Starek is not his real name. He has invented it. Like Lenin did! And Stalin! Not because it changes anything, but only because it sounds better than Ulyanov or Dzhugashvili.’

         ‘You realise’, blurted the commissar, ‘that I could have you shot for saying that.’

         ‘Find something you couldn’t shoot me for,’ replied Pekkala. ‘That would be more impressive. Or, better still, let my brother do it for you.’

         ‘Your brother?’ Kirov’s mouth hung open. ‘Commander Starek is your brother?’

         Now Anton emerged from the doorway.

         ‘You didn’t tell me,’ said Kirov. ‘Surely I should have been informed.’

         ‘I am informing you now.’ Anton turned back to Pekkala.

         ‘That’s not really him, is it?’ asked the policeman. ‘You’re just kidding me, right?’ He tried to smile, but failed. ‘This man is not the Emerald Eye. He’s been dead for years. I’ve heard people say he never even existed, that he’s just a legend.’

         Anton leaned across and whispered in the policeman’s ear.

         The policeman coughed. ‘But what have I done?’ He looked at Pekkala. ‘What have I done?’ he asked again.

         ‘We could ask that man you threw into the street,’ replied Pekkala.

         The policeman stepped into the doorway. ‘But this is my station,’ he whispered. ‘I am in command here.’ He looked to Anton, silently appealing for help.

         But Anton’s face remained stony. ‘I suggest you get out of our way while you still can,’ he said quietly.

         The officer drifted aside, as if he were no more than the shadow of a man.

         Now, with his eyes fixed on Pekkala, Anton gave a nod towards the office down the corridor. ‘Brother,’ he said, ‘it is time for us to talk.’

      

   


   
      

          

         It had been ten years since they’d last seen each other, on a desolate and frozen railway platform designated for the transport of prisoners to Siberia.

         With his head shaved and still wearing the flimsy beige cotton pyjamas which had been issued to him in jail, Pekkala huddled with the other convicts waiting for Convoy ETAP-61 to arrive. Nobody spoke. As more prisoners arrived, they took their places on the platform, adhering themselves to the mass of frozen men like the layers of an onion.

         The sun had already set. Icicles as long as a man’s leg hung from the station-house roof. Wind blew down the tracks, stirring up whirlwinds of snow. At each end of the platform, guards with rifles on their backs stood around oil barrels in which fires had been lit. Sparks flitted into the air, illuminating their faces. 

         Late in the night the train finally arrived. Two guards stood beside each open wagon door. As Pekkala climbed aboard, he happened to glance back at the station-house. There, in the light of an oil-drum fire, a soldier held his rosy-tinted hands over the flames.

         Their eyes met. 

         Pekkala just had time to recognise that it was Anton before one of the guards shoved him into the darkness of the frost-encrusted wagon.

      

   


   
      

          

         Pekkala held the cut-throat razor poised beside his beard-covered cheek, wondering how to begin.

         It used to be that he shaved once a month, but the old razor he had nursed finally snapped in half one day as he stropped it against the inside of his belt. And that was years ago.

         Since then he’d sometimes taken a knife to his hair, sawing it off in clumps while he sat naked in the freezing water of the stream below his cabin. But now, as he stood in the dirty bathroom of the police station, a pair of scissors in one hand and the cut-throat in the other, the task before him seemed impossible.

         For almost an hour, he hacked and scraped, gritting his teeth with the pain and rubbing his face with a gritty bar of laundry soap he had been loaned along with the razor. He tried not to breathe in the sharp stench of poorly aimed urine, the smoke of old tobacco sunk into the grout between the pale blue tiles and the medicinal reek of government-issue toilet paper.

         Slowly, a face Pekkala barely recognised began to appear in the mirror. When, at last, the beard had all been cut away, blood was streaming from his chin and upper lip and just beneath his ears. He fetched some cobwebs from a dusty corner of the room and packed them into the wounds to staunch the bleeding.

         Emerging from the bathroom, he saw that his old paint-spattered gear had been removed. In its place he found a different set of clothes and was amazed to see that they were the same garments he’d been wearing when he was first arrested. Even these things had been saved. He dressed in the grey collarless shirt, the heavy black moleskin trousers and a black wool, four-pocket waistcoat. Underneath the chair were his heavy ankle-high boots with portyanki foot wrappings neatly rolled inside each one.

         Lifting the gun belt over his shoulder, he buckled the strap around his middle. He adjusted it until the butt of the gun rested just beneath the left side of his ribcage so that he could draw the Webley and fire it without breaking the fluidity of motion – a method which had saved his life on more than one occasion.

         The last piece of clothing was a close-fitting coat made of the same black wool as the waistcoat. Its flap extended to the left side of his chest, in the manner of a double-breasted jacket, except that it fastened with concealed buttons, so that none showed on the coat when it was worn. The coat extended one hand’s length below his knees and its collar was short, unlike the sprawling lapel of a standard Russian army greatcoat. Finally, Pekkala attached the emerald eye under the collar of his jacket.

         He looked again at his face in the mirror. Carefully, he touched the rough pads of his fingertips against the windburned skin beneath his eyes, as if unsure of who was looking back at him.

         Then he made his way back to the office. The door was closed. He knocked.

         ‘Enter!’ came the sharp reply.

         With his heels up on the desk, Anton was smoking a cigarette.

         The ashtray was almost full. Several of the butts were still smouldering. A cloud of blue smoke hung in the room.

         There was no chair except the one in which his brother sat, so Pekkala remained standing.

         ‘Better’, said Anton, settling his feet back on the floor, ‘but not much.’ He folded his hands and laid them on the desk. ‘You know who has sent for you.’

         ‘Comrade Stalin,’ said Pekkala.

         Anton nodded.

         ‘Is it true’, asked Pekkala, ‘that people call him the Red Tsar?’

         ‘Not to his face,’ replied Anton, ‘if they want to go on living.’

         ‘If he is the reason I’m here,’ continued Pekkala, ‘then let me speak to him.’

         Anton laughed. ‘You do not ask to speak to Comrade Stalin! You wait until he asks to speak to you, and if that ever happens, you will have your conversation. In the meantime, there is work to be done.’

         ‘You know what happened to me, back in the Butyrka prison.’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Stalin is responsible for that. Personally responsible.’

         ‘Since then he has done great things for this country.’

         ‘You’, Pekkala countered, ‘are also responsible.’

         Anton’s folded hands clenched into a knot of flesh and bone. ‘There are different ways of seeing this.’

         ‘You mean the difference between who is tortured and who is doing the torturing.’

         Anton cleared his throat as he attempted to remain calm. ‘What I mean is that we have been on different paths, you and I. Mine has brought me to this side of the desk.’ He rapped the wood for emphasis. ‘And yours has led you to be standing there. I am now an officer in the Bureau of Special Operations.’

         ‘What do you people want from me?’

         Anton got up and closed the door. ‘We want you to investigate a crime.’

         ‘Has the country run out of detectives?’

         ‘You are the one we need for this.’

         ‘Is it a murder?’ asked Pekkala. ‘Missing persons?’

         ‘Possibly,’ replied Anton, still facing the door, his voice lowered. ‘Possibly not.’

         ‘Do I have to solve your riddles before I solve your case?’

         Now Anton turned to face him. ‘I am talking about the Romanovs. The Tsar. His wife. His children. All of them.’

         At the mention of their names, old nightmares reared up in Pekkala’s head. ‘But they were executed,’ he said. ‘That case was closed years ago. The Revolutionary Government even took credit for killing them!’

         Anton returned to the desk. ‘It is true that we claimed to have carried out the executions. But, as you are perhaps aware, no corpses were produced as evidence.’

         A breeze blew in through the open window, carrying the musty smell of approaching rain.

         ‘You mean you don’t know where the bodies are?’

         Anton nodded. ‘That is correct.’

         ‘So it is a missing persons case?’ asked Pekkala. ‘Are you telling me the Tsar might still be alive?’ The guilt of having abandoned the Romanovs to their fate had lodged like a bullet in his chest. In spite of what he’d heard about the executions, Pekkala’s doubts had never completely gone away. But to hear it now, from the mouth of a Red Army soldier, was something he’d never expected.

         Anton looked nervously around the room, as if he were expecting to see some listener materialise out of the smoke- tinted air. He got up and walked to the window, peering out into the alley which ran by the side of the building. Then he closed the shutters. A purpling darkness descended like twilight upon the room. ‘The Tsar and his family had been moved to the town of Ekaterinburg – which is now known as Sverdlovsk.’

         ‘That is only a few days’ drive from here.’

         ‘Yes. Sverdlovsk had been chosen because of its remoteness. There’d be no chance of anyone trying to rescue them. At least, that’s what we thought. When the family arrived, they were quartered at the house of a local merchant named Ipatiev.’

         ‘What did you plan to do with them?’

         ‘It wasn’t clear what should be done with them. From the moment the Romanov family were arrested in Petrograd, they became a liability. As long as the Tsar lived, he provided a focus for those who were fighting against the Revolution. On the other hand, if we simply got rid of him, world opinion might have turned against us. It was decided that the Romanovs should be kept alive until the new government was firmly established. Then the Tsar was to be put on trial. Judges would be brought in from Moscow. The whole thing would be as public as possible. Newspapers would cover the proceedings. In every rural area, district commissars would be on hand to explain the legal process.’

         ‘And the Tsar would be found guilty.’

         Anton flipped his hand in the air, brushing aside the idea. ‘Of course, but a trial would give legitimacy to the proceedings.’

         ‘Then what were you planning to do with the Tsar?’

         ‘Shoot him, probably. Or we could have hanged him. The details hadn’t been decided.’

         ‘And his wife? His four daughters? His son? Would you have hanged them too?’

         ‘No! If we had wanted to kill them, we would never have gone to the trouble of bringing the Romanovs all the way to Sverdlovsk. The last thing we wanted to do was make martyrs of children. The whole point was to prove that the Revolution was not being run by barbarians.’

         ‘So what were you planning to do with the rest of the family?’

         ‘They were to be handed over to the British, in exchange for their official support of the new government.’

         To Lenin, it must have seemed a simple plan. But those are always the ones that go wrong, thought Pekkala. ‘What happened instead?’

         Anton let his breath trail out. ‘We aren’t sure exactly. An entire division of soldiers known as the Czechoslovakian Legion had mutinied back in May of 1918, when the new government ordered them to lay down their arms. They were mostly Austrians and Hungarians who had deserted to the Russian side in the early stages of the war. The soldiers had been fighting at the front for over a year. They weren’t about to throw away their guns and join the Red Army. Instead, they formed a separate force.’

         ‘The Whites,’ said Pekkala. In the years after the Revolution, thousands of former White Army officers had flooded into the Gulag camps. They were always singled out for the worst treatment. Few of them survived their first winter.

         ‘Since these men were deserters,’ continued Anton, ‘they couldn’t go back to their own countries. Instead they decided to follow the Trans-Siberian railroad across the entire length of Russia. They were heavily armed. Their military discipline had stayed intact. There was nothing we could do to stop them. In every town they came to as they headed east along the railroad, the Red Army garrisons either melted away or were torn to shreds.’

         ‘The railroad passes just south of Sverdlovsk,’ said Pekkala. Now he began to see where the plan had gone wrong.

         ‘Yes,’ replied Anton. ‘The Whites were bound to capture the town. The Romanovs would have been freed.’

         ‘So Lenin ordered them to be killed?’

         ‘He could have, but he didn’t.’ Anton looked overwhelmed by the events he was describing. Even to know such secrets put a person’s life at risk. To speak them out loud was suicidal. ‘There were so many false alarms – Red Army units mistaken for Whites, herds of cows mistaken for cavalry, thunder mistaken for cannon fire. Lenin was afraid that if an execution order was in place, the men guarding the Romanovs would panic. They’d shoot the Tsar and his family whether the Czechs tried to rescue them or not.’ Anton set his hands against his face, pressing his fingertips into his closed eyelids. ‘In the end, it didn’t matter.’

         ‘What happened?’ asked Pekkala.

         It was raining now, droplets tapping on the shutters.

         ‘A call came in to the house where the Romanovs were staying. A man identifying himself as a Red Army officer said that the Whites were approaching the outskirts of the town. He gave orders for the guards to set up a roadblock and to leave behind two armed men to guard the house. They had no reason to question the orders. Everyone knew the Whites were close by. So they set up a roadblock on the outskirts of the town, just as they’d been ordered. But the Whites didn’t show up. The call had been a fake. When the Red Army soldiers returned to the Ipatiev House, they discovered that the Romanovs were gone. The two guards who had remained behind were found in the basement, shot to death.’

         ‘How do you know all this?’ demanded Pekkala. ‘How do you know that this is not just another fantasy to throw the world off track?’

         ‘Because I was there!’ replied Anton, his voice exasperated, as if this was one secret he had hoped to keep. ‘I had joined the Internal Police two years before.’

         The Cheka, thought Pekkala. Formed at the outset of the Revolution under the command of a Polish assassin named Felix Dzerzhinsky, the Cheka quickly became known as a death squad, responsible for murders, torture and disappearances. Since then, like Lenin and Stalin themselves, the Cheka had changed its name, first to the GPU, then OGPU, but its bloody purpose had remained the same. Many of the Cheka’s original members had themselves been swallowed up in the subterranean chambers where the torturers did their work.

         ‘Two months before the Romanovs vanished,’ continued Anton, ‘I received orders to accompany an officer named Yurovsky to Sverdlovsk. There, a group of us took over from a local militia unit who had been guarding the Romanovs. From then on, we were in charge of the Tsar and his family. The night they disappeared, I was off duty. I was at the tavern when I heard that the call had come in. I went straight to where the roadblock had been set up. By the time we returned to the Ipatiev House, the Romanovs were already gone and the two guards who stayed behind had been killed.’

         ‘Did you conduct an investigation?’

         ‘There was no time. The Whites were advancing on the town. We had to get out. When the White Army marched in two days later, they conducted their own inquiry. But they never found the Romanovs, alive or dead. When the Whites had moved on and we finally regained control of Sverdlovsk, the trail had gone cold. The Tsar’s whole family had simply vanished.’

         ‘So rather than admit that the Romanovs had escaped, Lenin chose to report that they had been killed.’

         Anton nodded wearily. ‘But then the rumours began – sightings were reported all over the world, particularly of the children. Every time a story surfaced, no matter how incredible it seemed, we sent an agent to investigate. Do you realise we even sent a man to Tahiti because a sea captain said he saw someone there who looked exactly like the Princess Maria? But all of those rumours turned out to be false. So we waited. Every day, we expected news that the Romanovs had surfaced in China, or Paris, or London. It seemed only a matter of time. But then years went by. There were fewer sightings. No new rumours. We began to think that maybe we had heard the last of the Romanovs. Then, two weeks ago, I was summoned by the Bureau of Special Operations. They informed me that a man had recently come forward, claiming that the bodies of the Romanovs had been thrown down an abandoned mineshaft not far from Sverdlovsk. He says that Pekkala witnessed it himself.’

         ‘And where is this man?’ Pekkala asked.

         It was raining harder now, the storm a constant roar upon the roof, like a train riding through the air above their heads.

         ‘In a place called Vodovenko. It’s an institution for the criminally insane.’

         ‘Criminally insane?’ Pekkala grunted. ‘Does this mineshaft even exist?’

         ‘Yes. It has been located.’

         ‘And the bodies? Have they been found?’ A shudder passed through Pekkala as he thought of the skeletons lying jumbled at the bottom of the mineshaft. Many times he had dreamed of the killings, but those nightmares always ended in the moment of their deaths. Until now, Pekkala had never been tormented by the image of their unburied bones.

         ‘The mineshaft was sealed off as soon as news reached the Bureau. As far as we know, the crime scene has not been touched.’

         ‘I still don’t understand why they need me for this,’ said Pekkala.

         ‘You are the only person left alive who knew the Romanovs personally and who is also trained in detective work. You can positively identify those bodies. There is no margin for error.’

         Pekkala hesitated before he spoke. ‘That explains why Stalin sent for me, but not what you are doing here.’

         Anton opened his hands and brought them softly together again. ‘The Bureau thought it might help if a familiar face passed on their offer to you.’

         ‘Offer?’ asked Pekkala. ‘What offer?’

         ‘On successful completion of this investigation, your sentence at the Gulag will be commuted. You will be granted your freedom. You can get out of the country. You can go anywhere you want.’

         Pekkala’s first instinct was not to believe it. He had been told too many lies in the past to take the offer seriously. ‘What do you get out of this?’

         ‘This promotion is my reward,’ replied Anton. ‘Ever since the Romanovs disappeared, no matter how hard I worked, how loyal I showed myself to be, I was passed over. Until last week I was a corporal in some windowless office in Moscow. My job was to steam open letters and copy down anything that sounded critical of the government. It looked as if that was all I’d ever be. Then the Bureau called.’ Anton sat back in his chair. ‘If the investigation succeeds, we’ll both have a second chance.’

         ‘And if we don’t succeed?’ asked Pekkala.

         ‘You will be returned to Borodok,’ said Anton, ‘and I’ll go back to steaming open letters.’

         ‘What about that commissar?’ asked Pekkala. ‘What’s he doing here?’

         ‘Kirov? He’s just a kid. He was training as a cook until they closed down his school and transferred him to the political academy instead. This is his first assignment. Officially, Kirov is our political liaison, but as of now, he doesn’t even know what the investigation is about.’

         ‘When were you planning on telling him?’

         ‘As soon as you agree to help.’

         ‘Political liaison,’ said Pekkala. ‘Apparently your Bureau does not trust either of us.’

         ‘Get used to it,’ said Anton. ‘No one is trusted any more.’

         Pekkala slowly shook his head in disbelief. ‘Congratulations.’

         ‘On what?’

         ‘On the mess you have made of this country.’

         Anton stood up. His chair scudded back across the floor. ‘The Tsar got what he deserved, and so did you.’

         They stood face to face, the desk like a barricade between them.

         ‘Father would have been proud of you,’ said Pekkala, unable to hide his disgust.

         At the mention of their father, something snapped inside Anton. He lunged across the desk, lashing out with his fist and catching Pekkala on the side of the head.

         Pekkala saw a flash behind his eye. He rocked back, then regained his balance.

         Anton came out from behind the desk and swung again, hitting his brother in the chest.

         Pekkala staggered. Then, with a roar, he grabbed Anton around the shoulders, pinning his arms to his side.

         The two men tumbled backwards, ploughing through the office door, which gave way with a splintering of flimsy wood. They fell into the narrow corridor. Anton struck the ground first.

         Pekkala crashed down on top of him.

         For a moment, both of them were stunned.

         Then Anton grabbed hold of Pekkala by the throat.

         The two men stared at each other, their eyes filled up with hate.

         ‘You told me things were different now,’ said Pekkala, ‘but you were wrong. Nothing has changed between us.’

         Unable to contain his rage, Anton wrenched the pistol from his belt and jammed the end of the barrel against his brother’s temple.

      

   


   
      

          

         The same day he arrived in Petrograd, Pekkala enlisted as a cadet in the Finnish regiment of Guards.

         He soon learned the reason why Anton had been removed from the corps.

         Anton had been accused of stealing money from the footlocker of another cadet. At first, he had denied it. No evidence could be brought against him other than the coincidence that he suddenly had money to spend, at the precise moment the other cadet’s funds went missing. But that same evening, as the cadet recounted his loss to the recruit in the neighbouring bunk, he noticed something on his bedside locker. He was sitting on the edge of his bed and leaning over so as not to have to raise his voice. As he spoke, his warm breath passed over the polished surface of the locker and a ghostly handprint shimmered into view. The print was not his own, nor did it belong to any of the other six cadets who bunked in that room. The sergeant was called and he ordered a comparison of Anton’s handprint and the one upon the table. 

         When the handprints were seen to match, Anton confessed, but he also protested that it was only a small amount of money. 

         The amount did not matter. By the codes of the Finnish Guard, within whose barrack walls no doors were locked and no keys were kept, any theft was punished by demotion from the ranks. When Anton returned from his hearing with the commander of the regiment, his bags had been packed already.

         Two senior officers walked Anton to the gates of the barracks. Then, without a word of goodbye, they turned their backs on him and returned inside the compound. The gates were closed and bolted. 

         On his first full day as a cadet, Pekkala was summoned to the office of the Commandant. He did not yet know how to present himself to a senior officer, or how to salute. Pekkala worried about this as he walked across the parade square. Platoons of new recruits shambled past him as they learned to march, flanked by the shrill-shrieking drill sergeants who cursed them and their families back to the dawn of time. 

         In the waiting room, a tall, immaculately dressed Guard was waiting for Pekkala. The Guard’s clothes were of a lighter shade than those of the recruits. Over his tunic, he wore a belt whose heavy brass buckle was stamped with the double-headed eagle of the Tsar. A short-brimmed cap covered half of his face. 

         When the Guard raised his head and looked him in the eye, Pekkala felt as if lights were shining in his face. 

         In a voice barely above a whisper, the Guard instructed Pekkala to keep his back straight and his heels together when he stood before the Commandant. 

         ‘Let’s see you do it,’ said the Guard. 

         Pekkala did the best he could. 

         ‘Don’t bend over backwards,’ the Guard told him. 

         Pekkala couldn’t help it. All of his muscles were locked so tight he could barely move. 

         The Guard pinched the grey cloth at the tips of Pekkala’s shoulders, straightening the rough wool tunic. ‘When the Commandant speaks, you must not answer “yes, sir”. Instead, you only say “sir”. However, if the answer to his question is no, you may say “no, sir.” Do you understand?’

         ‘Sir.’ 

         The Guard shook his head. ‘You do not call me sir. I am not an officer.’

         The rules of this strange world raced around in Pekkala’s head like bees shaken from a hive. It seemed impossible that he would ever master all of them. At that moment, if someone had offered him the chance to go home, he would have taken it. At the same time, Pekkala was afraid that was exactly why the Commandant had called for him.

         The Guard seemed to know what he was thinking. ‘You have nothing to fear,’ he said. Then he turned, and knocked upon the door to the Commandant’s office. Without waiting for a reply from inside, he opened the door and, with a jerk of his chin, showed Pekkala that he was to enter.

         The Commandant was a man named Parainen. He was tall and thin with a jaw and cheekbones so sharply angled that his skull seemed to be made of broken glass.

         ‘You are the brother of Anton Pekkala?’ 

         ‘Sir.’ 

         ‘Have you heard anything from him?’ 

         ‘Not lately, sir.’ 

         The Commandant scratched at his neck. ‘He was due back with us a month ago.’ 

         ‘Due back?’ asked Pekkala. ‘But I thought he had been expelled!’ 

         ‘Not expelled. Rusticated. That’s not the same thing.’ 

         ‘Then what does it mean?’ asked Pekkala, and then he added, ‘Sir.’ 

         ‘It is only a temporary dismissal,’ explained Parainen. ‘If it happened again, the expulsion would be permanent, but in the case of a cadet’s first offence, we tend to show leniency.’

         ‘Then why hasn’t he returned?’ asked Pekkala. 

         The Commandant shrugged. ‘Perhaps he decided that this life was not for him.’ 

         ‘That can’t be right, sir. It’s all he wanted in the world.’ 

         ‘People change. Besides, now you are here to take his place.’ The Commandant rose to his feet. He walked over to the window, which looked out over the barracks to the town beyond. The gunmetal grey of a winter’s afternoon lit his face. ‘I want you to know that you will not be held accountable for what your brother did. You will be given the same chances as anybody else. So that if you fail, as many do, you will fail on your own terms. And if you succeed, it will be because of what you did and no one else. Does that sound fair to you?’

         ‘Yes, sir,’ said Pekkala. ‘Yes, it does.’ 

         In the weeks that followed, Pekkala learned to march and shoot and to live in a place where there was no such thing as privacy except in those thoughts which he kept locked inside his head. Within the confines of the Finnish regiment barracks, thrown in among young men from Helsinki, Kauhava and Turku, it was almost possible to forget that he had left his native country. Many had never dreamed of any other life except to become members of the Finnish Guard. For some, it was a family tradition dating back generations. 

         Sometimes, Pekkala felt as if he had woken up and found himself clad in the skin of a different man. The person he had been was receding into the shadows like the dead, whose final journeys he had overseen at home. 

         One day, all that changed.

      

   


   
      

          

         With the barrel of Anton’s gun digging into his temple, Pekkala slowly closed his eyes. There was no terror in his face, only a kind of quiet anticipation, as if he had been waiting for this moment for a long time. ‘Go ahead,’ he whispered.

         Footsteps sounded in the corridor. It was Kirov, the young commissar. ‘That policeman has run away,’ he said as he walked into the room. He stopped when he saw Anton’s gun aimed at Pekkala’s head.

         With an unintelligible curse, Anton released his grip on his brother’s throat.

         Pekkala rolled away, choking.

         Kirov stared at them in amazement. ‘When you are done brawling, Commander,’ he said to Anton, ‘would one of you mind explaining to me why the hell your brother is making everybody so nervous?’

      

   


   
      

          

         Pekkala’s career began with a horse.

         Midway through their training in the regiment, cadets were brought to the stables for instruction in riding.

         Although Pekkala knew well enough how to handle a horse which had been hitched to his father’s wagon, he had never ridden in the saddle.

         The idea did not trouble him. After all, he told himself, I knew nothing about shooting or marching before I came here, and those things have not been more difficult for me than they were for anybody else.

         The training went smoothly at first, as recruits learned to saddle a horse, to mount and dismount and to steer the animal around a series of wooden barrels. The horses were themselves so familiar with this routine that all Pekkala had to do was not fall off.

         The next task was to jump a horse over a gate set up in a large indoor ring. The sergeant in charge of this exercise was new to his job. He had ordered several strands of barbed wire to be stretched across the top of the gate and nailed to the posts at either end. It was not enough, he told the assembled cadets, simply to hang on to a horse while it performed tasks it could just as easily have accomplished without a rider.

         ‘There needs’, he told them, pleased at the boom of his voice within the enclosed space of the ring, ‘to be a bond between horse and rider. Until you can demonstrate this to me, I will never permit you to be members of the regiment.’

         As soon as the horses saw the glint of barbs along the top of the gate, they grew nervous, shying and sidestepping and clanking the bits with their teeth. Some refused to jump, rearing up before the wire and throwing the cadets who rode them. Pekkala’s horse turned sideways, slammed its flank into the gate and sent Pekkala flying to the other side. He landed on his shoulder, rolling on the hard-trampled ground. By the time he got to his feet, covered with flecks of old straw, the sergeant was already making marks in his notebook.

         Only a few animals made it across the first time. Most of these were injured by the wire, which cut them on their forelegs or on their bellies.

         The sergeant ordered the cadets to try again.

         An hour later, after several attempts, only half of the class had succeeded in getting their horses to jump the gate. The ground was sprinkled with blood, as if a box of red glass buttons had been tipped over.

         The cadets stood at attention, holding the reins of their trembling horses.

         By now, the sergeant realised he had made a mistake, but there was no way for him to back down without losing face. His voice was shredded from all the shouting he had done. Now, when he yelled, his shrillness sounded less like a man in charge than like someone on the verge of hysterics.

         Each time a horse collided with the gate – the hollow boom of the animal’s side connecting with the wooden planks, the scuffling of hooves and the grunt of the rider falling hard – the remaining horses and cadets would flinch in unison as if an electric current had arced through their bodies. One young man wept silently as he waited for his turn. It would be his sixth attempt. Like Pekkala, he had not cleared the gate even once.

         When it was time for Pekkala to try again, he swung himself up into the saddle. He looked over the horse’s head and at the distance between them and the gate. He could see gashes in the lower planks, where hooves had torn into the wood.

         The sergeant stood off to one side, notebook at the ready.

         Pekkala was about to dig his heels into the horse’s side and begin another run towards the gate. He had no doubt that he would be thrown and was resigned to it. He was ready and then suddenly he was no longer ready to ride his horse against that gate, with its garland of bloodied iron barbs. As fluidly as he had climbed into the saddle, he climbed back down again.

         ‘Get back on your horse,’ said the man.

         ‘No,’ said Pekkala. ‘I will not.’ From the corner of his eye, Pekkala saw what looked to him like relief in the eyes of the other cadets. Relief that this could not go on, and relief that they would not be held responsible.

         This time, the sergeant did not scream and curse as he’d been doing all day long. As calmly as he could, he shut his notebook and slid it into the top pocket of his tunic. He tucked his hands behind his back and walked over to Pekkala, until their faces almost touched. ‘I will give you one more chance,’ he said, his played-out voice no higher than a whisper.

         ‘No,’ Pekkala said again.

         Now the sergeant came even closer, bringing his lips to Pekkala’s ear. ‘Listen,’ he said, ‘all I am asking of you is to attempt your jump. If you fail, I will not hold it against you. I will even finish the day’s exercise after your jump. But you will get on that horse, and you will do as you are told, or I will see to it that you are washed out of the cadets. I will personally walk you through the gates and see them bolted at your back, just as they were for your brother. That’s why it will be easy for me, Pekkala. Because people are expecting you to fail.’

         At that moment, a tremor passed through Pekkala. It was almost like the concussion of a gunshot, except there was no sound. It was the strangest thing he had ever felt, and he was not the only one to feel it.

         Both Pekkala and the sergeant turned at the same time, and saw a man standing in the shadows, near the stable entrance to the ring. He wore a dark green tunic and blue trousers with a red stripe running down the side. It was a simple uniform, and yet the colours seemed to vibrate in the still air. The man was not wearing a hat. Because of this they could see clearly that it was the Tsar himself.

      

   


   
      

          

         A small fire crackled in the grate of the police chief’s office.

         ‘Detective?’ Kirov paced the room, raising his hands and letting them fall again. ‘Do you mean your brother worked for the Tsar’s secret police?’

         Pekkala sat at the desk, reading through the muddy brown case file with its red stripe running diagonally across the page. Written in black on the red stripe were the words ‘Very Secret’. The word ‘secret’ alone had lost all meaning. These days, everything was secret. Carefully, he turned the pages, his face only a hand’s length from the desk, so lost in thought that he did not seem to hear the ranting of the commissar.

         ‘No.’ Anton sat by the fire, hands reaching out towards the flames. ‘He did not work for the Okhrana.’

         ‘Then who did he work for?’

         ‘I told you. He worked for the Tsar.’

         They spoke of Pekkala as if he was not in the room.

         ‘In what branch?’ asked Kirov.

         ‘He was his own branch,’ Anton explained. ‘The Tsar created a unique investigator, a man with absolute authority, who answered only to himself. Even the Okhrana could not question him. They called him the Eye of the Tsar and he could not be bribed, or bought, or threatened. It did not matter who you were, how wealthy or connected. No one stood above the Emerald Eye, not even the Tsar himself.’

         Pekkala looked up from his reading. ‘Enough,’ he muttered.

         But his brother kept on talking. ‘My brother’s memory is perfect! He remembered the face of every person he’d ever met. He put the devil Grodek behind bars. He killed the assassin Maria Balka!’ He held out his hands towards Pekkala. ‘This was the Eye of the Tsar!’

         ‘I’ve never heard of him,’ said Kirov.

         ‘I don’t suppose’, said Anton, ‘that they would teach cooks about the techniques of criminal investigation.’

         ‘A chef!’ Kirov corrected him. ‘I was training to be a chef, not a cook.’

         ‘And there’s a difference?’

         ‘There is if you’re a chef, which I would have been by now if they hadn’t closed the school.’

         ‘Well, then, Comrade Almost-Chef, the reason you don’t know about him is because his identity was suppressed after the Revolution. We couldn’t have people wondering what had happened to the Eye of the Tsar. It doesn’t matter. From now you can simply refer to him as the Eye of the Red Tsar.’

         ‘I said, enough!’ growled Pekkala.

         Anton smiled and breathed out slowly, satisfied with the effect of his tormenting. ‘My brother possessed the kind of power you see once in a thousand years. But he threw it all away. Didn’t you, brother?’

         ‘You go to hell,’ said Pekkala.

      

   


   
      

          

         The sergeant sprang to attention.

         The cadets, in a single motion, crashed their heels together in salute. The sound echoed like a gunshot through the horse ring.

         Even the horses became strangely still as the Tsar walked out across the ring to where the men were standing.

         It was the first time Pekkala had seen him. Recruits in training did not usually set eyes on him until the day of their graduation, when they would parade before the Romanov family in their new, fine-cut grey uniforms. Until then, the Tsar remained distant.

         But there he was, without his usual bodyguards, without an entourage of officers from the regiment – a man of medium height, with narrow shoulders and a tight stride, placing one foot directly in front of the other as he walked. He had a broad, smooth forehead and his beard was close-trimmed and sculpted on his chin in a way that gave his jaw a certain angularity. The Tsar’s narrowed eyes were hard to read. His expression was not unkind, but nor was it friendly. It seemed to hover between contentment and the desire to be somewhere else.

         More of a mask than a face, thought Pekkala.

         Pekkala knew he was not supposed to look directly at the Tsar. In spite of this, Pekkala couldn’t help but stare. It was like watching a picture come to life, a two-dimensional image suddenly emerging into the third dimension of the living.

         The Tsar came to a stop before the sergeant and offered a casual salute.

         The sergeant returned the salute.

         He turned to Pekkala. ‘Your horse seems to be bleeding.’ He did not raise his voice, but still it seemed to carry through the wide space of the training ring.

         ‘Yes, Excellency.’

         ‘It looks to me as if most of these animals are bleeding.’ He looked at the sergeant. ‘Why are my horses bleeding?’

         ‘A part of the training, Excellency,’ the sergeant replied breathlessly.

         ‘The horses are already trained,’ replied the Tsar.

         The sergeant spoke at the ground, not daring to raise his head. ‘Training for the recruits, Excellency.’

         ‘But the recruits are not bleeding.’ The Tsar ran his hand though his beard. His heavy signet ring stood out like a knuckle made of gold.

         ‘No, Excellency.’

         ‘And what seems to be the trouble with this particular recruit?’ asked the Tsar, casting a glance at Pekkala.

         ‘He refuses to jump.’

         The Tsar turned to Pekkala. ‘Is this true? Do you refuse to go over that gate?’

         ‘No, Excellency. I will go over the gate, only not on this horse.’

         The Tsar’s eyes opened wider for a moment, then returned to their normal squint. ‘I’m not sure that’s what the sergeant had in mind.’

         ‘Excellency, I will not continue to injure this horse in order to prove that I am capable of doing so.’

         The Tsar took one long breath, like a man preparing to drive underwater. ‘Then I regret that you find yourself in a dilemma.’ Without another word, the Tsar walked past Pekkala and down the line of horses and riders standing at attention. The only sound was of his footsteps.

         When the Tsar’s back was turned, the sergeant raised his head and looked Pekkala in the eye. It was a stare of pure hatred.

         The Tsar continued past the gates, where he paused to study the bloody strands of barbed wire.

         When he reached the far end of the ring, he spun on his heel and faced the soldiers again. ‘This exercise is finished,’ he said. Then he stepped back into the shadows and was gone.

         As soon as the Tsar was out of sight, the sergeant rounded on Pekkala. ‘You know what else is finished? Your life as a member of this regiment. Now return to the stables, brush down your horse, wipe the saddle, fold the blanket and get out.’

         As Pekkala led his horse away, the sergeant’s shrill commands to the other cadets echoed across the ring.

         He led his horse into the stable. The horse moved willingly into its pen, where Pekkala unbuckled the saddle and removed the bridle. He brushed down the horse, seeing its muscles quiver beneath the silky brown coat. He was stepping out to fetch a bucket of water and a cloth for dressing the horse’s injured forelegs when he saw the silhouette of a man standing at the opposite end of the stable, where it opened out on to the barrack grounds.

         It was the Tsar. He had returned. Or maybe he had never left.

         Pekkala could see nothing of the man beyond an inky outline. It was as if the Tsar had returned to the two-dimensional form in which Pekkala had imagined him before.

         ‘That was an expensive gesture,’ he said. ‘The sergeant will have you kicked out.’

         ‘Yes, Excellency.’

         ‘If I were in your place, I would also have refused,’ said the Tsar. ‘Unfortunately, it is not my place to argue with the methods of your training. If you had to do it over again, would you take your horse over the gate?’

         ‘No, Excellency.’

         ‘But you would clamber over it yourself.’

         ‘Yes.’

         The Tsar cleared his throat. ‘I look forward to telling that story. What is your name, cadet?’

         ‘Pekkala.’

         ‘Ah, yes. You came here to take your brother’s place in the regiment. I read your file. It was noted that you have an excellent memory.’

         ‘That comes without effort, Excellency. I can take no credit for it.’

         ‘Nevertheless, it was noted. Well, Pekkala, I regret that our acquaintance has been so brief.’ He turned to leave. Sunlight winked off the buttons on his tunic. But instead of walking away, the Tsar came full circle, turning back into the darkness of the stable. ‘Pekkala?’

         ‘Yes, Excellency?’

         ‘How many buttons are on my tunic?’

         ‘The answer is twelve.’

         ‘Twelve. A good guess, but…’ The Tsar did not finish his sentence. The silhouette changed as he lowered his head in disappointment. ‘Well, goodbye, cadet Pekkala.’

         ‘It was not a guess, Excellency. There are twelve buttons on your tunic, including the buttons on your cuffs.’

         The Tsar’s head snapped up. ‘Good heavens, you are right! And what is on those buttons, Pekkala? What crest did you see?’

         ‘No crest at all, Excellency. The buttons are plain.’

         ‘Hah!’ The Tsar walked into the stable. ‘Right again!’ he said.

         Now the two men stood only an arm’s length apart.

         Pekkala recognised something familiar in the Tsar’s expression – a kind of hardened resignation, buried so deep that it was now as much a permanent part of the man as the colour of his eyes. Then Pekkala realised that the Tsar, like himself, was on a path not of his own choosing, but one which he had learned to accept. Looking at the Tsar’s face Pekkala felt he was studying the reflection of his future self.

         The Tsar seemed to grasp this connection. He looked momentarily bewildered, but quickly regained his composure. ‘And my ring?’ he asked. ‘Did you happen to notice…?’

         ‘Some kind of long-necked bird. A swan, perhaps.’

         ‘A crane,’ muttered the Tsar. ‘This ring once belonged to my grandfather, Christian the Ninth of Denmark. The crane was his personal sign.’

         ‘Why are you asking me these questions, Excellency?’

         ‘Because’, replied the Tsar, ‘I think your destiny is with us, after all.’

      

   


   
      

          

         Anton went back to staring at the fire. ‘My brother gave up everything he had, but still he did not give up everything.’

         ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ asked Kirov.

         ‘He is rumoured to be the last man left alive who knows the location of the Tsar’s secret gold reserves.’

         ‘That’s not a rumour,’ said Pekkala. ‘That’s a fairy tale.’

         ‘What gold reserves?’ asked Kirov, looking more confused than ever. ‘I learned in school that all of the Tsar’s property was seized.’

         ‘Only what they could get their hands on,’ said Anton.

         ‘How much gold are you talking about?’ asked Kirov.

         ‘Nobody seems to know exactly,’ replied Anton. ‘Some people say there are more than ten thousand bars of it.’

         Kirov turned to Pekkala. ‘And you know where it is?’

         With a look of exasperation, Pekkala rocked back in his chair. ‘You can believe what you want, but I am telling you the truth. I do not know where it is.’

         ‘Well,’ said Kirov, injecting his voice with authority, ‘I am not here to oversee a search for gold. I am here, Inspector Pekkala, to see that you obey the protocols.’

         ‘Protocols?’

         ‘Yes, and if you do not, I have been authorised to use deadly force.’

         ‘Deadly force,’ repeated Pekkala. ‘And have you ever shot anyone before?’

         ‘No,’ replied Kirov. ‘But I’ve fired a gun at the range.’

         ‘And the targets. What were they made of?’

         ‘I don’t know,’ he snapped. ‘Paper, I suppose.’

         ‘It’s not as easy when the target is made of flesh and blood.’ Pekkala slid the report across the desk towards the junior commissar. ‘Read this report and, afterwards, if you still feel like shooting me,’ he reached inside his coat, drew out the Webley revolver and laid it on the desk in front of Kirov, ‘you can borrow this for the occasion.’

      

   


   
      

          

         On the Tsar’s orders, Pekkala began work with the Petrograd Regular Police, later switching to the State Police, known as the Gendarmerie, and finishing with the Okhrana at their offices on Fontanka Street.

         There, he served under Major Vassileyev, a round-faced jovial man who had lost both his right arm below the elbow and his left leg below the knee in a bomb attack ten years earlier. Vassileyev did not so much walk as lurch about, constantly on the verge of falling, then righting himself just before he crashed to the floor. His artificial leg caused Vassileyev great pain on the stump of his knee, and he often removed the prosthetic when sitting in his office. Pekkala grew accustomed to the sight of the fake limb, dressed in a sock and shoe, resting against the wall along with Vassileyev’s walking stick and umbrella. His replacement right hand was made of wood with brass hinges, which he adjusted with his left hand before putting it to use, primarily for holding cigarettes. The brand he smoked was called Markov. The cigarettes came in a red and gold box and Vassileyev kept a whole shelf of them behind his desk.

         Also on the wall behind Vassileyev’s desk, displayed in a black shadow box, was a cut-throat razor opened halfway to form a V.

         ‘It’s Occam’s razor,’ explained Vassileyev.

         Pekkala, feeling foolish, admitted that he had not heard of Occam, whom he assumed to be a great criminal put behind bars by Vassileyev’s detective work.

         Vassileyev laughed when he heard this. ‘It’s not really Occam’s razor. The razor is just an idea.’ Seeing Pekkala’s confusion, he went on to explain. ‘In the Middle Ages, a Franciscan monk named William of Occam formulated one of the basic principles of detective work, which is that the simplest explanation that fits the facts is usually right.’

         ‘But why is it called Occam’s razor?’ asked Pekkala.

         ‘I don’t know,’ admitted Vassileyev. ‘Probably because it cuts straight to the truth, something you will need to learn how to do if you ever hope to survive as an investigator.’

         Vassileyev liked to test Pekkala, sending him into town with instructions to walk a certain route. Vassileyev, meanwhile, would have planted people along the way, noted down advertisements pasted on walls, the headlines of newspapers hawked on the street corners by boys with floppy hats. No detail was too small. When Pekkala returned, Vassileyev would quiz him about everything he had seen. The point, Vassileyev explained, was that there was too much to note down, especially when he might not even know what he was looking for. The intention of the exercise was to train Pekkala’s mind to catalogue it all and then to permit his subconscious to sift through the information. Eventually, Vassileyev explained, he would be able to rely solely on his instincts to tell him when something was not right.

         Other times, Pekkala was instructed to evade capture by travelling in disguise across the city while different agents searched for him. He learned to pose as a cab driver, a priest and a bartender.

         He studied the effects of poisons, the disarming of bombs, the business of killing with a knife.

         In addition to instructing Pekkala on how to shoot a variety of weapons, all of which he had to disassemble, reassemble and load while blindfolded, Vassileyev taught him to recognise the sounds made by different-calibre guns and even the varying sounds made by different models of the same calibre. Pekkala would sit on a chair behind a brick wall while Vassileyev, perched on a chair on the other side of the wall, would fire off various guns and ask Pekkala to identify each one. During these sessions, Vassileyev was rarely without a cigarette wedged between his wooden fingers. Pekkala learned to watch the thin grey line of smoke rising from behind the wall, and the way it would ripple as Vassileyev bit down on the cigarette, just before he pulled the trigger of the gun.

         At the beginning of his third year of training, Vassileyev called Pekkala into his office. The artificial leg was laid out on the desk. Using a chisel, Vassileyev had begun to hollow out the solid block of wood which made up the thigh portion of the prosthetic.

         ‘Why are you doing that?’ asked Pekkala.

         ‘Well, you never know when you might need a hiding place for valuables. Besides, this damned thing is too heavy for me.’ Vassileyev set down the chisel and carefully swept the wood shavings into his palm. ‘Do you know why the Tsar chose you for this job?’

         ‘I never asked him,’ replied Pekkala.

         ‘He told me that he chose you because you have the closest thing to perfect memory that he has ever seen. And also because you are a Finn. To us Russians, the Finns have never quite seemed human.’

         ‘Not human?’

         ‘Warlocks. Witches. Magicians,’ explained Vassileyev. ‘Do you know that many Russians still believe the Finns are capable of casting spells? That’s why he surrounded himself with a regiment of Finnish Guards. And that is why he picked you. But you and I both know that you are not a magician.’

         ‘I never claimed to be one,’ said Pekkala.

         ‘Nevertheless,’ replied Vassileyev, ‘that is how you are likely to be seen, even by the Tsar himself. You must not forget the difference between who you are and who people believe you to be. The Tsar needs you even more than he realises. Dark times are coming, Pekkala. Back when I got blown to bits, crooks were still robbing money from banks. Now they have learned how to steal the whole bank. It won’t be long before they are running the country. If we let them get that far, Pekkala, you and I will wake up one day and find we are the criminals. And then you’ll need the skills I’ve taught you just to stay alive.’

      

   


   
      

          

         The next morning, as red streamers of dawn unfurled across the sky, Pekkala, Kirov and Anton climbed into the Emka staff car.

         The houses all around were still closed, their occupants not yet emerged. The slatted shutters made the buildings look as if they were asleep, but there was something sinister about them, and each man felt that he was being watched.

         Kirov got behind the wheel. Having stayed up half the night reading the secret report, he now seemed in a state of total shock.

         Pekkala had decided that they should proceed directly to the mineshaft where the bodies had been dumped. According to Anton, who had the place marked on his map, the mine was on the outskirts of Sverdlovsk, approximately two days’ drive away.

         They had only been on the road a few minutes when a figure came stumbling out of an abandoned house on the outskirts of the town. It was the policeman. His clothes were filthy from hiding out all night.

         The Emka skidded to a stop.

         The policeman stood ankle-deep in a puddle in the middle of the road. He was drunk. He moved like a man on the deck of a ship in rough seas. ‘I don’t care if he’s the Emerald Eye or not!’ he shouted. ‘You’re taking me with you.’ He staggered over to the car, hauled out his service revolver and tapped the glass with the barrel of the gun.

         ‘Everybody out,’ said Anton in a low voice.

         The three men piled into the muddy road.

         ‘We have to get out of here,’ shouted the policeman. ‘Word is all over town that Pekkala is investigating me!’ He aimed the gun back towards the rooftops of the village. ‘But they’re not going to wait for that.’

         ‘We have more important things to do than put you under investigation,’ said Anton, not taking his eyes from the gun.

         ‘It doesn’t matter now!’ replied the policeman. ‘If I go back into town, those people will tear me to pieces!’

         ‘You should have thought about that’, said Anton, ‘before you started kicking the teeth out of old men. Your job is to stay at your post. Now get out of the road and go back to work.’

         ‘I can’t.’ The policeman’s finger locked inside the trigger guard. All he had to do was clench his hand and the gun would go off. The way the man looked, he seemed just as likely to accomplish that by accident as on purpose. ‘I won’t let you leave me here!’

         ‘I will not help you to desert,’ replied Anton.

         ‘I wouldn’t be deserting!’ His voice spread thinly through the still morning air. ‘I could come back with reinforcements.’

         ‘I can’t help you,’ said Anton. ‘We have other work to do.’

         ‘This is your fault. You brought that ghost into my town,’ he jerked his head towards Pekkala, ‘and woke up things which should have stayed asleep.’

         ‘Return to your post,’ said Anton. ‘You are not coming with us.’

         The policeman trembled, as if the ground beneath his feet were shaking. Then suddenly his arm swung out.

         Anton found himself staring down the blue eye of a gun barrel. His holster was strapped to his waist, but he knew he would never be able to reach it in time. He stood motionless, hands by his sides.

         ‘Go on,’ said the policeman. ‘Give me an excuse.’

         Now Kirov grabbed for the flap of his holster, drew the gun, but lost his grip on the handle. The pistol slipped through his fingers. Kirov’s empty hands clawed at nothing as the Tokarev cartwheeled into the mud. A look of terrified amazement spread across his face.

         The policeman did not even notice. He kept his gun aimed at Anton. ‘Go on,’ he said, ‘I’m going to shoot you either way so …’

         A stunning crash filled the air.

         Kirov cried out in shock.

         Anton watched in confusion as the policeman dropped to his knees. A white gash showed across his neck, followed immediately by a torrent of blood which poured from the hole in his throat. Slowly and deliberately, the policeman raised a hand to cover the wound. The blood pulsed out between his fingers. His eyes blinked rapidly, as if he was trying to clear his vision. Then he tipped forward into a puddle on the road.

         Anton looked across at his brother.

         Pekkala lowered the Webley. Smoke still slithered from the cylinder. He slid the gun back into its holster under his coat.

         Kirov retrieved his own gun from the mud. He wiped some of the dirt away, then tried to put the pistol back in its holster, but his hands were shaking so much that he gave up. He looked from Anton to Pekkala. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. Then he walked to the side of the road and threw up in the bushes.

         The engine of the Emka was still running. Exhaust smoke puffed from the tailpipe.

         ‘Let’s go,’ Anton motioned for them to get back in the car.

         ‘We should file a report,’ said Pekkala.

         ‘It never happened,’ said Anton. Without looking Pekkala in the eye, he walked past him and got into the car.

         ‘What should we do with the body?’ asked Kirov, wiping his mouth with his sleeve.

         ‘Leave it!’ shouted Anton.

         Kirov climbed behind the wheel.

         Pekkala stared at the corpse in the road. The puddle had turned red, like wine spilled out of a bottle. Then he got back in the car.

         They drove on.

         For a long time, nobody talked.

         None of the roads were paved, and they encountered few cars along the way. Often, they sped past horses harnessed to carts, leaving them in clouds of yellow dust, or slowed to navigate around places where puddles had merged to form miniature ponds.

         In this wide, deserted countryside, they eventually became lost. The rolling hills and valleys all began to look the same. It seemed as if all road markers had been forcibly removed, leaving only the splintered stumps of posts on which the signs had once been nailed. Kirov had a map, but it did not appear to be accurate.

         ‘I don’t even know what direction we are heading in,’ sighed Kirov.

         ‘Pull over,’ said Pekkala.

         Kirov glanced at him in the rear-view mirror.

         ‘If you stop the car, I can tell you where we are going.’

         ‘Do you have a compass?’

         ‘Not yet,’ replied Pekkala.

         Grudgingly, Kirov eased up on the gas. The car rolled to a stop in the middle of the road. He cut the engine.

         Silence settled on them like the dust.

         Pekkala opened the door and got out.

         All around them, wind blew through the tall grass.

         Pekkala opened the boot.

         ‘What is he doing?’ demanded Kirov.

         ‘Just leave him alone,’ replied Anton.

         Pekkala fished out a crowbar from the tangle of fuel containers, tow ropes and assorted cans of army rations rolling loose around the boot of the car.

         He walked out into the field and jammed the bar into the earth. Its shadow stretched long on the ground. Then, sweeping his fingers through the grass, he pulled a couple of dusty pebbles from the earth. One of these, he laid at the end of the shadow. The other one he put inside his pocket. Turning to the men who waited in the car, he said, ‘Ten minutes.’ Then he sat down cross-legged by the crowbar, rested his elbow on his knee and his chin in the palm of his hand.

         Both men stared through the window at the figure of Pekkala, his dark shape like some ancient obelisk out in the blankness of that desolate land.

         ‘What’s he doing?’ asked Kirov.

         ‘Making a compass.’

         ‘He knows how to do that?’

         ‘Don’t ask me what he knows.’

         ‘I pity him,’ said Kirov.

         ‘He does not want your pity,’ replied Anton.

         ‘He is the last one of his kind.’

         ‘He is the only one of his kind.’

         ‘What became of all the people he knew before the Revolution?’

         ‘Gone,’ replied Anton. ‘All except one.’

      

   


   
      

          

         ‘She is a beauty,’ said the Tsar.

         Pekkala stood beside him on the veranda of the Great Ballroom, squinting in the sunlight of an early summer afternoon.

         Ilya had just led her students through the Catherine palace. Now the dozen children, holding hands in pairs, made their way across the Chinese Bridge.

         Ilya was a tall woman with eyes the blue of old Delft pottery and dirty blonde hair that trailed over the brown velvet collar of her coat.

         The Tsar nodded approvingly. ‘Sunny likes her.’ That was what he called his wife, the Tsarina Alexandra. She, in turn, had given him the curious name of ‘Blue Child’, after a character in a novel they’d both enjoyed by the author Florence Barclay.

         Once across the Chinese Bridge, Ilya steered the small but orderly procession towards the Gribok gardens. They were heading for the Chinese Theatre, its windows topped with gables like the moustaches of Mongol emperors.

         ‘How many of these tours does she give?’ asked the Tsar.

         ‘One for each class, Excellency. It is the highlight of their year.’

         ‘Did she find you sleeping in a chair again, with your feet up on one of my priceless tables?’

         ‘That was last time.’

         ‘And are you engaged to be married?’

         Flustered by the question, Pekkala cleared his throat. ‘No, Excellency.’

         ‘Why not?’

         He felt the blood rush to his face. ‘I have been so busy with the training, Excellency.’

         ‘That may be a reason,’ replied the Tsar, ‘but I would not call it an excuse. Besides, your training will soon be complete. Are you planning to marry her?’

         ‘Well, yes. Eventually.’

         ‘Then you had better get on with it before someone else beats you to the finish line.’ The Tsar appeared to be wringing his hands, as if tormented by some memory jostled to the surface of his mind. ‘Here.’ He pressed something into Pekkala’s hand.

         ‘What is this?’ asked Pekkala.

         ‘It’s a ring.’

         Then Pekkala realised that what the Tsar had been doing was removing the signet ring from his finger. ‘I can see what it is,’ said Pekkala, ‘but why are you handing it to me?’

         ‘It’s a gift, Pekkala, but it is also a warning. This is no time to hesitate. When you are married, you will need a ring to wear. This one, I think, will do nicely. She will need a ring as well, but that part I leave to you.’

         ‘Thank you,’ said Pekkala.

         ‘Keep it somewhere safe. There! Look.’ He pointed at the gardens.

         Ilya had seen them. She waved.

         Both men waved back and smiled.

         ‘If you let her get away,’ the Tsar said through the clenched teeth of his grin, ‘you’ll never forgive yourself. And neither will I, by the way.’

      

   


   
      

          

         Anton glanced at the white face of his oversized wristwatch and leaned his head out of the window. ‘Ten minutes!’ he shouted.

         Pekkala climbed to his feet. The shadow of the crowbar had drifted to the right. He withdrew the second pebble from his pocket and laid it at the end of where the shadow had now reached. Then he dug his heel into the dirt and carved a line between the two pebbles. Positioning himself at the end of the second shadow, Pekkala held his arm out straight along the line he had dug in the sand. ‘That way is to the east,’ he said.

         Neither man questioned this result, conjured from thin air with skills beyond their reckoning, a thing both strange and absolute.

         Having driven all day, stopping only to refuel from one of several gas cans they carried in the trunk, they stopped that night under the roof of an abandoned barn.

         They parked the Emka inside the barn, to keep it out of sight in case this place was not as empty as it seemed. Then they lit a fire on the dirt floor, feeding the flames with wooden planks prised out of old horse stalls.

         Anton opened up a can of army ration meat with the word ‘Tushonka’ stamped on the side. With a spoon pulled from his boot, he took a mouthful, jammed the spoon into the can and passed it on to Kirov, who gouged out a clump of meat and packed it into his mouth, then turned and spat it out.

         ‘This is atrocious!’ he said.

         ‘Get used to it,’ said Anton. ‘I have three cases of the stuff.’

         Kirov shook his head violently, like a dog shaking water from its fur. ‘If you’d thought to bring some decent food, I would gladly have cooked it for us.’

         Anton pulled a flask from his pocket. It was made of glass wrapped in leather and had a pewter cup which fitted to the bottom of the glass. He unscrewed the metal cap and took a swig. ‘The reason they shut down your cookery class —’

         ‘It was a school for chefs!’

         Anton rolled his eyes. ‘The reason they closed it, Kirov, is because there isn’t enough decent food left in this country to make a proper meal. Trust me, you’re better off working for the government. At least you won’t starve.’

         ‘I will’, said Kirov, ‘if I have to keep eating this.’ He held the can out to Pekkala. ‘What did the Tsar like to eat?’ he asked.

         Up in the rafters, pigeons peered down at the men, flames reflected in their wide and curious eyes.

         ‘Simple food mostly,’ replied Pekkala. ‘Roast pork. Boiled cabbage. Blinis. Shashlik.’ Pekkala remembered the skewers of meat, red peppers, onions and mushrooms, served next to beds of rice and washed down with heavy Georgian wine. ‘I’m afraid you might have found his tastes a little disappointing.’

         ‘On the contrary,’ said Kirov, ‘those meals are the hardest to make. When chefs meet for a meal, they choose the traditional recipes. The mark of a good chef is whether he can create a simple meal and have it taste the way everyone expects it to.’

         ‘What about cooks?’ asked Anton.

         Before Kirov could reply, Anton tossed the flask into his lap.

         ‘What’s in here?’ asked Kirov, eyeing the flask as if it were a grenade about to blow up in his face.

         ‘Samahonka!’ said Anton.

         ‘Home brew,’ muttered Kirov, handing back the flask. ‘You’re lucky you haven’t gone blind.’

         ‘I made it in my bathtub,’ said Anton. He took another drink and put the flask back in his pocket.

         ‘Aren’t you going to offer some to your brother?’

         Anton lay back, resting his head on the secret report. ‘A detective is not allowed to drink when he’s working. Isn’t that right, brother?’ He pulled his heavy greatcoat over himself and curled up in a ball. ‘Get some rest,’ he said. ‘We still have a long way to go.’

         ‘I thought we were just stopping here for a meal,’ said Kirov. ‘You mean we’re spending the whole night? On this bare floor?’

         ‘Why not?’ Anton muttered through a veil of fading consciousness.

         ‘I used to have a bed,’ said Kirov, indignantly. ‘I used to have a room to myself.’ He pulled the pipe from his pocket. With jerky and impatient hands, he stuffed it with tobacco.

         ‘You’re too young for a pipe,’ said Anton.

         Kirov held it out admiringly. ‘The bowl is made from English briarwood.’

         ‘Pipes are for old men,’ yawned Anton.

         Kirov glared at him. ‘Comrade Stalin smokes a pipe!’

         But the comment was lost on Anton. He had just fallen asleep, his steady breaths like the sound of a pendulum swinging slowly through the air above them.

         Pekkala dozed off, hearing the click of Kirov’s teeth on the pipe stem and breathing the smell of Balkan tobacco, which smelled to him like a new pair of leather shoes when they’re just taken out of the box. Then Kirov’s voice jolted him awake.

         ‘I was wondering,’ he said.

         ‘What?’ growled Pekkala.

         ‘If it is the Romanovs down at the bottom of that mine, those bodies have been lying there for years.’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘There will be nothing left of them. How can you investigate a murder when you have no remains to investigate?’

         ‘There is always something to investigate,’ replied Pekkala and as he spoke these words, the face of Dr Bandelayev rose from the darkness of his mind.

      

   


   
      

          

         ‘He is the best there is’, Vassileyev had told Pekkala, ‘at a job no sane man would ever want to do.’

         Dr Bandelayev was completely bald. His head resembled a shiny pink light bulb. As if to compensate, he sported a thick walrus-like moustache.

         On a hot, muggy afternoon in late July, Vassileyev brought Pekkala to Bandelayev’s laboratory.

         There was a smell he recognised – a sharp, sweet odour that cut right through his senses. He knew it from his father’s basement, where the work of undertaking was carried out.

         Vassileyev held a handkerchief over his mouth and nose. ‘Good God, Bandelayev, how can you stand it in here?’

         ‘Breathe it in!’ ordered Bandelayev. He wore a knee-length lab coat embroidered in red with his name and the word ‘Osteologist’. ‘Breathe in the smell of death.’

         Vassileyev turned to Pekkala. ‘He’s all yours,’ he said, his voice muffled by the handkerchief. Then he strode out of the room as quickly as he could.

         Pekkala looked around the laboratory. Although one wall of windows looked out on to the main quadrangle of the State University of Petrograd, the view had been blocked by shelves of glass jars containing human body parts, preserved in a brownish fluid that looked like tea. He saw hands and feet, the raw ends frayed, with stumps of bone emerging from the puckered flesh. In other jars, coils of intestine wound together like miniature tornadoes. On the other side of this narrow corridor, bones had been laid out on metal trays, looking like puzzles that had been abandoned.

         ‘Indeed they are puzzles!’ said Bandelayev, when Pekkala mentioned this to him. ‘All of this, everything I do, is the discipline of puzzles.’

         In the days that followed, Pekkala struggled to keep up with Bandelayev’s teaching.

         ‘The stench of a rotting human is no different from that of a dead deer lying by the side of a road,’ said Bandelayev, ‘and that is why I don’t believe in God.’ The doctor spoke quickly, his words sticking together, depriving him of breath until he was forced to pause and gasp in a lungful of fresh air.

         But there really was no fresh air in Bandelayev’s lab. The windows remained closed, and plumber’s tape had been used to seal them.

         ‘Insects!’ said Bandelayev, by way of explanation. ‘This is not merely a shop of rotten meat, as some of my colleagues have described it. Here, all facets of decay are controlled. One fly could ruin weeks of work.’ Bandelayev did not like to sit. It seemed an act of laziness to him. So when he lectured Pekkala, he stood behind a tall table littered with bones, which he would lift from their trays and hold out for Pekkala to identify. Or he would plunge his hand into a jar and remove a pale knot of flesh, commanding Pekkala to name it, while brown preserving fluid ran the length of his fingers, trickling down his sleeve.

         Once, Bandelayev held up a skull pierced through the forehead by a small, neat round hole, the result of a bullet fired point-blank into the victim. ‘Do you know that in the summer months, blowflies will settle on a body in a matter of minutes? They will concentrate in the mouth, the nose, the eyes, or in the wound.’ Bandelayev stuck his pinkie into the hole in the forehead. ‘In a few hours, there can be as many as half a million eggs laid on the corpse. In a single day the maggots that hatch from these eggs can reduce a full-grown man to half his body size. In a week,’ he jerked his head to the side, a movement he used for emphasis but which appeared more like an involuntary nervous twitch, ‘there might be nothing left but bones.’

         Having seen many bodies laid out on his father’s marble work slab, Pekkala was not immediately squeamish. He did not flinch when Bandelayev thrust a lung into his hands or handed him a box of human finger bones. The hardest part for Pekkala, accustomed to his father’s quiet reverence for the bodies in his care, was Bandelayev’s total disregard for the people whose corpses he alternately pulled apart and reassembled, allowed to rot or pickled in preserving fluid.

         His father would not have liked Bandelayev, Pekkala decided. There was something in Bandelayev’s breathless enthusiasm that would have struck his father as undignified.

         When Pekkala mentioned that his father had been an undertaker, Bandelayev seemed equally unimpressed. ‘Quaint,’ he said dismissively, ‘and ultimately irrelevant.’

         ‘And why is that?’ asked Pekkala.

         ‘Undertaking’, said Bandelayev, ‘is the creation of an illusion. It is a magic show. Make the dead appear at peace. Make the dead appear asleep.’ He glanced at Pekkala, as much as if to ask, ‘And what could be the point of that?’ ‘Osteology is the exploration of death.’ Bandelayev wrapped his lips around those words as if no person could resist the urge to pull apart a corpse with bare hands and a blade.

         ‘Alive’, said Bandelayev, ‘you are of little interest to me, Pekkala. But come back to me dead, and then I promise you we will become properly acquainted.’

         Pekkala learned to differentiate between the skulls of women – narrow mouth, pointed chin, streamlined forehead, sharp edges where the eye sockets met the forehead – and the skulls of men, immediately identifiable by the bony bump at the base of the skull.

         ‘Identity!’ said Bandelayev. ‘Sex, age, stature.’

         He made Pekkala chant it like a spell.

         ‘The external occipital protuberance!’ announced Bandelayev, as if introducing a dignitary to a gathering of royals.

         Pekkala learned to tell the forward-angled teeth of an African from those of a Caucasian, which grew perpendicular to the jaw.

         He studied the zig-zag lines of cranial sutures, rising like lightning bolts over the dome of a skull, while Bandelayev leaned over his shoulder, muttering, ‘What is it saying? What is it telling you?’

         At the end of each lesson, Bandelayev assigned Pekkala books by such men as the Roman Vitruvius, from which he learned that the length of a person’s outstretched arms corresponded to his height and that the length of a hand corresponded to one tenth of a body’s length.

         Another day, Bandelayev sent him home with a translation of the thirteenth-century Chinese doctor Sung Tzu’s book, The Washing Away of Wrongs, in which the devouring of a body by maggots was described in language Pekkala had previously thought was reserved only for religious rapture.

         Soon the reek of death no longer bothered him, even though it lingered in his clothes long after he had left Bandelayev’s laboratory.

         Throughout the weeks they spent together, Bandelayev returned over and over to the question, ‘What is it saying?’

         One day, Bandelayev was teaching a lesson on the effect of fire upon a corpse. ‘The hands will clench,’ he said, ‘arms bend, knees bend. A body on fire resembles the stance of a boxer in a fight. But suppose you find a body which has been burned but discover that the arms are straight. What does that say?’

         ‘It says’, answered Pekkala, ‘that perhaps his hands were bound behind his back.’

         Bandelayev smiled. ‘Now you are speaking the language of the dead.’

         To Pekkala’s surprise, he realised that Bandelayev was right. Suddenly from every jar and tray, voices seemed to clamour at him, telling the story of their deaths.

      

   


   
      

          

         The flames had burned down on the floor of the barn. Poppy-coloured embers glowed among the ashes.

         Outside, lightning flashed across the sky.

         ‘Who is Grodek?’ asked Kirov.

         Pekkala breathed in sharply. ‘Grodek? What do you know about him?’

         ‘I heard your brother say you put a man named Grodek behind bars.’

         Facing away from Kirov, Pekkala’s eyes blinked silver in the dark. ‘Grodek was the most dangerous man I ever met.’

         ‘What made him so dangerous?’

         ‘The question is not “what?” but “who?” And the answer to that is the Tsar’s own secret police.’

         ‘The Okhrana? But that would mean he was working for you, not against you.’

         ‘That was the plan,’ replied Pekkala, ‘but it did not work out that way. It was General Zubatov, head of the Moscow Okhrana, who came up with the idea. Zubatov wanted to organise a terrorist group whose sole purpose was to be the assassination of the Tsar.’

         ‘But Zubatov was loyal to the Tsar!’ said Kirov. ‘Why on earth would Zubatov want to assassinate him?’

         As the sound of his voice echoed around the barn, Anton grumbled, muttered something unintelligible and then fell back asleep.

         ‘The group would be a fake. Zubatov’s plan was to draw in as many would-be assassins as he could. Then, when the time was right, he would have them all arrested. You see, in ordinary police work, it is necessary to wait until a crime has taken place before taking people into custody. But in organisations like the Okhrana, the task is sometimes to anticipate the crimes before they have happened.’

         ‘So all the time these people believed they were working for a terrorist cell, they would in fact be working for Zubatov?’

         ‘Exactly.’

         The young commissar’s eyes looked glazed as he tried to fathom the depth of such deception. ‘Was Grodek a part of this cell?’

         ‘More than a part of it,’ replied Pekkala. ‘Grodek was the one in charge. He was younger than you. His father was a distant cousin of the Tsar. The man had failed in business many times, but instead of accepting responsibility for his failures, he chose to blame the Tsar instead. He believed that his family had been denied the privileges they deserved. When Grodek’s father committed suicide after piling up more debts than he could ever repay, Grodek held the Tsar responsible.’

         ‘Why wouldn’t he,’ said Kirov, ‘if he only knew what his father had told him?’

         ‘Precisely, and as Grodek grew into a young man, he made no secret of his hatred for the Romanovs. He was the perfect candidate for leading an assassination attempt.’

         ‘But how could a person like that be persuaded to work for the Okhrana? That seems impossible to me.’

         ‘That is exactly why Zubatov chose him. First, he had Grodek arrested in a public place. News of this soon spread. A young man, grabbed off the street and roughly shoved into a waiting car. Anyone witnessing such a thing – and Zubatov made sure there were many of these – would feel sympathy for Grodek. But once Zubatov had him in custody, the real work began.’

         ‘What did he do to the boy?’ asked Kirov.

         ‘He blindfolded Grodek, put him in a car and drove him to a secret location. When Zubatov removed Grodek’s blindfold, the Tsar himself was standing there in front of them.’

         ‘What was the point of that?’ asked Kirov.

         ‘Zubatov brought Grodek face to face with a man who had become only a symbol to him. But to see him there, as a man of flesh and blood, instead of what Grodek’s father had made him out to be, that was the beginning of the process. The Tsar explained his own version of events. Together, they looked over his father’s record books which showed, in the man’s own handwriting, how his family’s wealth had been squandered. Of course, Grodek had never seen any of these things before. It left a deep impression on them both to be reminded that they were part of the same family.’

         ‘And was Grodek convinced by all this?’

         ‘Yes,’ replied Pekkala, ‘and it was then that Zubatov explained his plan to Grodek. He was to be what is known as an agent provocateur and would act as the ringleader of this fake terrorist cell. It was extremely dangerous. If any of these assassins caught wind of the fact that Grodek was really working for the Okhrana, his life would have been over in a second. But young men are attracted to danger, and when Grodek agreed to lead this band of terrorists, Zubatov believed that he had chosen wisely. In reality, it turned out to be the greatest mistake of his life.’

         ‘Why?’ asked Kirov.

         ‘Over the next year,’ continued Pekkala, ‘Grodek underwent training with the Special Section of the Okhrana. In order to be convincing as a terrorist, he had to be able to behave like one. They taught him how to make bombs, how to shoot, how to fight with a knife, just as they taught me. Soon after the terrorist cell was activated, people came forward to enlist. Grodek was a natural. He possessed a kind of energy that drew people to him. In the months ahead, while the membership of his cell continued to grow, Grodek surpassed every goal Zubatov had set for him. He never missed a meeting with his contacts, and the information he supplied was so accurate that Zubatov spoke of Grodek as the person who would one day take his place at the head of the Okhrana. But Zubatov had made one great miscalculation. After proving to Grodek that the blame for his family’s misfortune belonged with his father, Zubatov had assumed that Grodek’s hatred of the Tsar had been extinguished. What Zubatov did not realise was that Grodek, after seeing the evidence laid before him, had decided to blame them both.

         ‘In the meantime, Grodek had also made a mistake. He had fallen in love with one of the women he recruited. Her name was Maria Balka. She was fifteen years older than Grodek and, in many ways, more dangerous than Grodek himself. She had already carried out several killings in the name of various anarchist groups. Grodek kept their relationship a secret from Zubatov, and when Zubatov mentioned to Grodek that Maria Balka would certainly receive the death penalty after she was arrested along with the other members of Grodek’s organisation, it made what happened next almost inevitable.’

         ‘What did happen?’ asked Kirov.

         ‘Zubatov decided that the trap could only be sprung after an attempt on the life of the Tsar. This would provide justification for the arrests that would follow. Of course, it was arranged that Grodek would carry out the attempt. It would be made to appear that the Tsar had actually been assassinated. Other members of the terrorist cell would be stationed nearby, in order to witness the staged killing. The assassins would then rendezvous at their safe house, where they would be arrested by agents of the Okhrana.

         ‘The attack was to take place as the Tsar took an evening walk around the grounds of the Summer palace. Zubatov made sure the Tsar stuck to a regular route on these walks, in order to make the terrorists confident of success. The Tsar would be shot as he passed between the gates which surrounded the palace and the Lamski pond. This was a relatively narrow area, which offered the Tsar no protection. If he fired through the gates, Grodek would only be a few paces from the Tsar.’

         ‘But wouldn’t it seem suspicious that the Tsar would be out walking by himself?’

         ‘Not at all,’ replied Pekkala. ‘He set aside a portion of each day to exercise. Sometimes it was riding, sometimes swimming, but often he would walk the grounds of the palace, whatever the weather, and at those times he insisted on being alone.’

         ‘But what about the other assassins? Wouldn’t they be armed as well?’

         ‘They were instructed to fire only if Grodek missed his target. The Tsar would be seen to fall, struck by several rounds, but of course only blank ammunition would be used.

         ‘At this point, no one had any doubts about Grodek’s loyalty to the Okhrana. After all, he had delivered the names of every member of the organisation he had helped to create. He had betrayed them all, as he had promised to do from the beginning.

         ‘What nobody in the Okhrana knew was that Grodek had switched the blanks for real bullets.

         ‘The night of the shooting, everything went like clockwork. The terrorists were allowed to approach the palace grounds. They hid themselves as they had planned. The Tsar set out on his walk. Meanwhile, dozens of Okhrana agents waited to swoop down on the safe house. The Tsar reached the narrow walkway between the gates and the Lamski pond. The sun had set. A cool wind blew across the pond. Grodek stepped out of the shadows. The Tsar paused. He had heard the sound of branches rustling. Grodek stepped up to the gate, reached between the bars, the gun in his hand. The Tsar never moved. He only stood there, as if he didn’t understand what was happening.’

         ‘And he missed?’ stammered Kirov. ‘Grodek missed at a range of three paces?’

         Pekkala shook his head. ‘Grodek did not miss. He emptied the cylinder. All six shots found their mark.’

         Now Kirov jumped to his feet. ‘Do you mean to tell me that he shot the Tsar six times and did not kill him?’

         ‘The man Grodek killed was not the Tsar.’

         ‘Then who …’ Kirov narrowed his eyes as the truth dawned on him. ‘You mean a double? Grodek shot a double?’

         ‘Zubatov made many mistakes, but he would not go so far as to actually endanger the life of the Tsar. That was the one part of the plan Zubatov never discussed with Grodek. When Grodek pulled the trigger, he did not know he was killing a double.’

         ‘But still a man died,’ said Kirov.

         ‘Somebody usually does,’ replied Pekkala.

      

   


   
      

          

         Pekkala and the Tsar stood in the darkness on the balcony of the palace, looking out over the grounds. They could see the Chinese Bridge and Parnassus Hill. In the Gribok gardens, straight ahead of them, leaves rustled in the night breeze.

         At that moment, they knew, the Tsar’s double would be walking just inside the gates of the palace grounds, between the Great Pond and the Parkovaya Road.

         Neither man had spoken for a while.

         The air was tense as they waited for the shooting to begin.

         ‘Can you imagine how it is,’ asked the Tsar, ‘that I cannot venture out beyond the gates of this palace without wondering if I will be killed? I am the ruler of a country along whose streets I cannot walk alone.’ He waved his hand back and forth out over the grounds, in a way that reminded Pekkala of a priest swinging an incense holder. ‘Is it worth all this? Is it worth anything at all?’

         ‘It will be over soon, Excellency,’ said Pekkala. ‘By tomorrow, the terrorists will have been arrested.’

         ‘This is about more than just one group of terrorists,’ replied the Tsar. ‘It’s the war that has brought us to this. I think back to the day it was declared, when I stood on the veranda of the Winter palace, looking out across that sea of people who had come to show their support. I felt that we were indestructible. The notion of surrender had not even crossed my mind. I could never have imagined the defeats we would suffer. Tannenburg. The Masurian Lakes. The names of those places still echo in my mind. I should have listened to Rasputin.’

         ‘What has this to do with him?’ Pekkala had met the Siberian mystic, who supposedly possessed the magical ability to cure the haemophilia that afflicted the Tsar’s only son, Alexei. In Pekkala’s judgement, Rasputin was a man who understood his limitations. It was the Tsar, and even more so the Tsarina, who had demanded from Rasputin a wisdom he did not possess. He had been called upon to judge matters of state about which he had little knowledge. The best he could do, most of the time, was to offer vague words of comfort. But the Romanovs had fastened on those words, stripping them of vagueness, turning them to prophecy. It was no wonder Rasputin had become so hated by those who sought the favour of the Tsar.

         Pekkala had been there, on a bitterly cold morning in December of 1916, when the Petrograd police fished Rasputin’s body from the Neva river. Rasputin had been invited to a private party at the house of Prince Yusupov. There he was fed cakes which, with the help of a doctor named Lazoviert, had been laced with enough potassium cyanide to kill an elephant. When the poison appeared to have no effect, Yusupov’s accomplice, a government minister named Purishkyevich, shot Rasputin several times and stabbed him in the throat. Then they both rolled him in a heavy carpet and dumped him in the water where, in spite of everything that had been done to him, Rasputin died by drowning.

         ‘Grief without end,’ said the Tsar. ‘That is what Rasputin said the war would bring us. And look how right he was?’

         ‘All wars bring grief, Excellency.’

         The Tsar turned to him, trembling. ‘God spoke through that man, Pekkala! Who speaks through you, I’d like to know?’

         ‘You do, Excellency.’

         For a moment, the Tsar looked stunned. ‘Forgive me, Pekkala,’ he said. ‘I did not have the right to speak that way.’

         ‘Nothing to forgive,’ replied Pekkala. It was the only lie he ever told the Tsar.

      

   


   
      

          

         Kirov’s voice snapped Pekkala back to the present.

         ‘What about Grodek?’ asked Kirov. ‘What became of him?’

         ‘When Okhrana agents surrounded the safe house, a gun fight broke out. The Okhrana found themselves under fire from weapons they themselves had supplied to Grodek. After the battle, of the thirty-six members of the terrorist cell, the Okhrana found only four survivors among the dead. Grodek was not one of them, and neither was Maria Balka. The two of them had simply disappeared. That was when the Tsar sent for me, with orders to arrest Balka and Grodek before they had the chance to kill again.’ He let out a long sigh. ‘And I failed.’

         ‘But you did find him!’

         ‘Not before he had a chance to kill again. I tracked them down to a small lodging house on Maximilian Lane in the Kasan district of Petersburg. The owner of the house had remarked on the difference in age between the woman and the man. He assumed they were simply having an affair, a thing proprietors of places like that are sometimes obliged to overlook. But they kept bringing boxes into their room and when the owner asked what was in them, Balka told him it was only books. Now, people who are having an affair do not spend their days shut away and reading books. That was when he notified the police. Soon we had the house surrounded. I waited at the back of the house. Okhrana agents went in the front, expecting that Balka and Grodek would try to leave through the rear, where I would apprehend them.

         ‘Unfortunately, having been trained in police work, Grodek noticed the agents moving into place. When the agents kicked down the door to the room, they set off a bomb which tore away the whole front of the building. Grodek had made it, killing the same people who had trained him in the art of bomb making. We lost four agents and sixteen civilians. I myself was knocked almost unconscious. By the time I got up, Balka and Grodek were running out of the back of the building.

         ‘I chased them along Moika Street, by the banks of the Neva. It was the middle of winter. The streets were ankle-deep in slush, and snow had piled up on the sides of the road. I could not get a clear shot at them. Eventually, Balka slipped. She must have broken her ankle. I caught up with them on the Potsuleyev Bridge. Police were coming from the other way. There was no cover. I had them in my sights. They had no place to go.’ Pekkala paused. He closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. ‘And what I saw next, I have never been able to get out of my head. They stopped at the crest of the bridge. I could hear the police shouting at them from other side. Balka was obviously hurt. Grodek had been alternately carrying her and dragging her for several blocks, and he had become exhausted. It was clear that they couldn’t go on. I called to them. I said it was time to give up. Grodek looked at me for a long time. Balka stood beside him with her arm over his shoulder. Then Grodek embraced her, lifted her up and set her on the stone rail of the bridge. The water below was choked with ice. I told him there was no escape that way.’

         ‘What did he do?’ asked Kirov.

         ‘He kissed her, and then he pulled a gun and shot her in the head.’

         Kirov rocked back. ‘He shot her? I thought he was in love with her.’

         ‘I did not understand how far he was prepared to go. Maria Balka fell into the river and drifted under the ice.’

         ‘And Grodek? Did he surrender?’

         ‘Only after he had failed to kill himself. He put the gun to his own head and pulled the trigger, but the cylinder had jammed.

         ‘Why didn’t he jump?’ asked Kirov. ‘He might have been able to escape.’

         ‘Grodek was afraid of heights. Even though the distance to the water was only three or four times the height of a man, Grodek became paralysed by fear. He tried to rush past me, and I knocked him out with the butt of my gun. It put a gash in his forehead. For the entire length of his trial, he refused to wear a bandage. The scar, with its line of dark stitches, looked like a purple centipede crawling up into his hairline. Every day as he left the proceedings on the way back to his holding cell, Grodek would shout to the journalists who had gathered outside the courthouse that the police had tortured him.’

         ‘And Balka? What happened to her body?’

         ‘We never found it. In the winter that river runs fast below the ice; the current might have carried her out into the Baltic Sea. I had a team of divers search that river more than a dozen times.’ Pekkala shook his head. ‘She had vanished without trace.’

         ‘And Grodek? After what he had done, why did they put him behind bars? Why did he not receive the death penalty?’

         ‘He did, at first, but the Tsar overruled the decision of the judges. He believed that Grodek had been a pawn, first of his father and then of Zubatov. Grodek was still a young man. In a different world, the Tsar felt, it might have been his own son facing execution. But it was clear to the Tsar that Grodek could never go free. So he was locked up for the rest of his life with no chance of parole in the Trubetskoy Bastion of the Fortress of Peter and Paul.’

         ‘But I thought all prisoners were released during the Revolution.’

         ‘Political prisoners, yes, but even the Bolsheviks would have known better than to set free a man like Grodek.’

         ‘What made Grodek so different from the other killers they set free?’

         Pekkala thought for a moment before answering.

         ‘Almost anyone’, said Pekkala, ‘can be driven to kill if the circumstances are forced upon them. But there is a difference between those people who react to situations and those who create the situation for which murder is the outcome. Those are the ones we have to fear, Kirov, because they enjoy the act of killing. And in all my years as a detective, I never met a killer who enjoyed what he did more than Grodek.’

         The fire wheezed and crackled.

         ‘Are you afraid?’ asked Kirov.

         ‘Afraid of what?’ whispered Pekkala, his eyes drooping shut.

         ‘Of what we might find in that mineshaft.’

         ‘To tell you the truth, Kirov, I have been afraid since the moment I walked out of the forest.’

         ‘Where will you go when you are free?’ asked Kirov.

         ‘Paris,’ he replied.

         ‘Why there?’

         ‘If you have to ask that question, you have never been to Paris. Besides, I have unfinished business there.’ It felt strange to think of the future. Each time he had watched the sun go down in the valley of Krasnagolyana, he had known he had outpaced the odds of his survival. He had measured his survival in intervals of days, not daring to hope for more. The idea that he might stretch those intervals from days to weeks, to months and even years filled him with confusion. It took Pekkala a moment to realise that what he was feeling was actually hope, an emotion he’d believed that he had put away for good.

         At last, Kirov’s breathing grew heavy and deep.

         Lightning flashed in the distance.

         
            *

         

         By sunrise the next morning, they were on the move again.

         Their route intersected with a road known as the Moscow Highway which, in spite of its grand name, was only a two-lane strip of dirt laid out across the undulating steppe.

         While turmeric-coloured dust blew in through the open windows, Anton sat with the map, squinting at the thumbprint whorls of hills, the veins and arteries of roads and the dense bone mass of forests.

         By noon, they had reached the intersection Anton was looking for. Without any signposts, it resembled nothing more than a horizontal crucifix of mud. ‘Turn here, Kirov,’ he ordered. ‘Turn here.’ And then again. ‘Turn here.’

         Their course took them away along the edge of a shallow stream and through a grove of white birch trees before the ground opened out into a field. The woods that ringed the field were dark and gloomy-looking. Kirov eased the car along an old wagon track that cut across the field, the Emka’s bumper swishing through the tall grass.

         An old shack stood in the middle of this field, a tin chimney leaning drunkenly out of its roof. Beside the shack was a long bunkhouse, with small shuttered windows like eyes clenched tightly shut.

         Anton turned his map one way and then another, struggling to get his bearings. ‘It’s over by that house, I think.’

         The car’s springs creaked as it lumbered over the bumpy ground. When they reached the far end of the field, the three men got out and started looking for the mineshaft.

         It did not take them long to find it. The shaft was little more than a hole in the ground, about five paces wide, above which perched a rusted metal pulley. Clumps of luminous green grass hung over the edges of the hole. The first section of the mineshaft had been neatly bricked, like the sides of a well. Beneath that was bare rock and earth, from which tiny rivulets of water seeped down into the black. Bolted to the walls on either side were two rusted iron ladders. Most of the rungs were missing. The bolts that held them to the wall were loose. There was no hope of using them to get down into the mine.

         ‘Are you really going down there?’ asked Kirov. ‘It’s pitch black.’

         ‘I have a torch,’ said Anton. He removed it from the glove compartment of the car. The torch had a leather casing around its metal frame and a goggle-eyed crystal for its lens. He slung it from a cord around his neck.

         Searching for a way to lower Pekkala into the shaft, Anton examined the pulley. The twisted threads of cable wound on to it were rusted shut, beads of water resting in places where oil still clung to the metal. Sticking out from the side of the drum was a large, two-man hand crank for raising and lowering the cable into the mineshaft. He took hold of the crank, pulled it, and the lever snapped off in his hands. ‘So much for that,’ he muttered.

         But Kirov was already removing a length of hemp rope from the boot of the car, which had been placed there in case the vehicle broke down and needed to be towed. He looped one end around the Emka’s bumper, then walked to the edge of the pit and threw the rest of the coil down into the mineshaft.

         The three men listened as the rope unravelled into the darkness. Then they heard a wet slap as it reached the ground.

         Pekkala stood at the edge of the pit, the rope in his hand. He seemed to be hesitating.

         ‘Are you sure you want to do this?’ asked Anton.

         ‘Give me the torch,’ said Pekkala.

         After Anton had handed it to him, Pekkala leaned back on the rope, testing its strength. The hemp creaked around the bumper but held firm. While Kirov lifted the rope, so that it would not drag at the edge of the mineshaft, Pekkala stepped to the edge, then leaned out backwards over the emptiness. With his hands white-knuckled around the line, he stepped down into the shaft. In a moment he was gone.

         The two men on the surface watched the torchlight yawing back and forth across Pekkala’s chest, illuminating his feet, then the rope, then the slippery sides of the mineshaft. The light grew smaller and smaller and the sound of Pekkala’s grunting breaths faded to a hollow echo.

         ‘He looked afraid,’ said Kirov.

         ‘He is afraid,’ replied Anton.

         ‘Of the bodies?’

         ‘The bodies don’t scare him. It’s being closed in that he can’t stand. And he’ll never forgive me for that.’

         ‘Why is it your fault?’ asked Kirov.

         ‘It was a game,’ said Anton. ‘At least it started out that way. Once, when we were children, we went to a place our father had made us promise never to go. Deep in the woods behind our house, there was a crematory oven which he used for his funeral business. It had a tall chimney, as tall as the tops of the trees, and the oven itself was like a huge iron coffin built up on a pedestal of bricks. On those days when he used the oven, I would go to my bedroom window and see smoke rising above the tops of the trees. Our father had described the oven to us but I had never seen it for myself. I wanted to, but I was far too scared to go alone. I persuaded my brother to come with me. He would never have gone otherwise. He was too obedient for his own good, but he is younger than me and, at that age, I was able to convince him.

         ‘It was an autumn day when we went to see the oven. We knew no one would miss us. We often disappeared for hours at a time.

         ‘The ground was hard. The first snow had fallen, just a dusting of it, collecting in the shells of dried-out leaves. We kept looking back, expecting to see our father coming down the trail behind us, but after a while we realised we were alone.

         ‘There was a bend in the trail and then the oven was suddenly in front of us. It was smaller than I thought it would be. And the area around it was very tidy. Wood for the fuel had been neatly cut and stacked. The ground was swept and my father had left a broom to prop open the oven door. Even though the sun was out, the oven stood beneath the trees and it seemed dark in there, and cold.

         ‘I took the broom and opened the door to the oven. Inside, I saw a long tray, like the frame of a stretcher. The chamber was grey with dust but it had been swept as clean as it could be.

         ‘That sort of thing mattered to my father. Even though nobody else ever came to the oven, as far as he knew anyway, he needed the place to be orderly and dignified.

         ‘Almost as soon as we arrived, my brother wanted to go back. He was sure our father would figure out that we’d been there.

         ‘That was when I suggested that one of us should go inside the oven, just to see what it was like.

         ‘At first my brother refused.

         ‘I called him a coward. I said we would draw straws for it. I told him if I was willing to do it, he should be willing, too.

         ‘Eventually, I got him to agree.’

         ‘And he drew the short straw?’ asked Kirov.

         ‘He thought he did,’ replied Anton. ‘The truth is, after I saw that he had drawn the long straw, I squeezed it so hard between my fingers that it broke in half so what he drew was only half the proper length.

         ‘I told him he couldn’t back down or else he’d spend the rest of his life knowing that he’d proved himself to be a coward.

         ‘He crawled into the oven. I made him go head first. And then I closed the door on him.’

         ‘You did what?’

         ‘It was only going to be for a second. Just to give him a scare. But there was a spring lock on the door and I couldn’t get it open. I tried. I honestly did. But I wasn’t strong enough.

         ‘I could hear him shouting. He was trying to get out. I panicked. I ran home. It was getting dark. I arrived home just as my mother was putting supper on the table.

         ‘At the supper table, when my parents asked me where my brother was I said I didn’t know.

         ‘My father was looking at me. He must have known I was hiding something.

         ‘“Hold out your hands,” he said, and when I held them out he grasped them hard and stared at them. I remember he even lowered his face to my fingertips and smelled them. Then he ran out of the house.

         ‘I watched the lantern he was carrying disappear down the trail towards the oven.

         ‘An hour later he was back with my brother.’

         ‘What happened to you then?’ asked Kirov.

         ‘Nothing,’ replied Anton. ‘My brother said he had shut the door on himself. Of course, it wasn’t even possible to lock that door from the inside. My father must have known it, but he pretended to believe my brother. All he did was make us swear never to go back to the oven.’

         ‘And your brother, he never took revenge for what you’d done?’

         ‘Revenge?’ Anton laughed. ‘His whole life since he joined the Finnish Regiment has been vengeance for what happened between us.’

         ‘I would have killed you,’ said Kirov.

         Anton turned to look at him. His face was layered in shadow. ‘That would have been less cruel than what my brother did to me.’

         
            *

         

         Halfway down the mineshaft, Pekkala clung to the rope.

         It was cold down there and damp and musty-smelling, but the sweat was coursing off his face. The walls appeared to spin around him, like a whirlpool made of stone. Memories of being in the oven swirled inside his head. He remembered reaching out into the darkness, his fingers brushing against the blunt teeth of the burner nozzles that hung from the ceiling of the oven. He had pressed his hands against them, as if to stop the flames from shooting out. He could still recall the smell in there. At first, he had tried not to breathe it in, as if his lungs might filter out those particles of dust. But it was no use. He had to breathe, and as the air grew thin inside that metal cylinder, Pekkala had to fill his lungs as deeply as he could and all the while that smell poured into him, sifting through his blood like drops of ink in water.

         Pekkala looked up. The mouth of the mineshaft was a disc of pale blue surrounded by the blackness of the tunnel walls. For several minutes he fought against the urge to climb out again. Waves of panic travelled through him, and he hung there until they subsided. Then he lowered himself down to the floor of the mine.

         The first thing he saw was a section of ladder that had become detached and had fallen to the ground. It stood propped against the wall, the rusted metal glistening black and orange.

         His feet touched the ground, sinking into decades of accumulated dust. Pieces of rotting wooden support beams, toothed with nails, littered the floor.

         Pekkala let go of the rope and kneaded the blood back into his hands. Then he took hold of the torch and shone it into the darkness.

         The space was wide here, but the way into the belly of the mine soon narrowed to a point where the tunnel split into two and pairs of rusty iron rails curved into blackness. Both of the tunnel entrances were blocked by walls of rock. Pekkala knew that mines were sometimes closed before they had been completely dug out. The miners had probably collapsed the tunnels on purpose, to protect whatever minerals remained in the ground in case they ever returned. The wagons that had run along these rails were parked in an alcove. Their sides showed dents from hard use, the metal smeared with whitish yellow powder. Pekkala felt a tremor of pity for the men who had worked in these tunnels, starved of daylight, the weight of the earth poised above their crooked backs.

         Pekkala played the torch around this stone chamber, wondering where these bodies were and it occurred to him that perhaps his brother had been wrong. Perhaps the madman had worked in this mine years before and had invented the whole story, simply to get attention. This train of thought was still unravelling in his head, when he turned around, sweeping the beam into the darkness, and realised he was standing right beside them.

         They lay as they had fallen, piled in a grotesque heap of bones and cloth and shoes and hair. There were multiple corpses. He could not tell how many in such a jumble of decay.

         He had come down on one side of the mine opening. The bodies must have landed on the other side.

         As the torchlight wavered, like a candle flame boxed by the wind, Pekkala’s instincts screamed at him to get out of this place, but he knew he couldn’t leave. Not yet, even with fear sucking the breath out of his lungs.

         Pekkala forced himself to hold his ground, reminding himself that he had seen many bodies in the past, plenty of them in worse condition than these. But those corpses had been anonymous to him, in death as they had been in life. If this sad tangle of limbs did indeed belong to the Romanovs, then this was unlike anything he’d witnessed before.

         A sound startled him, echoing off the stone walls. It took Pekkala a moment to realise that it was his brother’s voice,

         calling down from above.

         ‘Did you find anything?’

         ‘Yes,’ he called up.

         There was a long pause.

         ‘And?’ his brother’s voice came down.

         ‘I don’t know yet.’

         Silence from above.

         Pekkala turned back to the bodies. Down here in the mine, the process of decomposition had been slowed. The clothing was largely intact and there were no flies or other insects, whose larvae would have eaten the corpses down to the bone if the bodies had been left above ground. Nor was there any evidence of rats or mice having gnawed upon the dead. The depth of the mine and the vertical entrance had prevented them from reaching the bodies. He did not know what had been mined here. Whatever it was might also have had a preserving effect.

         The victims appeared to be partially mummified. Their skin had turned a greenish brown, nearly translucent, drawn tight over the bones and filmed with mould. He had seen corpses like this before – people frozen in ice or buried in soil with a high acid content, like peat bogs. Pekkala also recalled a case in which a killer stuffed a body up a factory chimney. Over the years in which the victim remained hidden, it became smoked to the consistency of shoe leather. The body was remarkably preserved, but as soon as police removed it, the corpse decayed at an astonishing rate.

         While these bodies remained intact in their present state, he knew that they too would deteriorate very quickly if any attempt was made to move them above ground. He was glad that the decision had been taken to leave them here until a properly equipped removal team could be brought in.

         At first, Pekkala touched nothing.

         On the top of the pile was a woman, lying on her back with her arms thrown out to the side. From the way she had landed, Pekkala judged that the fall would probably have killed her, but he could see clearly that she’d been dead before she fell. Her skull had been shattered by a bullet between the eyes and the base of the nose, penetrating that part of the brain known as the ‘dura oblongata’. The woman would have died instantly. Whoever did this, Pekkala realised, had known exactly what they were doing. But there was more to it than simply knowing how to kill a person. As Vassileyev had drilled into him, the way a murder was committed told a great deal about the killer. Even in cases in which bodies were horribly mutilated, usually with knives, most murderers avoided harming the faces of their victim. Those who used guns to kill their victims usually shot them several times, and most often aimed at the chest. In cases where a pistol was used by someone inexperienced with firearms, the bodies often showed multiple and random impact wounds, the shooters having underestimated how inaccurate those weapons were. Pekkala knew of people who had escaped from shots unleashed at almost point-blank range by untrained marksmen.

         Killings carried out by skilled gunmen were usually classified as executions. These, too, left a particular signature. Between a man’s ears at the back of the head is a small knot of bone: the external occipital protuberance. Executioners were taught to press the muzzle of their guns exactly over that place, allowing them to kill with a single shot. Pekkala had seen many such executions, carried out by both sides during the opening stages of the Revolution. The killers left their victims face down in fields, in ditches or in banks of snow, hands tied behind their backs, their foreheads blown away by the exiting bullet.

         One reason for this method was that executioners did not have to look into the faces of their victims. But whoever killed this woman had stood directly in front of her. Pekkala knew that such a method required a particular coldness of blood.

         Already, in his mind, he began to draw a portrait of the killers, assuming there had been more than one. They were almost certainly male. Women were not usually employed in execution teams, although there were exceptions to this. The Reds had made use of women in their death squads and these particular women had proved to be more bloodthirsty than any of their male counterparts. He recalled the Bolshevik assassin Rosa Schwartz, responsible for the deaths of hundreds of former Tsarist officers. After her killing spree, she was declared a national hero and toured the country as ‘Red Rosa’, carrying a bunch of roses and wearing a white dress, like a virgin on her wedding day. Another detail which pointed towards the killers being men was the fact that these skulls all bore exit marks, indicating the use of a large-calibre pistol. Women, even those in death squads, tended to use guns of small calibre.

         Now Pekkala examined the clothing, bringing the torch close to the woman’s body so that he could examine the material of her clothes. The first thing that caught his eyes were the tiny mother-of-pearl buttons on her dress, which must once have been red but now appeared as a blotchy pink. His heart sank. These were the garments of wealthy people. Otherwise those buttons would have been made of bone or wood. Long, clumped strands of hair were draped over the clothing.

         On the bared arms, he could see where fat deposits had turned into adipocere, the soapy, greyish-yellow substance known as ‘grave wax’.

         He saw shoes, the leather crimped and twisted, the tiny nails that had once held them together jutting now like little teeth from the soles. Again he felt the weight of growing certainty. This was not the footwear of a labourer, nor the type that one would find out in the countryside, and was far too elegant for the wilds of Siberia.

         At that moment, the torch shuddered and died.

         The darkness that enveloped him was so complete it seemed to him that he had suddenly gone blind. Pekkala’s breathing grew rapid and shallow. He fought against the panic which swirled around him like a living thing.

         Swearing, he shook the torch and the light popped back on again.

         Wiping the sweat from his face, Pekkala returned to his work.

         Having examined all he could without disturbing the scene, he now reached out and touched what lay before him.

         The tips of his fingers were shaking.

         He tried to maintain emotional distance from the corpses, as Dr Bandelayev had taught him. ‘Think of them as puzzles, not as people,’ the doctor had said.

         Working his hands in under the back of the woman, fingers inching between the layers of damp and mouldy cloth that separated the corpses, he lifted the woman. The weight of the body was still significant, unlike the corpse he’d pulled from the chimney, which had felt so light it reminded him of a Japanese lantern.

         As he shifted the body to the floor, so that he could lay the corpses side by side, the woman’s skull became detached. It rolled off the other side of the pile and cracked against the stone floor with a sound like a dropped earthenware pot. He walked around the side of the pile and retrieved the skull, lifting it gently from the ground. It was there, in the light of the torch, that he saw the sleeve of a man’s garment, a shrivelled hand hanging from it like the claw of a bird.

         He was not able to immediately identify the woman who lay at the top of the heap. But as he stared at the hand, he felt a shudder of certainty. Although it bore no distinguishing marks, Pekkala had learned to trust this kind of instinct, even if it had not yet been tested against the checklist of rational thought.

         Pekkala placed the skull of the woman with the rest of her body and moved on to the next one.

         Over the next half-hour, Pekkala untangled the bodies of three more women from the pile and laid them out. All had been shot in the face.

         By now, there was little doubt in his mind that these were the Romanov sisters – Olga, Maria, Anastasia and Tatiana.

         Beneath lay a fifth woman, undoubtedly the Tsarina due to the size of her body and the more mature cut of her clothes, who had also been shot in the head. Unlike the others, she had been shot from behind. As with most wounds of this type, the exiting bullet had blown away the forehead, exposing a massive cavity in the skull. She had died this way, Pekkala reasoned, as she sought to shield one of her children from the killer’s gun.

         For all of them, Pekkala knew, death would have been instantaneous. He tried to draw some comfort from that fact.

         Pekkala noted the obvious lack of resistance by the women. The shots had all been carefully aimed, which would not have been possible if the victims had put up a fight.

         Then Pekkala came to the last body.

         By then, the batteries of his flashlight were beginning to die. The light through the bubble-eyed crystal had gone from a blinding white to a dull brass yellow. The thought that it might die altogether, leaving him sightless among these corpses, filled his brain with mutterings of dread.

         The last body was that of a man, lying on its side. His bones had been partially crushed by the weight of the other corpses, which had been thrown down upon it. The ribcage and collar-bones had collapsed. Beneath him, and spreading out in a pool on either side, the ground was black and oily.

         The whole body was covered with a layer of dry, yellowy-brown mould. The coat buttons protruded like little mushrooms from the cloth. Pekkala reached out and brushed his thumb over the dust which covered the buckle, revealing the double-headed eagle of the Romanovs.

         The man’s left arm, which he had seen sticking out of the pile, was broken, probably by the fall. The right arm lay across his face, as if he had tried to shield himself. Pekkala wondered if the man had survived the fall and tried to protect himself from the bodies that were thrown down after him.

         In addition to riding breeches and tall boots, the dead man wore a tunic in the gymnastiorka style. The tunic had been modified to open down the front. It attached with hooks instead of buttons and the standing collar was decorated with two thick bands of silver brocade. The colour of the tunic had originally been a pale greenish brown, the front and hem trimmed with the same silver brocade as the collar. Now it was the colour of a rotten apple.

         He had seen this tunic before and now there was no doubt in Pekkala’s mind that this was indeed the body of the Tsar. The Tsar had owned dozens of different uniforms, each representing different branches of service of the Russian military. This particular uniform, which the Tsar put on when reviewing his regiments of Guards, had been one of the most comfortable to wear. Because of that, it was also one of his favourites.

         Four bullet wounds were clearly visible in the chest of the tunic. Pekkala studied the faded stains of blood that radiated from the wound. The cloth exhibited signs of powder burns, indicating that the shot had come from extremely close range. Gently, Pekkala moved the arm, so as to better see the dead man’s face. He fully expected the skull to have been shattered like the rest, but was surprised to find it still intact. No bullet had penetrated the dura oblongata. He stared in confusion at the remains of the neatly trimmed beard, the hollow where the nose had been, the shrivelled lips pulled back around a set of strong, straight teeth.

         Pekkala stood back, gasping in a breath not filled with the dust of decay. He glanced upwards, to where a velvet disc of night sky showed the mouth of the mineshaft. At that moment, as if jolted from the scaffolding of his own body, Pekkala found himself looking through the eyes of the Tsar in those last seconds of his life played out on the floor of the mine. From far above, spears of light stabbed down towards him. They glinted off a tunnel of wet stone. Illuminated raindrops flickered like jewels all around. Then he saw silhouettes of the Tsar’s wife and children come tumbling down towards him, fingers spread like wing-tips, the dresses of the women thrumming with the speed of their descent. Pekkala felt them pass right through him, trailing the night behind them like black comets, and he heard their bones shatter like glass.

         Pekkala shook the nightmare from his head. He forced himself to focus on the work that lay before him. Why, Pekkala asked himself, would the killer execute the women with a shot to the head but leave the Tsar’s face intact? It would have made more sense if things had been done the other way round, particularly if the killings had been done, as he suspected, by a male. Such a killer would have been more likely to disfigure someone of his own gender.

         Suddenly Pekkala’s heart began to thunder in his chest. He had been so focused on this detail that he had completely forgotten something far more important.

         The Tsar’s corpse was the last one in the mineshaft.

         Hoping he might somehow be mistaken, Pekkala glanced at the bodies of the women laid out on the dirt floor of the mine.

         But there had been no mistake. One body was missing.

         Alexei was not among the dead.

         Every time Pekkala thought about the boy, he felt a constriction in his throat. Of all the members of that family, Alexei had been his favourite. The daughters were charming, particularly the eldest daughter Olga, but all four of them remained aloof. They were beautiful, although in a melancholy way, and rarely acknowledged his presence. Pekkala knew he made them nervous, towering above them in his black overcoat and seemingly immune to the kind of frivolity which occupied much of their lives. Pekkala lacked the refinements of the seemingly endless procession of visitors received by the Romanov family. The stylishly dressed barons, lords and dukes – there was always a title in there somewhere – tweaking their trim moustaches and peppering their speech with French exclamations, had considered Pekkala too coarse for their company.
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