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Chapter 1


LUMPS OF ICE bobbed from side to side, disturbed by the swell from the boat. Within weeks this would all be ice, and the Billefjorden would be frozen solid for the whole winter. Then there would be no easy way in or out of here, except by helicopter. This was Yuri’s favourite time of year. Others found it claustrophobic living up here, trapped in an icebox. But Yuri enjoyed being cut off from the rest of the world. It was peaceful. The only things that existed were what he could see around him. The chances of unwelcome surprises were slim.


He let the clean, glacial air enter his lungs slowly, savouring it. He felt alive, and renewed, after his trip back to Moscow. That was the city of his birth, but he returned there only when he had no choice.


Around him on the wooden deck were fifty burly miners, mostly Ukrainians and Belarusians. They had landed that morning at Longyearbyen airport on Spitsbergen, the largest island in the Norwegian archipelago of Svalbard. Numbering a hundred odd, they had split in two, with half making the journey south to Barentsburg, the other Soviet outpost here.


This would be the first time in Pyramiden for all of the men around him now, day one of a much sought-after two-year contract. Yuri was on his sixth, and if he had his way, there would be a seventh and an eighth. Pyramiden was his adopted home, one that he would not leave willingly.


There had been a flurry of excitement among the travellers a while back when they had sailed past a herd of walrus dining on a bearded seal, their long ivory tusks creating a bloody mess as they tore into their victim’s blubbery flesh. Now the men smoked and chatted, and stamped their feet to keep warm. One passed around a metal flask of vodka to grateful hands.


They were all big men, made larger by their thick overcoats and cheap fur hats. There was something about their eyes, Yuri noticed. Spending so much time working underground, they might be expected to have narrow, beady eyes. Instead, for the most part, they shone wide and bright, with colours more vivid than the average surface dweller. Stunning emeralds and opals set in rugged, dark faces that could never be completely scrubbed clean of the black coal dust.


Yuri avoided going down into the lifeless darkness of the mine shaft as much as possible. As chief engineer for the whole town, he had more than enough work to do above ground to occupy his time. If something needed fixing below, in the bowels of the mountain, he would nominate his assistant, Semyon. The little Latvian weasel had been with him a year now. Previously, all of his assistants had been incompetents, content to do whatever they were told. Semyon, unfortunately, was smart, with notions above his station in life, which did not include being subordinate to Yuri for very long. However, Yuri had designed and built most of the systems in Pyramiden, and he was not about to share all of his secrets with anyone. As intricate and idiosyncratic as his systems were, he was still wary of being away, even for short periods. His greatest fear was that some day, someone would realise they could get by just fine without him.


Yuri felt a faint shift in the wind. Then everyone looked up as a large flock of black and white dovekies appeared from nowhere and whizzed by, just above their heads. One group of miners parted and Yuri saw a young woman sitting on her own on a bench. Pale. Twenty-five, or thereabouts. Not beautiful, but not ugly either. Foreign, he guessed. Proper foreign, not one of the skinny blondes from the Balkans. Her clothes were bright, in garish colours: an orange bubble coat, a striped woollen hat with hanging bobbles, as if she were going skiing. She was looking around, taking everything in. He felt her nervous excitement. She turned in his direction and their eyes locked for a moment. She smiled briefly before their view of each other was blocked once more.


The town came into view as the inlet reached a dead end. On one side stood the sprawling mine, nestled below Pyramiden mountain. On the opposite shore, across the fjord, was the Nordenskjold glacier, stationary to the naked eye, as it caressed the water’s edge. Some of the miners pointed to an opening halfway up the mountainside. The entrance to the underworld into which they would descend each day.


Good luck with that, thought Yuri; rather you than me.


The mine was linked to the ground by a railway enclosed in a wooden tunnel, which brought the miners up and the coal down. Several times a year, a ship arrived from Russia to haul away the fruits of their labour.


Long before the boat reached the jetty, Yuri spotted his assistant standing beside Timur, the resident secret service agent. Timur was always easy to pick out, with his tightly cropped red hair and military bearing. Semyon, in contrast, was a slight man with oversized glasses and a mop of unkempt black curls. The two of them were waiting for him, no doubt. Trouble.


Theoretically, Timur was here to monitor NATO activity in this part of the Arctic Circle. In practice, he spent his days looking for ways to make the other residents’ lives miserable. He and Semyon made a fine pair.


As the boat crew tied up the mooring ropes, Yuri stepped on to land and immediately went on the offensive.


‘What have you done now?’ he barked at Semyon as the two of them made a beeline for him.


Timur gave him one of his cold stares that gave the impression of being able to discern lies from truth. ‘Semyon has made a serious accusation against you, Yuri, of sabotage.’


Some of the new miners, overhearing, turned their heads. The foreign girl looked over too. So, she speaks Russian, Yuri thought. Sabotage was the dirtiest word in the whole of the USSR, worse than capitalism, and it got the convenient blame for a litany of problems that were usually just the result of incompetence and inefficiency. Yuri feigned an outraged expression for his audience.


‘What is it I’m supposed to have done now?’


Timur turned to Semyon for the answer.


‘I don’t know what he did exactly, but he did something.’


Yuri threw his eyes up to heaven. ‘I tell you, I go away for one week, to bury my dear departed brother, and this place falls apart.’


‘He did it,’ said Semyon, ‘I know he did.’


‘Did what exactly?’ asked Yuri. ‘Would someone like to let me in on this little joke?’


‘The heating to the executive block is out,’ replied Semyon. ‘But you knew that already.’


‘You mean to say it’s broken and you don’t know how to fix it. Correct? How long has it been out?’


‘Three nights,’ said Timur.


‘Ooh, I bet the execs aren’t happy about that,’ said Yuri, with a grin.


‘No, we’re not,’ said Timur. ‘My balls have nearly fallen off. If they get any harder we can play snooker with them.’


‘It’s a good thing I came back when I did then. Come on, let’s get to work so I can fix whatever it is. You’ll really have to pay more attention, Semyon, if you’re to replace me one day.’


Yuri started to walk away, but checked over his shoulder as Semyon turned to Timur for support. The secret service man just shrugged, leaving Semyon no choice except to traipse after him.


‘What happened to your brother?’ Timur shouted after them.


‘He drank himself to death,’ replied Yuri.


Timur nodded as if this was nothing unusual.


At forty-five, Yuri had lived through the craziness of Stalin, the slightly tamer craziness of Khrushchev, and now the ‘big sleep’ of Brezhnev. Of the three, he reckoned this was definitely the best time to be alive. Brezhnev understood what the people wanted. An end to high-pressure production quotas at work, and lots of cheap vodka. He delivered both.


The threat of war with the Americans was at an all-time low. The burning question of the day was whether Brezhnev really was the most boring man alive; or if, in fact, he was alive at all and not a mannequin as some suggested. There was also some heated bar-room debate on how many more self-awarded medals he would be able to fit on his bloated chest. However, despite the new stability in the country, for Yuri the old gulag-avoidance rules still applied.


Don’t trust anyone.


Keep your head down.


Look after number one.


For the whole afternoon, Semyon followed Yuri around like a jittery hen as he attempted to decipher the problem. They rechecked the furnace, the pumps, dozens of pipe intersections and the exec block itself. After four hours Yuri threw his hands up and admitted that he was as clueless as Semyon had been. Everything seemed to be functioning, yet the hot water stubbornly refused to arrive in the executive apartment building. Semyon grudgingly parked his sabotage accusations and offered a few suggestions. Yuri humoured him by trying them out, but none delivered the desired solution.


‘We’ll have to tackle it again in the morning,’ said Yuri, as the night-time freeze made continuing their outdoor work impossible.


‘But that’ll be four nights in a row!’ protested Semyon. ‘We’ll get into deep shit. I’m already in the bad books.’


‘Look, don’t worry about them,’ said Yuri. ‘They’ve survived this long, and a little dose of hardship will do them good. Besides, they can pin all the blame on me now.’


Semyon was satisfied with the last part.


The heating system was Yuri’s masterpiece. A thing of beauty. A quarter of the coal they dug out of the mountain went into Pyramiden’s furnace, which heated the water, which was then pumped around the whole town through miles of piping. Outside, they ran above ground under wooden walkways, which were kept snow-free as a result. He liked to think of the power plant as Pyramiden’s heart. The pipes were the blood vessels, keeping the organs, the living quarters and their occupants alive. Heating was no joke up here, eight hundred miles from the North Pole. Without Yuri, the 1,000 inhabitants would all freeze to death. Soviets prided themselves on being able to tame nature, enabling them to live and work wherever they pleased. Pyramiden was proof they could.


Yuri dined with the other workers in the canteen in the Cultural Palace, waited on by robust Ukrainian women. The menu for tonight was cabbage rolls stuffed with rice and meat. Semyon sat at another table, as always. They were not friends, would never be, and neither of them had the slightest problem with that. Yuri looked around the room. Apart from the miners, there were clerical staff from the office, cooks and cleaners, farmers for the livestock and greenhouses, a doctor and a couple of nurses from the hospital, teachers from the kindergarten and school, and two dozen kids of varying ages, from toddlers to teens.


The room itself was the grandest mine canteen in the whole of the Soviet Union. One entire wall was covered with a mosaic depicting an Arctic scene with snow-covered mountains and polar bears. Yuri never understood why they had decided to put it there. Wasn’t the whole idea to keep the cold on the outside? If anyone wished to be reminded of an Arctic vista, they need look no further than the nearest window. The Kremlin had its own reasons for pumping millions of rubles into this place. It was their little patch of the west, and it was designed to give any foreign visitor a glamorous – and entirely false – impression of what daily life was like behind the iron curtain. Whoever heard of a mine with chandeliers in its workers’ canteen? And a plush cinema. And a heated swimming pool. And a Yuri Gagarin sports centre. And a library with sixty thousand books. All for miners!


When word got out about the relative luxury that was on offer here, Pyramiden was inundated with eager transfer requests from every mine from Siberia to Chechnya. There were downsides of course. The isolation. The bitter cold. The three winter months of 24-hour darkness. And the same faces to look at every day for two years. All of these were positives for Yuri. Especially the two-year contracts the others were on. It meant he could begin a relationship with a woman, usually a waitress or one of the clerical staff, knowing that she would be leaving in a maximum of twenty-four months. If a romance wasn’t working out, no problem. Why bother going through the hassle of a break-up, when her departure boat was already booked? And the same fjord that had brought her would take her away again, with no tears shed. He had an aversion to hurting, because it made him feel guilty, and to being hurt.


Right now he was single, but on the lookout.


Across the room, he spotted that young foreigner again. English. Some sort of a space student he had heard. Catherine. Pyramiden being so small, everyone already knew something about her, or thought they did. For Yuri, foreign equalled exotic; however, she was not his type. She was too young, obviously. Just over half his age. But that wasn’t it. When he looked at her there was no spark.


One of the more surprising things he found about getting older was the range of possibilities it opened up. When he was twenty, he was attracted to a narrow age group. But now, in middle age, he found himself drawn to all sorts of women from twenty to fifty. Thirty years of choice.


At another table, he noticed Anya. One of the school teachers. Late forties. Straight, dark hair to her shoulders. Delicate chin. Brown eyes. Beautiful. She had been here a few months already and Yuri had his eye on her. If he had to pick from the bunch, she’d be the one, though she hadn’t shown even the slightest interest in him so far. To date, the sum total of their conversations numbered zero. She had given him a monosyllabic greeting on three occasions. But he wasn’t disheartened, yet. Winter here was long.


After dinner, he made his way down through the main square, past Lenin’s bust as it gazed sternly across the fjord. His apartment block was for the single men, and was nicknamed London. The block for families was aptly called the Crazy House. The one for single women was called Paris, perhaps because everyone dreamed of going there, one day. That’s where Anya was, and Catherine now too. Yuri would never get to visit the real Paris. Foreign travel was not for a worker at his level. But he knew the Arctic Paris well.


Inside his modest apartment, he finally got to wash and put on some clean clothes. In common with other residents, he had decorated his quarters with whatever could be recycled. Strings of coloured beads made from plastic wiring, pictures cut from magazines and framed. None of the apartments had kitchens, since they all ate together in the canteen, and food was free. They did have fridges, metal boxes attached to the outside of the windows. No electricity required. Yuri reached into his and pulled out a half-full bottle of vodka. He poured himself a glass, drank it down in one gulp and then lay on his narrow single bed, fully clothed. He set his alarm clock for two in the morning, and closed his eyes.


An image of his brother intruded into his head, from when he was six and Yuri was eight. Both of them with shaven heads after their mother had found lice. His brother looked up at him, confident of his protection and guidance, as they played war with the other kids in the neighbourhood. That was before their innocent world collapsed, and they had to play the game for real.


He was in a deep sleep when the beeping roused him. He got up, put on his warmest coat and hat and walked silently down the unlit corridor.


There was no one about as he stepped outside, in minus twenty degrees. Everyone else had more sense. They were all tucked up in their warm beds, apart from the execs with their unresolved problem.


Moonlight bounced off the fresh pristine snow, so he did not need a flashlight to find his destination. When he reached the correct section of the walkway he stopped and stood still for a good two minutes, waiting and listening for any followers. Satisfied, he jumped down to the frozen ground and crawled under the walkway, out of sight. He turned on his flashlight and pulled out a wrench from inside his coat. Working quickly, he began to remove the section of pipe he had sabotaged the night before his departure for his brother’s funeral. A bit of insurance, to remind them how indispensable he was. Once he had dismantled the pipe, he removed the faulty valve he had added to the system and replaced it with a new one. Then he reconnected the lot and immediately heard the hot water flowing freely once more.


‘You’re welcome,’ he said, looking in the direction of the executive building. ‘Don’t mention it.’


He turned off his flashlight, climbed back up onto the walkway and went back the way he’d come.


There was a light on in a second-floor apartment in Paris as he passed. He wondered whose it was, and what she was doing awake at this hour. A figure appeared at the window and he stopped. He remained motionless and watched out of curiosity, as well as not wishing to be seen out and about at this hour.


The person in the window reached out to draw the curtains. It was a man. Timur. He looked up and down the street, in the same way that Yuri had scanned his surroundings moments earlier before jumping off the walkway. Yuri stopped exhaling in case his condensing breath might betray his position. He saw Timur look away and pull the curtains shut.


What poor woman is he visiting, and at three in the morning? Yuri wondered.


He watched for a moment longer. The light remained on, but he saw no further movement.




Chapter 2


THE NEXT MORNING, Yuri got out of bed, picked up a dry towel and wiped off the dripping condensation covering his window. Outside, the volume of ice in the fjord had visibly increased overnight, almost enough for a brave soul to try to skip across to the other side. Two more weeks and you would be able to walk straight over there and touch the glacier. He showered in piping hot water, making sure not to get his hair wet. Walking around outside with a damp head was a guaranteed ticket to a fortnight’s stay in Pyramiden’s hospital. It was possible to avoid getting ill here by constantly wrapping up for the outside, and then pulling off layers as soon as you got inside again.


As he dressed, he turned on his radio, a Yugoslav military receiver he had traded in return for adding an extra radiator to a family apartment. Yuri had arrived with few possessions but his technical abilities came in useful for bartering. While the radio was one of the best models in town, he still had to work hard to obtain an acceptable signal. He achieved this by connecting a length of copper wire to the aerial and wrapping the other end around his room’s iron plumbing pipes. The clearest signal was a Norwegian station, with presenters who spoke Norwegian, which he didn’t understand. And they played far too much Abba for his liking.


Legally, he should not be listening to western stations at all. Back home, the police checked roofs to see who had their antennas bent towards the capitalist half of the world. Up here, there was more freedom as long as you didn’t flaunt it. As a rule, Yuri only listened to western stations. If he couldn’t find one, he preferred silence rather than listen to the official voices from home. Not understanding what foreign presenters were saying added a sense of mystery. Though he guessed that their monologues were probably as banal as those on Soviet radio.


The Norwegian signal was lost momentarily and Yuri adjusted the tuning dial. He found himself on a different station, which was faint and unstable, but they were playing Bowie. Yuri mimed along, not knowing what most of the lyrics meant. He could tell that the man had attitude and that’s what he liked about him. If Soviet censorship was actually working, he should not have known who David Bowie was. But everyone did. As with many western stars, his records were banned for being ideologically harmful compositions. You could get them of course, in Moscow, if you had money or something to trade. You could get anything you wanted in Moscow. It was just a matter of knowing the right person to ask.


Bowie was also famous in the Soviet Union because he was one of the few western musicians who had actually visited it. On the way home from Japan, he had travelled by train from Moscow to Warsaw because he had a fear of flying. He did not play any concerts but the trip had generated a song, ‘Warszawa’. The Soviet Union had its own rock stars, such as the Singing Guitars, aka the Russian Beatles. But Bowie was special.


Even in the big cities, an original vinyl was a rarity. When Yuri was younger, western music was bootlegged on to old X-rays. Bone records, they were called. But since cassette tapes had become available, it was easier to get the music you liked. Except in Pyramiden. This was another of the sacrifices one had to make on Svalbard. You had to survive with what you found around you. People here had little, and what little they had, they shared. This was the Arctic way of life.


When the Bowie song was over, a Russian voice said, ‘Until next time. This was Seva … Seva Novgorodsev. The City of London. BBC.’ Yuri turned and stared at the radio. A Russian on the BBC. And then the man was gone as quickly as he had found him. A new programme began. Who the hell was he? Yuri switched off the radio but decided to leave the dial untouched. This man needed further investigation. He left his wet towel on the radiator to dry. Then he prepared himself to face the elements.


He grabbed his cigarettes and matches from the table and left the room. Smoking was something he only did outside. It was too cold to open his apartment windows to air the place out. He had recently switched to Bulgarian light cigarettes, which the advertising said were better for you. Inhaling them gave him a false sense of heat, as though his lungs were a stove.


Leaving his apartment block, Yuri lit his first of the day and turned in the direction of the waterfront. Then he began the five-minute trek to the power station, which was located beside the coal deposit and the harbour. Pyramiden’s miners worked almost every day of the year to fill the coal deposit in preparation for the next ship home. No Christmas break for the Christians nor Hanukkah for the Jews, except on their own time, and in private. Once the ship had docked in the harbour, a crane levered the black rock into the hold. And as soon as it had sailed away, sitting deeper in the water, the whole process started anew. Their outpost was kept going solely for this purpose. If the coal ever ran out, the town would die.


Long before he reached the power station, he smelled the smoke from the burning coal, rising out of the tall twin chimney stacks. The plumes of smoke were an ugly sight against the still Arctic landscape, but needs must. His arrival this morning was earlier than usual, but he was annoyed to find Semyon already settled inside the control room with his arms folded.


‘Morning,’ said Yuri, turning his back to take off his coat.


Five seconds inside the room and he had already started to sweat. The power station was the warmest place in town.


‘So, any bright ideas?’ asked Semyon, before Yuri even had the chance to hang his coat up.


‘For what?’ he replied, stamping the last of the snow off his boots on to the doormat.


‘The exec problem,’ said Semyon. ‘We’ll have to fix it today, or they’ll put us both out of our jobs.’


‘Oh,’ he replied. He tapped the glass on a pressure dial on one of the floor-to-ceiling control units, as if he were concerned about the reading. ‘I had a brainwave last night actually. Couldn’t sleep. One of the junction valves. That was it. All sorted now.’


‘You fixed it?’ asked Semyon. ‘By yourself?’ His eyes, magnified by his thick glasses, were burning a hole in the side of Yuri’s head.


‘Yep, all back to normal, nothing more to worry about. You didn’t think of those valves, did you?’ he added, out of pure malice.


‘Sure I did,’ blurted Semyon, ‘I checked some of them. I didn’t find anything.’


Yuri thought the man might bust a blood vessel, he was frowning so much.


‘How many did you have to check before you found it?’ the Latvian asked.


‘Oh, let me see,’ replied Yuri. He made a show of silently adding up with his fingers. ‘A dozen probably. That one was rusted right through. Could have gone at any time.’


‘Can I see it?’ asked Semyon, in a tone that Yuri did not like.


He turned and gave his assistant a cold look. He was a cocky little bastard. Most people would think twice about calling someone a liar. Especially if that someone was their boss. Yet he had known the Latvian would ask for proof. He would have done the same under the circumstances. He walked over to where his coat was hanging, pulled the offending valve from his pocket and looked at it. Then, without warning, he turned and threw it low and hard. The speed of Semyon’s reaction was impressive and he just managed to grab it before it hit the wall.


Yuri smiled and shrugged. ‘Good catch. You’ve been playing American baseball, haven’t you?’


Yuri had fought boys with Semyon’s physique at school. They looked like pushovers but turned out to be little wiry bastards that you could never get a good hold of.


Semyon lifted his glasses and scrutinised the metal object, holding it right up under his nose. But it backed up everything Yuri had said. He had held on to it for months for that very purpose.


‘Satisfied?’ asked Yuri.


Semyon didn’t reply. He avoided making eye contact with Yuri, and said nothing further. That’s right, thought Yuri, you’ve nothing to say now. In Yuri’s opinion, which he kept to himself, the glue that held the Soviet empire together was dishonesty. Corruption equalled survival, and potentially success and happiness, if you were very good at it. Honesty condemned you to a frustrating life. Within such a corrupt system, it was possible for anyone to bend the rules as they saw fit, as long as they did not allow themselves to get caught. That was the key.


At noon, Pyramiden’s residents began to assemble outside for the official opening of the new street Yuri had walked to work on that morning. The wooden walkway, connecting the town square to the power station, had been built to celebrate the sixtieth anniversary of the Great October in 1917. ‘Great’ because it was the beginning of the people’s revolution and year zero of the communist age. Nearly everyone was there to mark the day. An absence without good reason would be noticed, though the community here didn’t need much encouragement; there was little else to do, so they liked to participate in any organised event. They could even be persuaded to assemble outdoors, and freeze their asses off, just for a bit of diversion.


The adults formed a large loose circle, and chatted giddily among themselves while they waited for the mine president to arrive. The children ran around and through the group, swaddled in layers of outdoor clothes like babushka dolls, their rosy faces and wide eyes peeking out with excitement from under their hats. Yuri had always considered it strange that their parents would bring them, by choice, to one of the harshest places on the planet. Svalbard had the distinction of having the northern-most human settlements in the world. The younger ones did look happy, he had to admit. For them it was probably an adventure. It was the teenagers who seemed depressed. Suicidal, Yuri would say, by the looks of the spotty ones in front of him, staring vacantly at the ground. But dissatisfaction was what teenagers were good at, wherever they were.


He scanned the faces of the women in the crowd as the director’s speech began. He spotted English Catherine again. For some reason, she was positively beaming with delight at being present for this occasion. Standing behind her right shoulder was Anya, the teacher. Yuri waited an age till he caught her eye and then gave her his best smile, but she looked away as though she hadn’t seen him at all. Yuri sighed. Perhaps this wasn’t going to happen, and he should move on. She had airs, this woman, as though she was on a different plane of existence to everyone else. Not a snob, as such. Her clothes were no better than the next person’s. Just, she gave the impression of being elsewhere.


For a moment, he tuned in to the mine director’s voice. As usual he was speaking at length about coal. How the town was meeting its targets and more. How the five-year plan was progressing according to the five-year plan. How when it was successfully completed there would be another five-year plan to take its place, and so on. The director told them they should all be proud of their collective contribution to these achievements.


Am I, thought Yuri? Yes, he decided, he was. Not for the mine director, or Mother Russia, or communism, or Emperor Brezhnev. He was proud of what he had built here, with his own hands. It gave him personal, individual satisfaction. He did not care if anyone else noticed or appreciated what he had done.


After the director’s statement on the rude health of the mine, English Catherine started a round of applause, which everyone felt obliged to join in with. Then it was the turn of Grigory, Pyramiden’s resident party man. Yuri had no time for party hacks but he and Grigory were friends, mainly because he was not an average politico. A short, portly man in his late fifties, he was out of place in this raw frontier, more suited to the intellectual cafe society of Leningrad. His wavy grey hair and matching bushy moustache made him resemble Albert Einstein. To complete the picture, the moustache was often dotted with the crumbs of whatever he had eaten last.


Yuri enjoyed his company. Their conversations were a step up from any other he was likely to have here. With some exceptions, miners tended not to provide the most stimulating encounters. The two men played chess sometimes in the library, though Yuri suspected his opponent was guilty of postponing his best moves in order to prolong the game and make him feel better about his limited abilities.


Stuck up here in the Arctic Circle, Grigory was probably the only party man in the whole of the Soviet Union who wasn’t making a prince’s fortune dealing on the black market. There was not much to trade in Pyramiden. No one coveted a new fridge, or a washing machine. The town provided for all their needs. It was the only place in the whole of the Soviet Union where communism worked as it had been intended. Almost.


Grigory dabbled in poetry and was an eloquent speaker, though, as the party expected, his orations were peppered with the limitless wisdom of Lenin. The great man’s bust listened, unmoved, from its plinth nearby. Grigory knew his audience, and his speech was mercifully short, rounded off with one of his two jokes about snow, both of which Yuri had given him. As the crowd dispersed, with smiles on their faces, Yuri walked over to greet him.


Yuri often wondered if Lenin would have remained so revered, and for so long, had he not passed away young. No doubt, had he survived he would have fallen out with younger men who were eager to take possession of his throne. Khrushchev had famously denounced Stalin, once the dictator was safely dead, and later Brezhnev had not waited as long before he took Khrushchev’s power for himself. If Lenin had lived to old age, then his words might have become subject to censure, as had happened to so many other former heroes since.


‘Nice speech,’ said Yuri. ‘Vladimir Ilyich really does have words of wisdom to suit every occasion. Unless you just made those up. Did you?’


Grigory smiled. ‘Yes, he does. Aren’t we lucky. By the way, I was chilly while you were gone, Yuri. I had to sleep in a chair in my office for two nights.’


‘That’s all sorted now,’ Yuri assured him. ‘You can go back to your own bed. Apologies for any inconvenience.’


‘I’m glad to hear it,’ said Grigory. ‘Funny the way it happened while you were away. A word of advice between friends, with ladder-climbers like Timur around, it is best not to tempt fate too often.’


‘I don’t know what you mean,’ said Yuri.


Grigory smiled and ignored his answer. ‘Have you met Catherine yet?’ he asked.


Yuri turned to find the young English woman standing directly behind him. Up close, her wide blue eyes seemed to hide nothing. And the light sprinkle of freckles on her cheeks, the same colour as her strawberry blonde hair, gave her a childlike quality.


‘No, I haven’t had the pleasure.’


Catherine offered her hand, which was small, but her grip was firm.


‘Pleased to meet you, comrade,’ she said, in quite acceptable Russian.


‘Call me Yuri,’ he said.


He reserved the word ‘comrade’ for people he was annoyed with.


‘Yuri here is a fixer of all things. He has magic hands,’ said Grigory.


Catherine’s eyes widened further, which did not seem possible.


‘Then he is a valuable asset to the Soviet people,’ she said, with a straight face.


Yuri and Grigory grinned at each other. Yuri had not met many foreign Reds. The ones he had, he found to be idealists in love with just that – an idea. One they had never had to live through.


‘He is indeed very valuable,’ agreed Grigory. ‘Precious I’d say. Why don’t you wait for me in my office, Catherine, and I’ll be along there in a moment.’


‘All right,’ said Catherine. ‘I’m sure we will meet again, Yuri.’


‘Nothing is more certain,’ he said. ‘It’s hard to avoid anyone here, even if you wanted to.’


Catherine smiled and walked off in the direction of the administration building.


‘How was Moscow?’ asked Grigory.


‘Same,’ said Yuri. ‘Too many people, too much traffic. I didn’t see much, only the inside of the graveyard.’


‘Your ex-wife come?’


‘Ha. No. She didn’t come, surprise, surprise. It’s better that way, believe me.’


‘You two were in love once, though?’ Grigory asked. ‘Weren’t you? Or have you forgotten?’


Yuri frowned, wondering where this was headed. ‘A distant memory, that’s all. And for such a short time, between fights, I am not sure it can be classed as love.’


‘Shame,’ said Grigory. ‘Too many women is not good for a man. Especially at your age. By the way, while we are on the subject, do me a favour, and stay away from her.’


‘What? You mean the cosmonaut? Where did that come from? I have absolutely no intention. Did she—?’


‘No. She did not say anything. I have just had to deal with the fallout from your affairs too many times. And this one is an innocent.’


‘I can see that,’ said Yuri. ‘Well, thanks for the vote of confidence. Much appreciated, friend. Don’t worry, Miss Innocent is not on my to-do list. What’s she doing here anyway?’


‘She’s writing her university thesis on why the first human settlements in space will have to be communist.’


‘Seriously?’ asked Yuri.


‘I think she has some very interesting arguments,’ replied Grigory.


‘I’ll bet she does. But that still doesn’t explain why she’s here, in Pyramiden.’


‘We were the closest thing she could find to a space-like living environment,’ said Grigory.


‘Well, she’s got that right,’ agreed Yuri. ‘Ice cold and light years away from civilisation. Cosmonaut Katerina. Her application to come here must have been greeted with open arms. I suppose they are going to milk her for publicity.’


‘No one is using anyone. We are going to help her, that’s all. You know some day you are going to drown in that cynicism of yours.’ Grigory walked on.


‘I’m a good swimmer,’ said Yuri. ‘Chess soon?’


‘If I’m free. Just come find me.’


It was true what Grigory had said. Sometimes his affairs had not ended as cleanly as he liked to imagine. One in particular, involving the wife of a miner, had been spectacularly messy. Threats, spousal violence and a couple of kids caught in the crossfire. The experience had made him avoid the extra complications of married women ever since.


For several days afterwards, Yuri and Semyon worked together on the dam system that prevented the town from flooding in the spring thaw. No water was running down the mountain now, but it would as soon as winter was over, and they needed to prepare in advance. The two men rarely spoke for the whole of this time spent in close proximity to one another. When they did it was short and to the point. Yuri didn’t know, or care, what he did in his spare time, but having Semyon around kept him on edge.


After yet another day of sly looks and non-communication, Yuri decided he was spending too much time second-guessing his potential Latvian usurper, and that he needed to think more about himself. It had been four months since he had any female companionship and he resolved to take matters into his own hands the following morning.


Parents were still dropping their children off when Yuri arrived in the school lobby, carrying his metal toolbox. He explained to the headteacher that it was routine for him to check all the systems in every building at least once a year, and today was the school’s turn.


‘But the classes are starting,’ she protested. ‘Couldn’t you come back in the evening when everyone is gone?’


‘Oh no. It’ll take me the whole day at least,’ he argued. And when she was still reluctant, he added, ‘Wouldn’t you rather a little disturbance now, than allow a problem to build up and have to shut down the whole school for who knows how long?’


‘All right,’ she said, with a sigh. ‘I suppose, if you think it’s really necessary.’


‘Don’t worry. You won’t even know I’m here.’


Yuri took a moment to check the electrical fuse box inside the front door, while casting a curious glance down the hall towards the classrooms. He could already hear her voice, addressing her pupils. He had planned to make more of a pretence about his presence here by visiting all the other rooms first. But he decided to hell with that – he wanted to see her straight away. Perhaps she really did have no interest in him, but he was going to aim high until there was a reason not to.


On his way down the corridor, he passed a long line of children’s winter boots. Hanging above them on hooks were their thick winter coats, with gloves dangling from the pockets.


He knocked politely on her classroom door and entered, without waiting for permission.


‘Good morning, Miss Anya,’ he said.


She didn’t reply, just looked at him, waiting for an explanation for his intrusion. He ignored her stare and headed to the back of the classroom, watched by many little eyes. There, he knelt at the radiator under the window. His being in her classroom didn’t seem to disturb her too much; she continued without hardly missing a beat. She was teaching mathematics to a group of ten-year-olds. Her style was direct and no-nonsense. She wasn’t harsh with the kids, but she certainly wasn’t motherly either. Yuri liked that about her. He didn’t trust homemakers any more. He listened to her for as long as he thought he could reasonably stay in the room. When she wasn’t looking he watched her from the corner of his eye. His opinion had not changed. She was the best-looking woman he had ever seen in Pyramiden.


Suddenly there was silence, and Yuri looked up to see that the children had been tasked to work on a problem on their own. Seizing this opportunity, he quickly packed up his things and walked to the front of the classroom.


‘Are you finding everything all right in here?’ he asked her.


Even though she was not actually doing anything at that moment, Anya looked displeased at being addressed directly, in a way she would have to respond to.


‘Everything is fine,’ she said.


‘No problems?’ he asked.


‘If there is a problem, I’m sure someone will call you. I already said, everything is fine.’


He smiled. Her expression didn’t change.


‘Yes, yes you did.’


He nodded once and walked out with the feeling that his knuckles had just been rapped, like a schoolboy. A long bleak season of solitude appeared to be stretching out in front of him. There would be no more boats until March. Pyramiden had reached its full winter complement of women. He could of course, set his sights lower, but he was not in the mood for that right now. He wondered if there were any good books in the library that he had not already read.


Since Yuri had returned at the beginning of October, the hours of sunlight had been getting gradually shorter until one day, towards the end of the month, the sun did not rise at all. It would stay that way for another 111 days exactly. For a few more weeks there would be several hours of twilight each day, when there would still be a perceptible light just below the horizon at sunrise and sunset. Then that too would be gone and all would be given over to darkness. It was a surreal time for everyone. Yuri had experienced it eleven times before, but the fresh arrival of endless night still had a tendency to push him closer to the edge of sanity. Each day ran into the next, and the next, with no visible difference. Time seemed to have frozen at the moment when night was at its darkest and light should have begun its return. Wearing a watch became both pointless and essential. He expected that for the miners, the tunnel rats, it must be business as usual, since they rarely saw the sun anyway.


The weather changed too. Without the sun, the cold became something sinister. A foe to be battled.


Two days after the sun went into hiding, Yuri ran into Catherine outside the swimming pool. She had another gleeful expression on her face.


‘You see?’ she said.


‘See what?’ he asked.


She waved at the darkness surrounding them, and the starry sky above. ‘Space. Now my study can really begin.’


‘Ah,’ he agreed. ‘So it can.’


‘You’re on my list to interview,’ she said. ‘I’ll be tracking you down one of these days.’


As she walked away, he was pleased that his first impression of her had been incorrect. She was not such a ditzy cosmonaut after all. As the wind began to whip up around him, he gazed up at the Milky Way, which was as clear as though he were looking through a telescope. He felt a sudden chill. Not from the cold. It was the thought that Catherine’s theory might come true and that busts of Lenin might one day find their way up to those stars too.


After doing thirty lengths of the pool, Yuri made his way to the canteen in the Cultural Palace. He was late and there were no other diners left, but the kitchen staff managed to rustle up a hot meal for him from the leftovers. A clear fish soup to start, followed by minced pork dumplings with sour cream. The chandeliers had been switched off, and the only illumination came from the fluorescent kitchen lights. It was peaceful having the place to himself. A tsar alone in his grand dining hall. But it didn’t last.


Timur walked up the staircase and stopped before reaching the top. He nodded for Yuri to come down to him. Yuri hesitated. A private word with a KGB agent was never desirable; but this one seemed unavoidable. He put down his knife and fork and walked down to the first stairwell, to where Timur had retreated.


‘How long have you been in here?’ Timur asked.


‘I just got here,’ Yuri said. ‘Now my dinner is getting cold. Why do you ask?’


‘Do you know what Semyon was doing this evening?’


‘Yes, I do actually,’ replied Yuri. ‘The mine reported a problem with the air ventilation. I sent him down to fix it.’


‘Why didn’t you do it yourself?’


Yuri decided not to admit that he didn’t like it down there. It offered too much of a ripe excuse for demoting a mine’s chief maintenance engineer.


‘I was busy,’ he said. ‘And it seemed like a minor problem. Semyon’s well able to handle stuff like that on his own. What’s he gone and done?’


Timur paused before answering. ‘The job wasn’t so simple, as it happens. He’s dead.’




Chapter 3


THE WHEELS ON the cable car squeaked in regular rhythm as it pulled Yuri and Timur up the mountainside. The steel tracks were enclosed in a wooden tunnel, which was the only thing preventing their faces being lashed by the icy wind. This was the second death in the space of a month of someone Yuri had known. News of the Latvian’s death had come as a shock, but he knew he was not going to shed any tears for Semyon. Still, he had been Yuri’s assistant, and therefore his responsibility, at least to some degree.


Yuri glanced over at his travelling companion, who was staring at him. He wasn’t crying either. Although Yuri couldn’t remember Timur ever showing any kind of emotion. When he had relayed the news about Semyon, he had done so as though it were an inconvenience.


‘Looks like your job is safe then,’ said Timur. ‘Competition out of the way.’


Yuri didn’t answer.


‘I know you sabotaged the heating system, just like he said,’ continued Timur. ‘That was smart.’


Yuri looked away and remained silent. The KGB man tapped his fingers on the side of the metal cable car, to the rhythm of some unknown tune. Yuri had come across many officials like Timur in his time. From experience, he knew it was best not to deflate their illusion that they were the smartest guys in the room. When men like him were feeling confident, they were less dangerous.


The broad, hulking figure of Igor, the mine foreman, gradually came into view at the top of the tunnel. Even from here, Yuri could see that the big man was shaken. Igor was six foot four and as wide as a house. A rampant beard covered half his face, and he was wrapped in the great black overcoat he always wore. The man had not done any actual digging in years. Yet, he was in charge of everything that happened up here. Igor nodded as they climbed out of the cable car, and stroked his beard.


‘This way,’ he said, and led them into the tunnel.


Yuri took a last deep breath at the mouth of the shaft, but regretted it immediately as the cold mountain air stabbed his lungs. Then he joined the others.


They followed the mine’s strip lighting through a bewildering maze of tunnels. To Yuri, every black shaft looked the same as the last. At least Igor seemed to know where he was going. They passed a few miners, who gave them that peculiar, silent nod of condolence usually reserved for family members at a funeral service. Yuri had gotten those looks from his brother’s neighbours the previous month, and receiving them again so soon was disconcerting. On this occasion, Yuri was not a relative, or a friend, and so deserved no sympathy.


After turning another corner, Igor stopped without warning and Yuri banged into his back. Igor stood and waited for his two visitors to start the conversation. The light in this tunnel was dimmer than in the main channel. Yuri looked around but could not see Semyon.


‘Where is he?’ he asked.


Igor pointed to a tarpaulin on the ground that may have been white once, but had now taken on the same coal-stained hue as the rest of this underground world. Resting beside the tarpaulin was a bashed ventilation unit and a small pile of rubble. Yuri looked at the roof above them. It appeared intact.


‘Is it safe in here?’ he asked.


‘Yes,’ said Igor. ‘It’s safe.’


Yuri looked from the body-shaped tarpaulin to Timur, waiting for him to make an inspection of the remains. He was the agent in charge, after all; what passed for the force of law in this Soviet outpost. Igor, he saw, was expecting the same thing, but Timur appeared to have no intention of going anywhere near the corpse. He wasn’t even looking at it. Instead, he started to order the contents of his engraved silver cigarette case.


‘What happened?’ asked Yuri, getting impatient.


‘The ventilation unit. He was working on it and it seems to have come loose and fallen on him,’ said Igor. ‘Part of the wall collapsed too.’


‘So it was an accident?’ said Yuri.


The foreman paused and caught Timur’s eye, before nodding without conviction.


Timur sighed. ‘Get him out of here. I’ll tell the Norwegians.’ And he started to head back the way they’d come.


‘Aren’t you going to check him?’ demanded Yuri. ‘He could be alive for all you know.’


Timur shot him an angry glance. ‘I already did. I want to see you in my office now.’


‘That’s it?’ asked Yuri. ‘I want to see for myself.’


Timur continued on his way. ‘You can play doctor, and policeman, if you want. My office, ten minutes. Then get him up top, Igor. And I’ll need a written report from you, by tomorrow.’
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