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For Lachlan and Finn




I have spread my dreams under your feet;
Tread softly because you tread on my dreams.


WILLIAM BUTLER YEATS
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1879



. . . [the] requirements of the constitution consisted: first, in the promise to devote all one’s mental and spiritual strength to revolutionary work, to forget for its sake all ties of kinship, and all personal sympathies, love and friendships: second, to give one’s life if necessary, taking no thought of anything else, and sparing no one and nothing . . . these demands were great, but they were easily fulfilled by one fired with the revolutionary spirit, with that intense emotion which knows neither obstacles nor impediments, but goes forward, looking neither backward nor to the right nor to the left . . .


Vera Figner on the constitution she upheld as a member of the executive committee of The People’s Will
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2 APRIL 1879


Ice is scraped from the carriageway in readiness, but it is still treacherous and the tsar must tread with care.


At eight o’clock the guard at the commandant’s entrance to the Winter Palace came smartly to attention and the doors swung open for the Emperor and Autocrat of All the Russias. A tall man with the bearing of a soldier, Alexander II was in his sixtieth year, handsome still, with thick mutton chop whiskers and an extravagant moustache shot with grey, a high forehead and large soft brown eyes that lent his face an air of vulnerability. His appearance was greeted by a murmur of excitement from the small crowd of the curious and the devout waiting in the square. On this iron grey St Petersburg morning, the islands on the opposite bank of the Neva were almost lost in a low April mist, and tiny drops of rain beaded the tsar’s fur-lined military coat and white peaked cap. As was his custom, he walked alone but for the captain of his personal guard who followed at several paces. Head bent a little, his hands clasped behind his back, a brisk ten minutes to clear his thoughts before the meetings with ministers and ambassadors that would fill the day.


From the north-east corner of the square he made his way into Millionnaya Street and on past the giant grey granite Atlantes supporting the entrance to the New Hermitage Gallery his father had built for the royal collection. Then to the Winter Canal and the frozen Moika River, its banks lined with the yellow and pink and green baroque palaces of the aristocracy. A carriage rattled along the badly rutted road, sloshing dirty melt water across the pavement and the tsar’s cavalry boots. At the Pevchesky Bridge, he turned and the square lay open before him again, the stone heart of imperial Russia: to his right the Winter Palace, and to his left the vast yellow and white crescent-shaped building occupied by the General Staff of his army. A score or more of his people stood at the corner of this building, stamping their feet, blowing vapour into balled hands, waiting for a glimpse of their ‘Little Father’. From this group, a tall young man in a long black uniform coat and cap with cockade stepped forward and walked towards the tsar. His features were half hidden by the upturned collar of his coat and a thick moustache. He stopped beneath one of the new electric street lamps at the edge of the square and, as the tsar approached along the pavement, gave a stiff salute. Something in his demeanour, in his wide unblinking eyes, caught and held the tsar’s gaze and brought to his mind a childhood memory of a bear he had seen cornered by hunting dogs. He walked past but after a few steps this uneasy thought made him turn to look again.


In the young man’s hand was a revolver. Struggling to balance it. Struggling to aim. Barely more than an arm’s length away. A flash. Crack. Flakes of yellow plaster splintered from the wall on to his shoulder. Crouching, spinning, the tsar began to run, weaving like a hare, to the left then to the right, and as he did so time wound down until it was without meaning. Shouts and screams reached him as a muffled echo at the end of a long tunnel. He could hear distinctly only the pounding of his heart and again the sharp crack, crack of the revolver. It was as if there were only the two of them in the square: Alexander, the Emperor of Russia, stumbling towards his palace, and a young man with a gun in his trembling hand. He was conscious of the short shaky breaths of the assassin and the scuffing of his boots on the setts behind him. Crack. A shot passed through his flapping greatcoat and he swerved to the left again. On and on the madman came with his arm outstretched. Another crack, and a bullet struck the ground a few feet in front of him. Was this an end to joy, an end to love? Breathless with fear, lost in this tunnel. For what purpose? Who could hate him so much?


Then someone was at his side, a hand to his elbow, and time seemed to turn again.


‘Your Majesty—’


Shaking like a leaf in an autumn gale.


‘I . . . I am all right.’


It was just a few seconds. That was all. Slowly, the tsar turned to look over his shoulder. His pursuer was on the ground, curled into a tight ball, kicked and punched by the police. The revolver lay close by. Something obscene. Cossack guards were running from the palace and a calèche was drawing to a halt a few yards from him. An old woman, tightly wrapped in black rags, had fallen to her knees and was rocking a prayer of thanks. She clutched at his coat as he brushed past.


‘Thank God! Thank God!’ And she crossed herself again and again.


As he stepped into the carriage there were angry shouts. The tsar turned to see the assassin dragged senseless to his feet. He did not notice the young woman with dark brown hair who was walking away from the gathering crowd. No one paid her any attention. She walked with a straight back and a short purposeful stride. Her clothes were faded and a little old-fashioned but she wore them well. At the edge of the square she stopped for just a moment to pull an olive green woollen shawl over her head and across her nose and mouth. Her face was hidden but for her eyes, and they were pale grey-blue like the sky on a summer afternoon or the colour of water through clean ice.


At the end of the Nevsky Prospekt she took a cab. Her driver guided his horse with great care, for the city’s main thoroughfare was bustling with trams and carriages, merchants to the Gostiny Dvor trading arcade, uniformed civil servants to their ministries. The droshky came to a halt just before the Anichkov Bridge. The young woman paid the driver with a five kopek coin, then walked across the bridge towards the pink and white palace on the opposite bank of the Fontanka River. At the first turning to the right beyond it she paused to look back along Nevsky, then, lifting her skirt a little to lengthen her stride, she hurried into the lane. Sacks of wood were being unloaded from a wagon, and she passed an old man pulling a barrel organ, its mechanism tinkling in protest. A small boy in a red shirt was playing on a step with a kitten and a yard keeper scraped hard ridges of ice from the pavement in front of his building. Before a handsome blue and white mansion, she glanced up and down the lane then stepped forward to ring the door bell.


The dvornik, who was paid to fetch and carry for the building, showed her up to an apartment on the second floor. The door was opened by a short, plump man in his late twenties, well groomed in a sober suit and tie. He had a round fleshy face, a neat beard and black hair swept back from a high forehead.


The dvornik gave a little bow: ‘A lady to see you, Alexander Dmitrievich. She won’t give her name.’


Alexander Dmitrievich Mikhailov must have recognised his visitor, though he could see only her eyes, because he stepped aside at once to let her into the apartment. Three more young men were sitting at a table in front of the drawing-room window. She collapsed onto a chair beside them.


‘The tsar lives.’ She paused to let her words resonate, then said, ‘He fired five times but by some miracle . . .’


‘Five times.’


‘. . . and they have taken him. He’s alive and they have taken him.’ Her voice cracked a little with emotion.


Then a flurry of questions. Quietly, calmly she told them of what she had seen, of the tsar stumbling towards his palace, of shots fired at almost point blank range.


‘Will he speak to the police?’


‘He will say nothing.’


For almost an hour they talked of what happened in the square. What filthy luck. Was it the gun or simply fear that caused him to miss? Only when they had examined every detail did Alexander Mikhailov remember to offer her some refreshment. Mikhailov served tea from the brass samovar bubbling in the corner of the room. Fine Indian tea. He made it in a silver teapot and poured it into glasses delicately decorated with gold leaf. Settling back at the table, he was reaching for his own when there was a hammering at the door.


‘The police!’ he hissed at her. ‘You were followed!’


Jumping to his feet, he reached into the drawer of the desk behind him and took out a revolver. His comrades were too shocked to move.


Then from the stair they heard the voice of the dvornik: ‘News, Your Honour! News!’


He was wheezing on the step, his little eyes bright with excitement, clutching at his straggly beard.


‘Murder! They tried to murder His Majesty. This morning in the square. A madman. There are soldiers everywhere.’


When the door had closed Mikhailov turned to her. ‘Go. Go now.’


Gendarmes were stopping the horse-drawn trams in the Zagorodny Prospekt and emptying their passengers on to the pavements. A security barrier had been placed at the edge of the Semenovsky Parade Ground and she joined the crush of people edging slowly towards it. Red-coated Cossacks trotted down the prospekt from the direction of the station, their swords at the ready. There was an air of collective hysteria as if the city was preparing to repel a foreign army. She could see it in the faces of the people about her, the peasant clutching the ragged bundle of food he was hoping to sell in the Haymarket, a priest in a long black robe muttering a prayer, the old lady with frightened children at her skirts.


Opposite the railway station, the bells of the new cathedral were chiming frantically as if to summon divine retribution. At the barrier, a harassed-looking lieutenant in the green and gold of the Semenovsky Regiment was inspecting papers.


‘And why aren’t you in your classroom this morning, Miss Kovalenko?’


‘I was visiting a sick friend in the city.’


The young lieutenant examined her face carefully then smiled, captivated for a moment perhaps by her eyes: ‘All right, let Anna Petrovna pass.’


And slipping through the barrier and past the soldiers on the pavement, she hurried into the ticket hall of the station.


In the House of Preliminary Detention across the city, the would-be assassin was stretched full length on a prison pallet, eyes closed, his breathing a little laboured, a rough grey blanket pulled to the chin. There was an angry graze on his left cheek and some bruising about his eyes but nothing that could account for the pain that was drawing his lips tightly from his teeth in an ugly grimace. A prison guard stood against the bare brick wall close by, and, at the door, two men in the dark green double-breasted uniform jackets and white trousers of the Ministry of Justice. On the left breast of the shorter man the twinkling gold star of the Order of St Vladimir and at his neck its red enamel cross.


‘He says he’s a socialist revolutionary and an atheist.’ The city prosecutor’s voice was thick with contempt. ‘A proud enemy of the government and the emperor.’


In his twelve years at the ministry Count Vyacheslav von Plehve had acquired a reputation as the state’s most brilliant and ruthless young lawyer.


‘His name is Alexander Soloviev,’ he continued. ‘And this will amuse you, Dobrshinsky: he was a law student. Yes – a law student.’


The count’s companion was of lower rank, a Class 6 civil servant, his name familiar to only a few, but those who knew of Anton Frankzevich Dobrshinsky’s work as a criminal investigator spoke of him with respect – if not with warmth.


‘Will he cooperate?’


‘As you can see, he’s not in a fit state to be questioned properly.’ Von Plehve turned away from the prisoner to beat on the door with a chubby fist: ‘All right.’


It swung open at once and both men stepped out on to the first floor of the wing. The prison was built on the new American model, with cells opening on to a concertina of wrought-iron landings and steps about a central five-storey hall. A vast whitewashed, echoing place that in the four years since it had opened had held political prisoners from every corner of the empire.


The count took Dobrshinsky by the elbow and began to steer him gently along the wing. ‘He tried to kill himself. Cyanide. They managed to remove the phial. He’s sick but he’ll live. His Majesty has let it be known he’s going to ride through the city in an open carriage to show himself to his people. He’s convinced God has saved him . . .’ He stopped for a moment and put his hand on Dobrshinsky’s arm, ‘. . . but this is just the beginning. Believe me. Soloviev was not alone.’


Dobrshinsky nodded slowly. He was a tall man in his early thirties, thin with a pinched face and sallow skin, small dark brown eyes and an unfashionably modest moustache. There was something watchful, a little vulpine in his manner.


‘. . . it’s already been agreed.’ Von Plehve turned to make eye contact. ‘You will take charge of the investigation. It’s simple enough to state: find who’s behind this.’


Dobrshinsky frowned and pursed his lips.


‘Of course,’ said the count, ‘I know what you’re thinking. Yes, it’s like fighting a Hydra. But there will be new security measures.’


‘As Your Worship wishes.’


‘My dear fellow, it’s not my wish. It’s the wish of the emperor’s council.’


The barred gate at the end of the wing swung open and the guards stepped aside to let them pass. The count’s carriage was waiting at the bottom of the prison steps. In the far distance, the sun’s rays were breaking through cloud, bathing the blue and white baroque facade and domes of the Smolny Cathedral in a rich golden light.


‘Perhaps the Almighty did come to the aid of His Majesty,’ said the count as he settled on the seat of the open carriage. ‘But will he next time?’ He paused then leant forward earnestly, his left hand gripping the door: ‘Who are these terrorists, Dobrshinsky? Who are they? What kind of fanatic tries to murder his emperor then kill himself?’


A snap of the driver’s whip, and his carriage pulled away from the pavement. Dobrshinsky watched it turn right in front of the munitions factory on to the Liteiny Prospekt and disappear from view. What kind of fanatic? He felt sure he knew: a new kind who would stop at nothing, a terrorist who was prepared to take his own life and the innocent lives of others. The count was right: Soloviev was not alone. Somewhere in this city of almost a million souls there were others intent on murder in the name of freedom and progress. In time they would be hunted down, but how much time did he have?
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It was only a short cab ride from Dr Frederick Hadfield’s apartment to his uncle’s house, and an even shorter journey by boat, but neither could be hired for love nor money. The morning after the attempt on the tsar’s life the city was paralysed by police patrols. From the end of the street he could see the gendarmes stopping traffic on the bridges across the Neva. He had been woken by shouted orders and the clatter of their boots and weapons in the street. The city’s university and many of its best academies were a short distance from his home and, as every Class 14 clerk in the police department knew, places of learning were full of dangerous radicals. Students and intellectuals and foreigners had lived in Vasilievsky Island’s numbered streets or lines since the days of Peter the Great. Hadfield considered himself to be fortunate to have joined them at a reasonable rent in one of the smarter lines at the eastern end of the island. Line 7 was bohemian but not enough to frighten his wealthier patients or excite the opprobrium of his family.


His uncle’s large town house was on the south bank of the Neva, almost directly opposite the end of his line. It had been home to four generations of the Glen family; Hadfield’s mother was born in a bedroom on the second floor. Older and less fashionable than the houses at the other end of the English Embankment, it was still one of the most desirable addresses in the city. Anglo-Russians had lived on the embankment for more than a hundred and fifty years. The Cazalets were at Number 6, Clarke the grain merchant at 38, the Warres at 44, and the physician to three tsars, Sir James Wylie, had once lived at Number 74, his old blue and white mansion one of the most prominent on the river. Hadfield claimed Wylie as family on his father’s side, and his mother’s people were still pillars of this little community. There were two types of Englishmen in St Petersburg: the old families who spoke the language and lived and worked among the Russians all their lives, and the new families who mixed only with their own kind. Embankment families belonged to the former.


On the Nikolaevsky Bridge, Hadfield managed to hail a droshky, only for it to be stopped by blue-coated gendarmes before it had travelled a hundred yards. The young officer in charge eyed him suspiciously and demanded proof of his identity. Hadfield’s Russian was good but he was young, a foreigner and flamboyantly dressed for a city where almost all the best doctors were sober-suited Germans. Beneath his heavy black coat with its fur collar he was wearing a brown tweed suit with a high-buttoned waistcoat and a raffish blue Ascot tie in an extravagant soft bow. He was twenty-seven years old, tall – a little over six feet – with fine, regular features, warm hazel eyes, a neat closely cropped beard and light auburn hair – the gendarme officer would have described it as ‘radical’ shoulder length – and instead of sweeping it back carefully it flopped across his forehead in an unruly fringe. His younger female patients considered him handsome, the older ladies charming, but it was a charm that was lost on the gendarmes. Hadfield need only have mentioned his uncle’s name and he would have been allowed to pass without question, but in the weeks since his return to the city he had been careful not to exploit his connection. It was ten minutes before the officer in charge was satisfied enough with Hadfield’s papers to let the cab pass.


At the end of the bridge the driver turned right on to the embankment and a moment later pulled up in front of the yellow and white building that served discreetly as the English Church. Hadfield paid the driver and walked on a little further. Five doors down from the church stood Baron Stieglitz’s recently refurbished mansion – the grandest at the west end of the embankment – and in its long shadow, Number 70 – General Glen’s home.


A footman in an old-fashioned uniform coat answered the door. Alexei Petrov had served the general in the army and then the family for more than thirty years.


‘Your Honour.’ He bowed his grey head respectfully.


‘Are you well, Alexei?’


‘Yes, Your Honour. And your mother, is she well?’


‘Yes. Thank you. Quite well.’


The old man led Hadfield up the white marble stair with its fine wrought iron filigreed banister to the first floor and knocked politely on the polished mahogany doors. They opened at once, throwing the startled servant off balance.


‘Frederick!’


Alexandra Glen ran forward to kiss her cousin on the cheek: ‘Why are you so late? Father was very grumpy.’ She pouted at him flirtatiously.


‘I’m sorry. I had to walk.’ He smiled at her.


‘You should have walked a little quicker.’


She took him by the hand and led him into the drawing room. His Aunt Mary was sitting ramrod straight on a plum velvet sofa beneath a picture of the Holy Family, severe in a black woollen dress, her grey hair gathered tightly in a bun. She greeted him with a warm smile and stretched her hands out to him. He held them for a moment and bent to kiss her cheeks.


‘How lovely to see you, Frederick,’ she said in Russian. ‘And you look so well. I’m afraid you’ve missed your uncle. He was called to his ministry. This terrible business . . .’


‘Has something . . .’


‘Frederick! Are you the only man in the empire who hasn’t heard of the attempt on the life of His Majesty?’


‘I was almost arrested for the crime a few minutes ago, Aunt.’ Alexandra laughed and pushed his arm playfully: ‘I told you, Mother, Frederick is a dangerous revolutionary. He was a student in Switzerland – Father says that’s where all the worst ones live. There – I’ve found you out, Freddie!’


‘Really, darling, that isn’t funny,’ said his aunt. ‘Frederick?’ She inclined her head to indicate he should sit beside her.


Mary Glen was in her early fifties, small and plain with a long oval face and thin lips unkindly scored by age. On first impression it would have been easy to take her for a dour Scottish minister’s wife but she was a bright, good humoured woman with an infectious laugh and a Presbyterian contempt for airs and graces. General Glen had met and married her on a visit to Fife thirty years before and he had chosen wisely. From the first she had thrown herself into her husband’s life, spoke faultless Russian and to the family made a point of speaking nothing else. Her daughter Alexandra was an only child, eighteen now and as petite and pretty as her mother was plain, with the fine features of the Glen family, green eyes and auburn hair. Hadfield was very fond of both of them, the more so because his warmth was so openly reciprocated.


‘Your uncle says there are to be new security measures. Military governors, something close to martial law.’ Mary Glen shook her head. ‘We’re all going to be inconvenienced because one or two madmen want to kill the emperor. What on earth are they hoping to achieve?’


Hadfield frowned and dropped his head a little in a polite show of incomprehension.


‘But tell us of your visit to the south,’ she continued after a moment. ‘We were so frightened something would happen to you.’


‘As you see,’ he said, stretching his arms wide, ‘I’m in rude health.’


Hadfield had returned to Russia only a few months before and on an impulse answered a national call for doctors to prevent the spread of an old contagion. No one in the capital believed the reports from Astrakhan at first. Was it possible that such a thing could happen in a time of progress? But Hadfield had seen it with his own eyes. Hundreds of men, women and children dying of plague, and more had been driven from their villages by the army in a desperate effort to prevent the spread of the disease. There in his uncle’s drawing room, beneath a glittering chandelier, the walls papered in red silk damask, the furniture rich velvet, he spoke of what he had seen, of fires at dusk, smoke spiralling in thin columns against an indigo sky as homes and barns were put to the torch.


‘And now there is talk of famine in the south. It is quite medieval.’


Mary Glen leant forward to touch his hand sympathetically.


‘Oh, Freddie, it’s awful.’ Alexandra’s voice shook a little with emotion. ‘And they say a man has died of plague in Petersburg. Could it really happen here?’


‘Of course not, dear,’ said her mother briskly, ‘we live in a modern city.’


Then there was talk of Hadfield’s mother in London. Perhaps she could be persuaded to visit her old home? Sarah Somerville had left St Petersburg eighteen years ago with a new husband and her son and never returned. Frederick had been eleven when his father died of consumption and twelve when his mother married again. His stepfather was an engineer and entrepreneur, successfully exploiting the new fashion for electric lighting in public buildings and country houses. James Somerville was too wrapped up in his work to take any interest in his stepson and, after the first years of their marriage, he showed precious little more in his wife. Frederick’s mother had channelled her loneliness and frustration into her son’s upbringing. They spoke only Russian to each other, and during the long vacations at Cambridge he had visited his uncle, and twice more as a student at the University of Zurich. There had never been any question of him doing anything but follow his father into the medical profession, and his mother was delighted when, after two unhappy years in London, he had announced he was returning to the city of his birth. Hadfield was still finding his feet, but thanks in no small part to his uncle’s patronage he had been offered a good post at the Nikolaevsky Hospital.


‘You will come to dinner? Your uncle must hear of your work in Astrakhan.’


‘Yes. Thank you.’ He could hardly refuse.


‘You should tell him everything. He may be able to help in some way.’


Hadfield was touched by his aunt’s concern, but sceptical nonetheless. The general would listen to an account of the hardship his nephew witnessed with a polite show of concern. It would then be followed by a hectoring defence of the government of which he was a member. Hadfield had learnt to avoid conversation that might loosely be described as ‘political’ in his uncle’s house.


Hadfield spent the afternoon on the wards at the Nikolaevsky, then at five he took a droshky back to his apartment to change. Frock coat, top hat, patent leather shoes and his father’s silk waistcoat, for his uncle would expect nothing less formal even when only the family was to dine.


It was a cheerless dining room in dark stained oak, and on either side of the large carved mantel hung very ordinary Belgian tapestries of a nobleman and his entourage hunting with dogs. Two new gas chandeliers in the Russian style were shedding indiscriminate pools of dirty yellow light, the dining table caught in the gloom between. Heavy baronial chairs of oak and red Moroccan leather with a shield and crest carefully painted on the scroll at the top were set around the walls. General Charles Glen was the first in his family who had felt the need to bear arms. He was sitting now at the head of the table, his large hands gripping the chair as if squeezing life from a serpent: ‘Can you imagine a man like that responsible for shaping the minds of the young?’ he snorted in disbelief. ‘Can you?’


‘Can I what, General?’ asked his wife at the other end of the dining table.


‘Can you imagine this man – Soloviev . . . you know, he was a teacher for a time?’


A footman stepped forward to serve the general a consommé from a brash silver tureen.


‘The trial is a formality, of course, the fellow will be hanged.’


Hadfield was sitting on his uncle’s right, with his cousin across the table from him. Behind her and between the windows opposite there was a full length martial portrait of the first General Glen, who had left Scotland to serve the Empress Catherine. The artist had caught him in middle age, his long red hair and cavalry moustache tinged with grey, his face a little fleshy. His grandson – the third General Glen – was sixty-five and entirely grey, but in all other respects the resemblance was striking: the same dark blue eyes and regular features, the same china white skin and Cupid’s bow mouth and the same nakedly belligerent spirit.


‘This year there’s been an attempt on the life of General Drenteln, the murder of Prince Kropotkin in Kharkov – countless smaller outrages – and it’s only April. A clever chap from the Justice Ministry has been given the task of tracking these nihilists down. The time has come to crack down hard. What do you say, Frederick?’


Hadfield dabbed at his lips with his napkin while he tried to frame a diplomatic answer. This was the sort of question he hoped to avoid.


‘Please, Father, that is quite enough talk of murder. Your soup is going cold.’


Hadfield glanced across at Alexandra and she gave him a knowing smile.


‘I’ve had enough,’ said the general with a wave of his hand. The footmen cleared away the dishes then served a baked pike cooked à la Russe with potatoes and sour cream. For a time the conversation was of a general nature with talk of the theatre and the new production of Roxana at the Mariinsky. A well known prince had lost a great deal of money at cards; there were rumours of a new electric tram for the city, and Sophie Gordon, the heiress to a small fortune in manufacturing, was to have her dearest wish: she was betrothed to a noble at last, a poor count with an estate near Tula. And the general had visited the new British ambassador and his wife.


‘Lord Dufferin is a man of great experience and integrity. Prince Gortchakov and I were with him when he was presented at court. He made a very favourable impression on His Majesty.’


‘You know, you must introduce Frederick, my dear,’ said his wife.


‘Yes, Father, you must!’ Alexandra leant forward to touch her father’s sleeve. ‘The ambassador won’t want a German doctor.’


‘And Frederick is wonderfully well qualified,’ said his aunt, turning to smile at him. ‘Cambridge, London, Zurich . . .’


The general picked up his wine glass and contemplated its contents. ‘I think Frederick would do well not to mention his time in Zurich.’


He took a sip from the glass, then, placing it carefully back, turned his head to stare at his nephew. Hadfield was at a loss to know what to say. His aunt came to his rescue.


‘Not everyone who studies in Switzerland becomes a revolutionary, dear.’


‘They all find shelter there,’ said her husband hotly. ‘Herzen, Bakunin, Kropotkin, and that madman, Nechaev – and now the young woman who tried to murder the governor general of the city – free to come and go as they please.’


‘I am sure Frederick didn’t move in those circles.’


His aunt’s unspoken ‘Did you?’ hung in the air. For a few seconds there was an embarrassed silence at the table.


‘No. No.’ Hadfield was conscious he sounded flustered. ‘No. I was too busy. Too busy enjoying myself to care about politics.’


The general gave a short conspiratorial laugh then leant forward a little and touched his hand: ‘But it’s not politics, Frederick. As Prince Metternich said, “Freedom cannot exist without order.” These people want to plunge us into anarchy. They want to force a revolution on us. Who do they speak for? Nobody.’


‘I haven’t been in Russia long enough to say,’ Hadfield ventured, ‘but I know there are reasonable people who would like to see peaceful change and some form of democracy.’


‘Well, I can’t understand why so many of them come from very good families,’ complained his aunt.


The general smiled patronisingly at his wife then turned back to his nephew: ‘Only order and firm government will hold this country together. This is not Great Britain. The emperor and the Church are the only authority the people recognise here. Change, yes, but gradual change.’ He leant a little closer and said with hard emphasis, as if throwing down a challenge: ‘Take it from me. It’s the only way.’


‘I am not sure there is time for gradual change, sir.’ Hadfield’s voice was quiet, his words measured in the hope that a placatory tone would disguise the unbridgeable gap between them. ‘The educated read of what is happening in other countries – the freedom of the press, representation of the people – and they want the same basic rights here in Russia. ’


At the words ‘basic rights’ the general stiffened, his breathing became strained and he took on a dangerously high colour. It was perhaps fortunate for the state that he did not have a chance to press his nephew further. At the other end of the table his wife raised her hand.


‘I think we’ve heard quite enough politics,’ she said in English, as if to give a sharper edge to the steel in her voice.


There was no further talk of anarchy and the conversation settled into a comfortable drawing-room rut for the rest of the evening. A little before midnight Hadfield was able to excuse himself and retrieve his top hat and cloak from the sleepy Alexei. He stood on the pavement outside, breathing deeply to purge his mind and body of his uncle’s stale complacency. It was a clear night but warm for April with a promise of spring and the melting of the ice on the Neva. Across the river the lights were burning in the House of the Academics at the bottom of Line 7. The great Jakobi – a pioneer of electric motors and wire telegraphy – had lived and worked there, the botanist Famintsyn too, and it was still home to many of the university’s finest academics, a place where people strove to change the world for the better and celebrated progress in science and medicine – and politics too. As he began to walk back along the English Embankment, Hadfield could not help reflecting again that he was fortunate to live on the opposite bank. A good deal more than the width of the river seemed to separate the island from the embankment.


On the Nikolaevsky Bridge he was stopped by the same bored troop of gendarmes and obliged to present his passport again. This time his evening dress, top hat and cloak proved of more value than his papers in distinguishing him as a gentleman to be trusted. The gendarmes clearly believed a desperate revolutionary would never wear such finery.


It was some time before Hadfield could rouse the dvornik who serviced his rooms.


‘Did Your Honour forget his keys?’ he asked, swaying drunkenly on the doorstep. Hadfield slipped him a few kopeks.


‘Thank you, Your Honour. A boy delivered a letter for you this evening.’ He shuffled along the corridor to his room and came back clutching an envelope between grubby fingers.


Hadfield took the envelope and followed the dvornik up the stairs to his first-floor apartment. The small chandelier in the drawing room spluttered and a circle of light began to creep across the polished parquet and Astrakhan rugs. It was a sparsely furnished room – he had not had the time to purchase more – but there were a few fine English pieces from his uncle’s home: a bureau, a serpentine-fronted sideboard and a round mahogany dining table with brass feet. A dark oil of his father looking rather humourless hung over the fire, and to the right of the mantel a finer pastel of his mother as a young woman.


‘Can I do anything more for Your Honour?’


‘No. That’s all.’


Hadfield waited until he heard the heavy clunk of the apartment door and then, taking a paper knife from the bureau, he deftly slit the envelope open and took out a single small sheet. Written in a fine hand was the following:


Fontanka 86 on Sunday 8th April, 3.00 p.m. Come alone. Be careful.


Vera.


He folded it back into the envelope, opened a drawer and placed it inside. Then, taking a small brass key from his medical bag, he locked the front of the bureau.


So, Vera had returned to Petersburg.
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The twisted mass of the body lay on the rug, head thrown back, mouth wide open. One knee was pulled up to his chest, the other bent awkwardly away, as if frozen in urgent movement. His hands were tied behind his back. The woollen threads of the rug were stained black and matted, and even by the light of the single candle Dobrshinsky could see the gaping wound at his throat.


‘Open the drapes,’ he said irritably.


One of the gendarmes stepped over to the window and dragged the heavy curtains back. The shabby little hotel room filled with sunlight and the comforting noise of life as it continued to be lived on the Nevsky Prospekt below. The ugly neck wound drew the eyes of all in the room. The throes of the dying man had forced the vicious cut open, peeling skin from his throat, exposing pink muscle and the cartilaginous rings of the windpipe.


‘His name is Bronstein. He was working for us,’ said the gendarme officer at Dobrshinsky’s elbow. Nothing in Major Vladimir Alexandrovich Barclay’s voice suggested he felt the slightest remorse or compassion for the dead man.


‘An informer?’ Dobrshinsky turned to look at Barclay.


‘Yes. A Hebrew.’ The major wrinkled his face in a show of contempt he expected all in the room to share. ‘We caught him agitating at a Moscow factory and he agreed to work for us rather than go to prison. Pity. He was useful.’


‘Who found the body?’


‘The hotel owner’s son.’


Four young men in their twenties – one of them Bronstein – had taken rooms in the Neva at the beginning of the week. Barclay knew from the informer that the leader of the group was a student called Popov, the son of a well-to-do civil servant; the other two were factory workers from Moscow. Bronstein had reported to his contact that Popov was to meet an important socialist to talk about the formation of a new party dedicated to terrorist action.


‘But as you see,’ said Barclay, ‘someone must have discovered he was working for us.’


Dobrshinsky stared at him, an intense appraising gaze that would have cowed many, but Barclay returned it without flinching. A competent officer, a man of careful method, Dobrshinsky thought, just the sort of fellow he could use. The Third Section was supposed to be an elite branch of the police, all-powerful, all-seeing, with special responsibility for suppressing political subversion in the empire. Its head was the Chief of the Corps of Gendarmes and he answered to the emperor in person. But the last incumbent had been stabbed to death in the street on the way to the section’s headquarters and his successor, General Drenteln, had only weeks before escaped the same fate by the skin of his teeth. If the section was unable to protect its own chief, Dobrshinsky thought, what hope for emperor and empire?


‘All right, shall we look at him, Major?’


There was a startled look on Bronstein’s thin white face, as if his death was impossible to imagine, his brown eyes wide, his mouth a little open. His goatee beard was thick with blood, and so were his trousers and peasant shirt.


‘There’s something attached to his chest,’ said Barclay, squatting beside the body. ‘A piece of card.’


He reached across to unpin it and was obliged to steady himself by placing a hand on the rug. ‘Damn it, I’ve got the Jew’s blood on me.’


He got to his feet and handed the card to Dobrshinsky. ‘In case there was any doubt . . .’


Written on the card in capitals was:


N.V. BRONSTEIN, TRAITOR, SPY, CONDEMNED AND EXECUTED BY RUSSIAN SOCIALIST REVOLUTIONARIES. THOSE WHO FOLLOW BRONSTEIN’S EXAMPLE WILL SHARE HIS FATE. DEATH TO ALL JUDAS BETRAYERS!


As he gazed into Bronstein’s dull eyes Dobrshinsky reflected that it was hard to feel sorry for a dead Judas, even if he was your own. He turned away to examine the room. It was small, just a single bed, three plain wooden chairs, a table covered in a grubby checked cloth and a large unvarnished wardrobe of pine. As Bronstein had thrashed despairingly for air he had speckled the furniture and walls with his blood. But the murderer had severed the windpipe, not the jugular, so there was less than might have been expected. Bronstein had almost certainly drowned in his own blood and he had been dead for at least twenty-four hours. One of the chairs lay on its side at the bottom of the bed and the sticky pool on the boards beside it suggested it was there the murderer had cut his victim’s throat.


‘Go through his pockets,’ said Barclay, nodding to one of the gendarmes at the door, ‘and the rest of you – turn this place upside down. Clothes, papers, anything, I want to see it all.’


He led Dobrshinsky into the dingy corridor: ‘Do you smoke, Your Honour?’


‘No.’


Taking a Sobranie from his cigarette case, Barclay rolled it gently between his fingers, squeezing the packed tobacco down into the black paper. He was a curious-looking man, in his late forties, short and a little overweight, with a ruddy clean-shaven face, heavy but perfectly arched eyebrows and thinning brown hair. He had spent ten years in the Gendarme Corps but still looked uncomfortable in its sky blue uniform, as if by some quirk of fate a man born to manage a bank had been miscast as a military policeman. He would be trustworthy in either capacity, Dobrshinsky thought, thorough and energetic and, when necessary, ruthless.


The bedroom door opened behind them and a gendarme sergeant stepped into the corridor and saluted. ‘We found this under the mattress, sir.’


Barclay took the small scrap of paper. Scrawled on it in pencil were six names: Kviatkovsky, Goldenberg, Presnyakov, Morozov, Mikhailov, Kovalenko.


‘Bronstein,’ said Barclay, handing the note to Dobrshinsky, ‘I recognise the hand. He must have hidden it.’


‘And the names?’


The policeman rubbed his chin thoughtfully with his chubby fingers. ‘Goldenberg is wanted for the murder of the governor general of Kharkov – and Presnyakov . . . Presnyakov has been living in exile for the last two years, after he murdered one of our agents.’


‘Perhaps Presnyakov is back in the city,’ said Dobrshinsky. ‘He may be involved in the new party Bronstein spoke of.’ He stood gazing at the names for a few more seconds then slipped the paper into his waistcoat pocket. ‘You will be hearing from me soon,’ he said, and nodding to Barclay he began walking down the hotel corridor in the direction of the staircase. The gendarme officer watched his bent shoulders for a moment and the image of a fox on hind legs flashed through his mind. Like the fox in the old folk tale, he thought, who seemed so mild and inoffensive but stole the fisherman’s food and appropriated the warmest corner of his home.


In the bedroom, his men were beginning to prise the floorboards from the joists. Bronstein’s body still lay crumpled on the rug.


From the opposite bank of the Fontanka river it looked like a nobleman’s mansion, and even those who passed beneath the delicate wrought iron canopy that hung over the pavement in front of its entrance were hard pressed to detect any clue as to its true purpose. And yet Fontanka 16 was one of the best known and – for all its elegance – least loved buildings in the city. Dobrshinsky had been given a large room on the second floor, with windows overlooking the river. The head of the Third Section of His Majesty’s Chancellery and Chief of the Corps of Gendarmes, General Drenteln was on the opposite side of the grand staircase, close enough to make his presence felt but a comfortable corridor away from the day-to-day business of his section. At first the general had resented the appointment of a special investigator from the Justice Ministry to his headquarters, but after only a few days it was evident to all in the building that he had gratefully accepted the excuse Dobrshinsky offered to delegate most of his work. And the special investigator did not blame him for taking the opportunity: who wouldn’t have done the same? It was a delicious irony that a force feared more than Baba Yaga herself and invested in the public imagination with some of the same supernatural powers was in reality so close to collapse. In a country renowned for the corruption and incompetence of its institutions, the secret police had distinguished itself by its inefficiency. The task of clearing this stable was now Dobrshinsky’s, and when there was time to reflect upon it he found himself close to laughing aloud. Protect the emperor and bring the nihilists to justice, and in the course of your work breathe new life into the Third Section – that, in so many words, was how von Plehve had put it to him. Failure would bring disgrace, of course. So General Drenteln was doing what any old soldier would do when faced with overwhelming odds – retreating with as much of his honour as he could salvage. It was Dobrshinsky’s lot to lead Les Enfants Perdus.


The clerks in the outer office jumped to their feet as he stepped through the door.


‘I want the files on these names now,’ he said, handing a clerk the scrap of paper.


Within the hour Agent Fedorov from Investigations was standing at the edge of his desk with the little the Third Section registry held on the men. Barclay was right, all of them but one were listed as ‘illegals’ wanted by the police, dangerous men capable of murder – capable of regicide. Kviatkovsky and Goldenberg had been seen last in Kiev, Presnyakov was thought to be living abroad – until now – and Morozov’s whereabouts were unknown. It was the fifth man, Mikhailov, who interested the special investigator the most: Alexander Dmitrievich Mikhailov. From a family of gentry, he was in his early twenties, educated in Petersburg, active in the student demonstrations in ’75 and reportedly the leader of a small cell of revolutionaries who styled themselves ‘Death or Freedom’. Clever and elusive, there was circumstantial evidence implicating him in the planning of the murder of the last Third Section chief the year before. There was no mention of a ‘Kovalenko’ in the section’s files, but clearly he was a member of the same group.


‘And we have this too.’ A single sheet of paper was trembling in Fedorov’s hand. ‘It’s from an informer.’


Dobrshinsky took the paper and glanced down at it quickly. The source was the man now lying in a crimson pool on the bedroom floor of a third-rate hotel on Nevsky. Bronstein had reported to his contact that Mikhailov had visited the Neva two days ago. He had taken Popov aside and spoken to him in a confidential whisper, and for a time Bronstein had been afraid that his role as an informer had been discovered. He had only just managed to quell a desperate urge to run from the room. But Mikhailov had been civil to him when he left, quite the gentleman – although such things were not meant to be of importance to socialists – and this had allayed his fears. Later, Popov had told them all that Mikhailov was an important revolutionary with ‘progressive’ views on ‘the struggle’ for freedom. Bronstein had taken this to mean he was an advocate of terror. One of the other men in the hotel room said he knew their visitor to be a friend of the man who attacked the tsar in Palace Square. Popov had flown into a rage at this, railing about the need for better security and for everyone to hold their tongues. And again, Bronstein had been frightened that the remark and the anger were directed at him in particular.


He had been right to be afraid, Dobrshinsky thought. His throat had been cut only hours after seeing his police contact for the last time.


‘I want descriptions, personal details, everything we have on these men circulated to police and gendarme stations,’ he said, looking up at the little agent. ‘Speak to their families, watch known associates. I want our agents to talk to their informers. These men will be living under false names and with false papers. Our people need copies of any photographs we have. I’m particularly interested in Alexander Mikhailov.’


‘Yes, Your Honour.’ Fedorov turned to leave. But as he was reaching for the door Dobrshinsky spoke again.


‘I want you to find another office on this floor – empty one if you have to. An officer will be joining me to help with this investigation.’


‘May I ask who, Your Honour?’


‘Major Barclay of the Corps of Gendarmes. Although . . .’ Dobrshinsky gave the agent a dry smile, ‘. . . the Major does not yet know of his good fortune.’
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Winter slipped away in the night. The city woke to the jangle of cathedral bells that second Sunday in April to find the Neva flowing freely after months choked with ice. By midday its banks were lined with Petersburgers enjoying the sunshine and the spectacle of the governor’s barge as it made its stately way upriver to the Winter Palace, a flotilla of smaller craft in its wake. In the splendour of the Great Antechamber, the tsar and court were waiting as the clergy prepared a little wooden chapel on the embankment for the traditional blessing of the river’s slate-grey waters. There was still a carnival atmosphere three hours later as Frederick Hadfield’s droshky began pushing slowly through the crowd spilling on to the road before the Admiralty. Caught by the change in the weather, his driver was sweating profusely in a padded kaftan, exuding a vintage odour of stable shit, foul enough to offend even the horse. With relief they turned on to the Fontanka Embankment at last, and at the Chernyshev Bridge he jogged the smelly Ivan’s elbow. The cab rattled to a halt, he paid then waited at the edge of the pavement as it pulled away.


The three- and four-storey mansions on either side of the Fontanka were not as imposing as those a little further up the river; many had been sold by the great families that once owned them and divided into apartments for army officers, lawyers, Class 6 civil servants and below, and after years of neglect they were in desperate need of a coat of paint. Number 86 was on the opposite bank, a pink and white house in the Russian classical style with an elegant blind colonnade of four pillars in the middle of its facade. Hadfield had found an excuse to saunter past earlier in the week – to check the address, he told himself – but once there, he had begun to make a mental note of the embankment, to search for men loitering in doorways or at windows, to scrutinise the faces of passers-by. After only a short time he had given up, forced to acknowledge he had no idea what he was looking for and that an anxious imagination was capable of turning every builder and bargeman into a police informer.


Number 86 looked a brighter shade of pink in the sunshine but in all other respects quite as it had before. Did it matter? He was visiting it at the invitation of his friend Vera: a tight ball in the pit of his stomach told him it did matter. A scruffy dvornik was loafing at the door of a neighbouring mansion with his pipe in hand, but he eyed Hadfield with no more than mild curiosity. Beyond him four well-dressed children and their governess were throwing crusts to a flotilla of swans. A fine brougham with a coat of arms painted on its shiny blue door clattered past. It was Sunday quiet and Hadfield had the uncomfortable feeling that the only person behaving furtively was himself. He leaned forward to flick imaginary dust from his trousers, then, rising quickly, he walked across the road to the end of the bridge and between its great stone pavilions to the opposite bank.


After glancing up and down the street again, he stepped forward to the door of Number 86 and gave the bell a decisive tug. It was opened by a footman in a faded green velvet uniform, a gangly youth of no more than eighteen with a long pimply face. He ushered Hadfield inside at once. The entrance hall and the marble stairs that led from it were elegantly proportioned but shabby, the yellow and white painted walls stained with damp, the burgundy runner threadbare. With a graceless sweep of his hand, the footman indicated to Hadfield he should follow him to the first floor.


‘Who lives in the house?’


The footman sneezed then wiped his nose on his sleeve. The iron filigree of the banister was thick with dust.


‘My mistress, Yuliya Sergeyovna Volkonsky, Your Honour.’


An aristocratic name – Hadfield remembered from his school books that a Volkonsky had commanded Russian forces at the battle of Austerlitz – this member of the family must have fallen on hard times. A full-length portrait of a soldier in the white uniform of the Life Guards dominated the landing. A polished mahogany door to the right of the picture was ajar and voices were gusting through it. The footman walked across the landing and opened it without ceremony. The sudden movement must have startled those close to the door because faces turned to Hadfield and for a few seconds there was a wary hush. But a young man in tweed with a rakish soft blue tie and shoulder-length hair was most unlikely to have arrived with a troop of gendarmes and conversation resumed with something close to a collective sigh.


A smartly dressed woman in her fifties glided across the carpet to greet him. ‘Have we met before?’ Her voice was high pitched and imperious.


‘Doctor Frederick Hadfield, madame.’


‘Vera Nikolaevna’s English friend?’


‘Yes.’


Yuliya Sergeyovna offered him her hand but not her name, presuming with the assurance of her class that he would know it already. She was short and gamine, her face startlingly thin – her sallow skin hung in folds from her cheekbones – a high forehead, bottle-black hair pinned and parted in the centre and small restless hands. She was wearing a fine emerald green skirt with fashionable pleated frills and ruching and a matching jacket: clothes she might choose for a tea salon at the imperial court.


The drawing room was large and rectangular in shape, dimly lit by gas sconces, and the blinds were pulled down conspiratorially over the windows at the far end. There were perhaps forty people chatting in small groups, drinking tea and smoking, some standing, some perched uncomfortably on gilded French sofas and fauteuils. Most were men in their twenties, dressed informally in short jackets, some with open-necked shirts. Lounging at the large marble fireplace, a group of students in the high collared uniforms the authorities required all who studied at the university to wear. From infancy to dotage, it seemed to Hadfield, there was a uniform for every age, every occupation in the empire. He had mentioned it to one of his colleagues at the hospital who told him with a resigned shrug that the country hung from a thread of braid because a Russian only knew his place if he was in uniform. Doctors were the exception to this rule and Hadfield considered it fortunate the only uniform he was obliged to wear was a hospital coat.


Madame Volkonsky led him through the gathering to the opposite end of the room where three young women were bent together in close conversation, their faces in silhouette against the dim light of a window: ‘Vera, dear . . . your English friend . . .’


Instinctively they stepped away from each other like children caught sharing a guilty secret.


‘You’re late, Frederick,’ Vera said, holding out her hand to him, small and cold to the touch, ‘I’d almost given up on you.’


It was four years since they had met last but her manner was as cool and matter-of-fact as if she had seen him only that morning and had been waiting a little impatiently to go to one of the lectures they used to attend in Zurich.


‘How are you, Verochka?’


‘Quite well. As you can see,’ and her hands fluttered gracefully down her black dress. More than well, he thought, she was even more beautiful than he remembered her: chestnut-brown hair tied in a bun, finely cut features, almond-shaped eyes and full lips that turned down a little disdainfully at the corners. A small intimidating frown played constantly between her dark eyebrows. It was a severe beauty. Poor Alexei Filippov: Vera’s husband was a provincial lawyer with decidedly conservative views. It was the most unlikely of marriages. Hadfield had watched Filippov trailing around Zurich in Vera’s wake, pink with embarrassment and irritation as the eyes of a hundred adoring students followed her hungrily about the medical faculty.


‘And Alexei?’ Hadfield asked. ‘Is your husband with you?’


‘We’re no longer together,’ she said coolly.


‘Oh. I’m sorry.’ ‘Don’t be. It was the right thing to do. I’m Vera Figner again.’


Madame Volkonsky began to twitter nervously about freedom from domestic drudgery and the importance of educating young women. Her views were muddled and it seemed to Hadfield she was paying no more than lip service to the rights of women out of polite deference to Vera. After a few uncomfortable minutes she made an excuse and slipped away.


‘Yuliya Sergeyovna is a sentimental supporter,’ said Vera in a low voice. ‘One of her uncles took part in the Decembrist revolt and was executed by Nicholas. She’s really a liberal.’ She pursed her lips in a show of disapproval that made her look even more beautiful.


‘Frederick used to join our discussion group in Zurich,’ she said, turning to her companions. ‘He spoke to us about his time at Cambridge University and of his friend Professor Maurice’s ideas about Christianity and socialism. But he’s read Marx too.’


‘Are you a believer, Dr Hadfield?’


‘This is my younger sister, Evgenia,’ said Vera, introducing the questioner.


Evgenia had her sister’s fine features and chestnut hair but her face was a little fuller, and, if not as classically beautiful, it was less severe. Hadfield had enjoyed the company of another of the Figner sisters in Zurich: Lydia had studied medicine too and rented rooms with Vera and her unfortunate husband. He had been closer to Lydia than her older, more formidable sibling. She was not as pretty, but warmer, with a bold sense of fun, quite careless of society’s good opinion. They had been lovers for a time. The memory of it made him feel uncomfortable.


‘A believer? Only in Christ’s teachings.’


‘Frederick does not accept the need for revolutionary methods,’ said Vera acerbically.


‘Terror? No. That sort of talk was fashionable in Switzerland. Some of our comrades were intoxicated with the idea that a revolutionary should be free to murder and steal on our behalf to bring about a more civilised society. Dangerous romantics, and very naive too.’


‘You’ve spent too long away from Russia, Doctor,’ said Evgenia sharply. ‘Our experience has taught us to view things differently.’


‘A lot has changed since I saw you last,’ said Vera. ‘Things are worse here.’ And she told Hadfield of the months she and Evgenia had spent ‘among the people’, working in the villages and hamlets of Samara.


‘You know, I was twenty-five years old and I’d never spoken to a common person before, not properly. We travelled the countryside visiting what the peasants call their “stopping huts”. Within minutes there would be thirty or forty patients – sores, wounds, skin diseases, incurable catarrhs of the intestines and syphilis. Filthy, unhygienic – in some places the pigs lived better.’


The Figners had held political classes to persuade the peasants the tsar was not their champion but their oppressor. Only a revolution could bring a more equal society, better health and education to Russia.


‘But what is the point in trying to convince people whose only concern is survival that they should protest, resist – they were completely crushed, Frederick.’


In the end, Vera and Evgenia were forced to flee. All over the country young radicals were being rounded up and charged with political crimes. Most were guilty of no more than calling for an end to despotism.


‘It was hopeless. We were going to change nothing, it was the same story everywhere – protests broken up, arrests, persecutions . . . but it was at this time . . .’ Vera’s voice tailed off as if she were in two minds about saying more. Then, after looking carefully about: ‘Alexander Soloviev came to visit us to talk to us about his plans . . .’


A frisson of anxiety tingled down Hadfield’s spine. Vera leaned closer: ‘Are you afraid?’


‘Only for you – and your sisters.’


She gave a short humourless laugh: ‘Don’t be.’ Then, lowering her voice until it was barely more than a whisper: ‘We’d already agreed there should be a direct campaign of violence against landlords and the police but it was impossible to recruit people to carry it out. Alexander Soloviev felt the death of the tsar – one man – would purify the atmosphere, that it would help persuade the intelligentsia of the need for a campaign among the masses.’


‘Purify? Oh, please,’ said Hadfield. ‘Tell me you weren’t foolish enough to be part of it.’


‘Alexander is a martyr.’ Evgenia’s voice was shaking with barely repressed fury and she made no effort to lower it. ‘He is the kindest man I know. He knew he would be taken.’


The murmur of voices seemed to die away and heads turned towards them.


‘He has given his life for the people.’ Reaching for her lace handkerchief, Evgenia pressed it in a trembling hand to her mouth. The drawing room was quiet enough to hear the chink of cups being married to saucers.


‘The tragedy is that he missed.’ An unusually high-pitched voice broke the silence. ‘I wouldn’t have.’


There was a gasp of surprise. The steely determination in the would-be assassin’s voice left no one in doubt he spoke in deadly earnest. Hadfield turned to find him standing in front of the fire only a few feet away. He was a singular-looking man: Jewish – Hadfield was sure of that – in his early twenties, short and slight, with a thin face, wispy red hair and a small goatee beard. He was wearing a belted chemise of red cotton.


‘I applaud his courage, of course.’ The would-be assassin stared at Hadfield defiantly as if daring him to make some sort of riposte. After a few awkward seconds, one of the students at the chimney piece came to his rescue.


‘What purpose would it serve – the death of one man?’ he demanded. ‘Is that going to win freedom for the people? Of course it isn’t.’


‘An active attack on the government – a blow to the centre,’ the would-be assassin countered forcefully.


Vera Figner leant forward to whisper: ‘Goldenberg. Grigory Goldenberg from Kiev.’


Incensed that anyone should seek to justify the assassination of the emperor in her house, Madame Volkonsky weighed boldly into the debate: ‘He freed the serfs from bondage – the Tsar Liberator, the people love him!’


‘He is the persecutor of the people,’ Goldenberg countered hotly.


‘He is badly advised by those around him . . . he, he . . .’ So great was their hostess’s indignation she was unable to speak for a moment. In desperation, she cast about her drawing room for an ally and her gaze settled on Hadfield. Too late he realised her intention and looked away – to no avail. ‘Doctor, what do you say as an Englishman?’


All eyes turned to him again.


‘I believe in democracy and education, good healthcare, a fairer distribution of wealth,’ he said, after a moment’s thought, ‘but I think terror will set back the cause of reform by frightening liberal opinion – just as it’s done in Ireland.’


There was a gentle murmur of assent in the room and, emboldened a little, Hadfield added: ‘And I am a doctor, Madame Volkonsky, it is my duty to save life not take it.’


‘You’re afraid! Afraid.’ The young woman’s voice was dripping with scorn. She was standing behind a sofa opposite. ‘What do you know of the suffering of our people?’


Again, gasps of surprise. Hadfield flushed hot with anger: ‘I have spent . . .’


She cut across him. ‘You talk of change but you aren’t prepared to do anything to bring it about!’ Her blue eyes flashed angrily about the room as if her challenge were to them all. ‘Alexander Soloviev loves the people and has sacrificed himself for them. But you cannot understand, you are a foreigner . . .’ And she turned away from him in a show of disgust.


Hadfield stood there for a moment, dumbfounded, as the debate washed round him like the tide about a rock. He felt humiliated, and his cheeks were burning with self-conscious indignation. He watched his persecutor bend to speak to a well-dressed man with lazy eyes who was sitting on the sofa. They must have spoken of him because she looked up to catch his steady gaze upon her. She frowned and looked away again but not before he registered the startling lightness of her eyes, their profound sunshine blue, and he sensed great energy and purpose. Five feet four or five, he thought, petite, dark brown hair tied back without care, very white skin, a small round face with full pink lips and an elegant neck. She was wearing a worn, ill-fitting black dress that had clearly been made for a much larger woman.


‘Don’t take it to heart.’ Vera Figner followed his gaze. ‘Anna is very close to Alexander Soloviev. This is an unhappy and worrying time.’


‘Do you know her well?’


‘A little. She’s a friend of Lydia’s.’


Hadfield frowned: was that why she had exhibited contempt so publicly for a man she had never met? Her name was Anna Petrovna Kovalenko and she was from a village in the eastern Ukraine, Vera told him, the illegitimate daughter of a landowner and one of his serfs. ‘She has done wonderful things in Kharkov, organising workers into a union. They respect and like her. We all do.’


Well-to-do socialists were always dewy-eyed about comrades who were sons or daughters of the soil, in Hadfield’s experience, so he was inclined to take this endorsement with a pinch of salt. And yet more than resentment drew his gaze back to her; dark and restless, those remarkable eyes – she was intriguing, and, yes, he had to admit it, attractive in an unconventional way. Perhaps he was just as sentimental about peasants as Vera.


‘The time spent in the country educating the people achieved nothing . . .’ Goldenberg had taken command once more and was holding forth in a thin little voice. ‘. . . only by striking directly at the machinery of oppression – provincial governors, ministers, the Third Section, the tsar . . . the time has come for action – a new phase in the struggle . . .’


There were a few nods of approval but for the most part the room listened to his call to revolutionary arms in cool silence. Liberals or popular revolutionaries like me, Hadfield thought, passionate about democracy and the need for change but opposed to terror. He caught a glimpse between heads of their hostess slipping through the doors at the end of the drawing room. It was too bloody and uncompromising for Madame Volkonsky, not at all the sort of political salon she would have wished for. He wanted to escape from the smoky gloom and plotting too, and to feel the wind off the Neva on his face, hear the bells of the old Russia ringing out around the city.


He glanced across at Anna Petrovna again. She had bobbed down to exchange words with the man on the sofa who was gazing calmly at Hadfield, his plump hands clasped about his crossed leg.


‘Alexander Mikhailov is one of us,’ said Vera. ‘Very clear thinking . . .’


‘Why did you invite me here, Verochka?’ Hadfield asked, turning to look her in the eye.


‘You were with us in Switzerland.’ Then, after a pause, ‘We both want Russia, the world, to be different.’


‘But your views on how to go about it have changed.’


‘The people cannot wait any more. The whole nation will have gone to seed before the liberals get anything done. History needs a push.’


He did not reply. The gathering was breaking into conversational groups again. Their hostess returned with an anxious hand to her face. Anna Kovalenko had drawn Goldenberg aside and it was clear from her angry gestures they were engaged in an ill-tempered exchange. Hadfield began to make his excuses, but as he was reaching for Vera’s hand she said abruptly:


‘Lydia meant something to you, didn’t she?’ There was a steeliness in her manner, in the set of her jaw, and she held on firmly to his hand when propriety required him to withdraw it.


‘Yes, of course. Lydia was a very good friend to me,’ he said slowly. ‘Is she in St Petersburg?’


‘St Petersburg?’ Vera gave a bitter little laugh. ‘Lydia was arrested for distributing propaganda. Imprisoned. Exiled. She’s been sent to eastern Siberia.’


Hadfield turned his head away. Lydia with the soft brown eyes and teasing smile. He felt a lump the size of a fist in his throat. For a short time they had meant so much to each other. He had not seen or heard from her for three years but her last angry words troubled him still. He knew he had caused her great pain.


‘I’m sorry, Verochka.’


Vera Figner was gazing at him intently. She had not released his hand.


‘There is no freedom to protest peacefully here, Frederick. No alternative to terror. You’ll see.’


Old Penkin was a wily bird. He knew to keep his eyes open. He knew when there was a rouble or two to be earned for a little information. They had been coming and going all afternoon. He had watched them from the street and then from a chair at his gate. One of them had even asked him directions to Number 86. A young gentleman in a fine black fur-lined coat had stood gazing at the Volkonsky place only feet from him. Foreign-looking. Penkin had made a mental note of them all. He was the yard-keeper at the Kozlov house opposite, had been for fifteen years, and he knew all about Yuliya Sergeyovna Volkonsky and her friends. He had spoken to Constable Rostislov about them before.


‘Fairy tales,’ the policeman had said at first. ‘Fairy tales, old man. Bugger off. You’re not getting vodka money from me.’


That was before a madman tried to kill the tsar. Since then Constable Rostislov had been falling over himself to pay for the dvornik’s scraps. Of course, no one liked an informer. Penkin hated informers himself. But who would begrudge an old man a little extra money after fifteen years of fetching and carrying in all weathers for kopeks? On the quiet, that was the thing, just a word in the constable’s ear.


‘Hey, Tan’ka,’ he called through the kitchen door, ‘I must go out for a while.’


The maid rolled her eyes: ‘Don’t expect me to lie for you, old man. And don’t come back drunk.’


Penkin scowled at her: ‘Shut up, you trollop. I’ve got business. Important business.’


‘I know your sort of business,’ she replied with a harsh laugh.


‘Shut your mouth.’ He wanted to take his hand to her. He offered her money instead. ‘Two kopeks for you if you tell them I’m out on house business.’


‘Five.’


‘Done.’


The local police station was only a short walk away on Gorokhovaya Street. Penkin was careful to be sure no one saw him enter. As fortune would have it, Constable Vasili Rostislov was on duty and at the station. They sat in a large office full of empty desks and bookcases stacked high with police files. Penkin could not read but he could count. He knew it was important to count.
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