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The hardest thing for anyone is to be a human being every day.


Chingiz Aitmatov




Chapter 1


She hadn’t managed to pull the syringe out of her inner thigh before the heroin slammed into her nervous system with the mindless ferocity of the snowstorms that race down from the Tien Shan mountains. Her body sprawled across a chaos of unwashed clothes, grease-stained pizza boxes, crushed Baltika beer cans; all the garbage junkies accumulate when nothing else in life matters but cooking up the next shot. Her cheap unbranded jeans were baggy and bunched around her knees, so I could follow the progress of her addiction by the track marks riding up and down her left leg like cigarette burns.


She might have been a pretty girl once, dreaming of true love and the next party, but that was all history now. Not for her the first kiss, summer evenings with friends by Lake Issyk-Kul, the rich scent of cut lilies, the crunch of fresh snow underfoot. Now a different kind of snow had consumed her, buried her under a blizzard that blasted death across Central Asia and on into Russia.


The raw stink of iodine told me at least one person in the squat had been brewing up krokodil. Easy enough to make at home; all you need is codeine, mixed with iodine, red phosphorus from matches, a subtle hint of gasoline, and whatever other poisons you can lay your hands on.


Inject krokodil and your skin is transformed into something green and scaly as infection and gangrene bite. Hence the name. Your flesh dies and rots away, leaving unhealing sores that chew through tissue and muscle down to the bone.


The tracks on the girl’s leg were too distinct to be the toothmarks of the crocodile. More likely to be from smack; perhaps she was an old-fashioned sort of girl, kept her knees together except for the thrust of a hypodermic. I knew Kenesh Usupov would have the answer; Bishkek’s chief forensic pathologist has seen it all, sliced it up as well.


In my career as inspector with the Murder Squad, I’ve found enough OD bodies to know ‘victim’ is the wrong word. As far as I’m concerned, injecting poison into yourself is an act of folly at best, and perhaps in the coiled and hidden recesses of the mind, a desire for suicide, a final ending. I prefer to save the ‘victim’ word for people who don’t bring their death upon themselves, people whose unfortunate paths collide and end with someone else’s greed or cruelty or lust. Harsh? Maybe, but you’re not the one clearing up the consequences. I haven’t lost my compassion for the dead, but it’s not a blanket coverage any more.


‘Inspector.’


I turned round as Kenesh Usupov joined me to stare down at the shipwreck of what had once been a human being. I wouldn’t call Usupov a friend – he’s too humourless and dour to imagine going for a drink or a meal with him – but we’ve worked together for a long time, and we respect each other’s skills. I could never spend my days opening up skulls, weighing parcels of meat.

On the other hand, the people he encounters at work don’t try to kill him. To each his own.


‘The apartment’s empty, I suppose?’


I nodded. Standard procedure is to have a uniformed ment go through the scene, gun in hand, checking there’s no crazy guy with a hypo brimming with HIV and looking to share. Hygiene and tidiness aren’t the only things an addict gives up on; they don’t hang around to face difficult questions from some disapproving police officer. Compassion for the body in the room leaves by the door and runs down the stairs.


We were in Alamedin, near the railroad tracks, in one of the old Khrushchyovka apartments, the prefabricated concrete blocks that sprang up throughout the Soviet Union in the aftermath of the Great Patriotic War against Hitler.


Every morning in the summer, you can hear a train trundle dispiritedly on a five-hour trek through Alamedin and the Boom Gorge towards Balykchy on the shore of Lake Issyk-Kul, only to make the return trip the same evening. Further east, the lake is beautiful, clear calm water ringed by snow-topped mountains, but Balykchy is a festering shithole you wouldn’t want to visit twice. I sometimes think if you’re Kyrgyz, you can travel – after all, we’ve traditionally been nomads – but you always end up coming back to where you started. I’ve never known if that’s a good or a bad thing.


Kenesh and I crouched down, squatting by the body, my knees protesting as I did so. Just one more sign I’d been doing this too long. This close, I could smell the acrid urine from when her bladder had betrayed her. I felt a sudden wave of pity,

guessing how ashamed and humiliated she would have felt with the emptying of her body displayed for the relentless, impersonal gaze of strangers.


Long streaks of damp stained the rough plaster walls, torn linoleum scuffed and scarred, dirt ground into it until any original pattern had become a faint ghost of a memory, the faded photograph of someone long-forgotten. A cheap wooden kitchen chair lay on its side; I guessed the girl had been sitting there when she took the hot shot and dived head first into death.


Usupov tapped my arm, pointed at the girl’s groin. A few dark flecks of dried blood had sprayed across white pants.


‘Significant?’ I asked.


Usupov shrugged.


‘Hard to say. Maybe her period. Not from the syringe; that’s still in place. I’ll know once she’s on the table.’


‘Think this is a suspicious death?’


Usupov turned to me, shrugged. Pale autumn sunlight through the window flared off his glasses, hid his eyes.


‘Unusual, is the word I’d use. Something not quite right.’


I looked back down at the corpse, couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary. The dark blue stain of lividity where gravity had pulled her blood back towards earth, the swelling and puffiness of pallid skin where old scars and blemishes traced the map of her life. I’d seen it all too many times.


‘Look at the injection sites on her leg,’ Usupov said. ‘All fairly recent. It’s my guess she was right-handed, since the tracks are all in her left leg. Easier to shoot up.’


He reached over, pulled at her arm.


‘This is what’s unusual. No tracks on either arm, not even skin-popping. Most people only start hunting for fresh veins on the legs when the arms give out.’


It was my turn to shrug.


‘So she didn’t want people to know she was using, maybe Mummy and Daddy wouldn’t approve. Maybe she was vain, proud of her soft skin and smooth forearms. It all seems a little thin to me.’


‘I’ll know better at the autopsy,’ Usupov said. ‘You’re welcome to watch. If you can be bothered, that is.’


I stood aside to let the stretcher men go about their work. Below the belt, Chief Forensic Pathologist, I thought. But maybe some truth in it.


The horrible brokenness of death revealed itself in dangling limbs and a head thrown back. As the body was lifted up, I saw the dark smudge of a bruise on the left of her forehead.


‘What do you think?’ I asked Usupov, pointing at the mark.


‘Perhaps when she hit the floor? Her heart needn’t have stopped beating straight away, which would explain why she could have a bruise. But again, I’ll know more when she’s under the knife.’


The body hauled away, I could smell something else in the room; fear and despair, bitter and raw on the tongue, making the eyes water but not with tears. I knew better than to say anything to Usupov; he would have looked at me as if I’d gone mad and started spouting allegiance to Comrade Stalin. Instead, I filed the thought away in the dark recess where I store impressions, hints and dreams.


‘I’ll do the cut tomorrow morning,’ Usupov said, making for the door, ‘ten o’clock.’


I nodded, waited until I heard his boots on the landing, began to look for clues. Murder confessions, crumpled notes with dealers’ addresses, mysterious telephone numbers written in cheap lipstick. I’ll grab at any straw, I’m not proud. I was hunting through the pathetic remnants of a life when my phone beeped.


A text: ‘Meet soonest.’ Sent by Mikhail Tynaliev. Minister of State Security. Every meeting I’d ever endured with him had been the start of grief and the very real possibility I’d end up dead.


So I knew I was going to find myself up to my chin in shit.




Chapter 2


An hour later, I was in Tynaliev’s house, in the ornate drawing room he uses as his private office when he doesn’t want the ministry grapevine spreading the news. I’d been there before; it got no more enjoyable each time, the ritual always the same.


Waved through a high-tech scanner by sullen guards whose fingers stray worryingly close to the triggers of their Kalashnikovs, and whose eyes beg for the chance to use them.


Sitting for an hour in an overheated antechamber on an ornate gold-painted chair that manages to be both ugly and uncomfortable, before being ushered into the presence.


Then face to face with the most dangerous man in Kyrgyzstan.


Mikhail Tynaliev and I have a history together and it doesn’t make for comforting reading.


I’d found out who murdered his daughter Yekaterina Tynalieva, then stood by and said nothing while Tynaliev had the man butchered like a hog.


I’d tracked down a vicious paedophile killer with high connections, then ignored Tynaliev’s order to let the matter drop ‘in the interests of the state’. Instead, I’d attached a bomb to the killer’s car, blown him to hell.


And most recently, I’d tracked down Tynaliev’s mistress in Dubai, after she’d ‘liberated’ ten million dollars from his secret bank accounts. I recovered most of his money, but not without a lot of blood and death along the way.


All of which meant Tynaliev used me for his dirty work, but didn’t trust me. I knew too many of his secrets. Not a reassuring position to be in.


Tynaliev stared at me, eyes unblinking, intense. A bear of a man, shorter than official photographs suggested, jacket drawn tight over massive shoulders, muscles stretching the cloth out of shape. His hands slept on the desk in front of him, knuckles scarred and brutal. Easy to imagine him interrogating some poor soul in the soundproof basement at Sverdlovsky station; a slap, a punch, a kick, blood lashing across the tiled walls, a broken tooth lying on the stained floor.


The long silence grew more uncomfortable as the seconds dragged by. Just as I was ready to confess to whatever Tynaliev thought I’d done, he jerked a thumb in my direction.


‘Sit.’


I did as I was told. The minister picked up a sheet of paper, read it in silence. My price for having recovered his money from his former mistress had been a demand for reinstatement into the Murder Squad. I wondered if this was confirmation. Of course, Tynaliev being who he was, it might just as easily have been a sentence in Penitentiary One in the hope I’d catch TB or HIV from one of the other prisoners. If I didn’t catch a home-made shiv first.


‘You were at a suspicious death earlier,’ he said, not looking up at me.


‘A young woman. OD. Probably heroin,’ I said, adding ‘Sir,’ to be on the safe side.


‘Suspicious?’ he asked.


I shrugged. I wondered at his interest, but there was nothing concrete to suggest anything more, and with Tynaliev, it’s always better to say as little as possible.


Tynaliev shook his head, dismissing her death as unimportant, just another statistic, and at best a one-paragraph entry on an inner page of Achyk Sayasat. That’s one of the differences between the two of us, and it maybe explains why I never became a politician. As far as the dead are concerned, I believe either they all count or none of them do.


‘You’re off that case,’ Tynaliev announced, putting the sheet of paper down staring at me.


‘So I’m back in Murder Squad?’ I asked. ‘As inspector?’


Tynaliev pursed his lips, stabbing a meaty forefinger onto the paper in front of him. The room was very warm, airless. I could sense panic rising in my stomach, did my best to look expressionless.


‘Not exactly,’ he said.


He pushed the paper towards me, gesturing for me to read it.


The paper was headed ‘PRESS RELEASE’. It went downhill very rapidly after that.






A prominent member of the Bishkek Murder Squad is under investigation, accused of crimes against the state, including murder, corruption, extortion and blackmail. The serious nature of these allegations means the officer has been relieved of all duties and is suspended with immediate effect, without pay. If the allegations are proven to have substance, the officer will be named, brought to trial, and faces severe punishment.


Signed, Mikhail Tynaliev, Minister of State Security.








I read the statement, my face a mask to hide the shock and anger boiling up inside me. I didn’t need to ask who the unnamed officer was. I screwed the paper up, tossed it back onto Tynaliev’s desk.


‘This is just bullshit. Sir,’ I said, failing to keep the rage out of my voice. Now it was Tynaliev’s turn to shrug. He smoothed out the sheet of paper, read through it once more, locked it away in a desk drawer, together with my career.


‘Just be glad I didn’t name you,’ Tynaliev said. ‘Yet.’


Tynaliev’s security team were wise to confiscate my Makarov at the scanner, or I’d have been tempted to press the barrel hard against his head, maybe even pull the trigger. But I was already wondering why Tynaliev had decided to break the news to a lowly inspector, rather than hand the task over to a police station chief. As always with the minister, the cards you saw in his hand were never part of the real game.


‘Personally, I know you’re too honest – or too stupid – to get up to this sort of nonsense,’ he continued, a gesture of dismissal underscoring his words. ‘And believe me, I’m not your enemy. Which doesn’t mean you don’t have any.’


I understood the logic behind his words; only a very confident or foolish person would take on the whole state apparatus that stood behind Tynaliev.


‘I’m afraid it gets worse for you, Borubaev,’ he added, pouring a shot of vodka, not offering me one, throwing it back in a single practised move.


‘In a few days, during our investigations, we’ll uncover positive proof you’ve been involved in smuggling heroin, and you took on the case of today’s tragic OD of an innocent young girl to cover up your tracks. And hers, of course.’


Tynaliev smiled at his witticism, poured another shot.


‘You may even have administered the fatal dose yourself, to shut her up,’ he added.


‘So put me up against a wall and shoot me,’ I said, ‘but I don’t understand why you’re doing this. Is this to do with Natasha Sulonbekova?’


Tynaliev winced at the mention of his former mistress and his disappearing fortune, shook his head.


‘You handled that moderately well, and you’ve kept your mouth shut,’ he said. ‘No, this is something else entirely.’


His smile did nothing to reassure me. Neither did his next words.


‘Of course, you may end up being put up against a wall and shot, but not before enjoying a little torture and mutilation first.’




Chapter 3


‘I take it you don’t approve of heroin smuggling, Inspector? Or, in the light of imminent events, should I say Mr Borubaev?’


Tynaliev’s face wore an expression of genuine enquiry and concern. I wondered how long he’d practised in the mirror. I guessed it was a trick question, decided to play it safe.


‘It’s against the law for a start, Minister, and the destruction and misery it causes is a real threat to the stability of society, as well as funding criminal elements,’ I said, choosing my words with forensic care, as if reading from a departmental manual.


‘I thought you would say something pompous like that,’ Tynaliev said. ‘Maybe you should be teaching at the American University, telling the world how backward Central Asia is, how we’re nothing but ignorant shitheads who only know how to sell heroin to rich foreigners.’


I said nothing, but wondered if some of the nine million dollars I’d recovered from Natasha Sulonbekova had grown in Afghanistan’s poppy fields. Being even an unwitting accomplice is a burden on the soul.


‘It’s never been a business interest of mine,’ Tynaliev said, as if reading my mind. ‘Too much attention, too much pressure from the Kremlin, the White House and everywhere in between. And too many open beaks all looking to be fed with a constant supply of juicy morsels.’


He shook his head, as if dismissing a far-fetched business proposal.


‘Caution and cover work better in the long run, wouldn’t you agree?’ he said.


‘In my line of work, you don’t survive long without them,’ I agreed, wondering if Tynaliev’s caution extended to giving me an unmarked grave somewhere between Bishkek and Lake Issyk-Kul.


‘I’m surprised you’ve survived at all,’ Tynaliev said. ‘Particularly since the Circle of Brothers still think you put two bullets into Maksat Aydaraliev.’


A shockwave of nausea rose up into my throat, and I wondered if I was about to vomit.


Aydaraliev had been the pakhan, local boss of the gangsters who feed on Russia and Central Asia like starving wolves in the depths of winter. Investigating the murder of Yekaterina Tynalieva, I’d found myself working with an Uzbek agent, Saltanat Umarova. It was Saltanat who had arranged the bullets for the pakhan, one in the back of the head to show he’d been executed, one in the mouth to show he’d talked. My problem? He was shot immediately after meeting me, so I knew where the finger of suspicion pointed. It didn’t help that the finger was almost certainly tensed against a trigger.


I didn’t know if Tynaliev believed I’d executed the old man, or if he knew Saltanat and I had become lovers in a semi-detached sort of way, but silence was still my most likely escape route.


‘The world will know you’ve been kicked out of the force in disgrace. You’ll probably need to get out of the country before the prison bars slam behind you, and the people you put there welcome you with open arms,’ Tynaliev said.


‘You won’t have the protection of a badge any more, but that doesn’t mean you won’t still be useful to certain people,’ he added.


‘Which certain people in particular?’ I asked, increasingly worried this was leading to a deep hole in a cemetery and a marble headstone with an engraving of my face.


‘You never wondered why the Circle didn’t avenge the pakhan’s death?’ Tynaliev asked. ‘Why you’ve survived with fingers, toes and brains relatively intact?’


‘Presumably the new leader is very happy someone cleared the path and helped him step up to the throne?’


Tynaliev nodded.


‘Still a detective, I see, if not in name any more.’


I ignored the sarcasm. Did Tynaliev really believe I’d think he was going to all this trouble simply for the benefit of the country and his fellow citizens?


‘Spend time in the Kulturny, make contacts you can use in your new career,’ Tynaliev said, and my heart sank like a rock towards my boots. The Kulturny is probably the roughest bar in Bishkek; they don’t let people in unless they have a portfolio of prison tattoos or at least one concealed weapon. Even the name is a joke; the place is as anti-kulturny as it’s possible to get. No welcoming signs, no neon lights, just a battered steel door scarred and scuffed from attacks with boots, pickaxes and, on one memorable evening, a Molotov cocktail. The door has no handle, and behind the spyhole that gets you admittance the bouncer is probably drunk or stoned, certainly armed. But I’d been there in the past; to pick up dirt on your shoes, walk where the mud is.


I was with Saltanat the last time I’d visited the Kulturny. There had been gunplay, with a couple of bodies to dispose of when the shooting stopped, so I’d decided I’d drink my orange juice somewhere else. If Tynaliev wanted me there, he’d have a good reason. Good for him, that is; probably bad for me.


‘New career?’ I asked, not looking forward to the answer.


Tynaliev jerked his head towards the exit, turned to his paperwork, dismissing me. As I reached the door, he looked up, hit me with his hardest stare.


‘You’re going to become a drug baron,’ he said, and his smile didn’t even try to reach his eyes.




Chapter 4


I’ve never been particularly good at obeying orders, even when they come from as exalted and dangerous a person as the minister. So I walked into Sverdlovsky District Morgue just after dawn the next morning, to watch Usupov hone his scalpels and his skills on yet another corpse. Of course, I wasn’t investigating the case I’d just been fired from, merely popping by to see my old friend, the chief forensic pathologist, maybe enjoy a breakfast glass of chai. How could the minister possibly object to that?


The temporary occupants of the morgue don’t seem to mind the stained concrete walls, the flickering lighting, the ever-present scent of freshly butchered meat. Even the living in Bishkek can’t be too choosy about where they call home, and the dead never bother to complain. No rent or bills to pay either.


At first glance, you might think you were at the entrance to an underground car park beneath some dismal shopping mall, until you spot the small weather-beaten sign. The morgue doesn’t advertise its presence; not many people visit, and those who do usually arrive on their back rather than on their feet.


I walked down the broken-tiled steps and along the corridor, where the emerald-green stain of mould grows bigger every winter when the snows break in, looking for shelter. As always, every other light fitting was missing a bulb, but I could still see the metal doors at the far end, smell the stink of raw flesh.


Usupov was already hard at work, transforming the young woman I’d seen the day before into the leavings of a butcher’s shop. Spatterings of blood stained the steel slab, along with other juices I preferred not to think about. It’s a truth of my job that beauty often hides ugliness inside, and a truth of Usupov’s profession that he sees beauty and order in the internal coilings and twistings of the body.


I didn’t ask for an overall; I wasn’t intending getting close to the corpse, and I wasn’t wearing anything a decent second-hand shop would put in the window in pride of place.


‘Nothing unusual in the manner of death. Drug overdose,’ Usupov said, before I’d even asked the question. ‘Her blood pressure crashed, and she suffered the heart attack that killed her.’


He held up a hand for my inspection.


‘Bluish nails, all pretty standard, Inspector, exactly what I’d expect.’


Usupov inspects bodies for effects that he then uses to deduce their cause; I examine them for hints, clues, secrets. The girl’s nails were coated in expensive clear varnish, although the edges were chipped and torn. She’d still had enough pride in herself to make an effort to look good, which put her at least one level above the street prostis that loiter around Panfilov Park at night.


‘No tattoos?’


Usupov shook his head. ‘The only things that have ever been stuck in her are the needles that killed her.’


He nodded at my raised eyebrow.


‘Yes, she was a virgin. I’ve not had one of those on my table for a long while,’ and Usupov even smiled at his own joke.


The news instantly threw my speculations into the same tray where clumps and gobbets of discarded flesh were piling up. Not a working girl, either on the street or in a massage parlour. Not married, probably not even dating. That surprised me; she was pretty enough to have been bride-stolen, spotted by some randy pimply young bastard, grabbed off the street and taken to his mother’s house for approval and an enforced marriage. That suggested a certain social status. Not every father can be with the apple of his eye twenty-four hours a day, or employ a bodyguard to keep her safe. The case was starting to look ominous, with possible headlines and consequences, none of them good. And my continued involvement wasn’t going to make Tynaliev any more of a fan.


I let the thought fester at the back of my brain, tried another tack.


‘Any clues to her identity?’ I asked, the way they do in all the TV cop shows.


‘Apart from the unique ten-carat diamond earrings and the black pearl tongue stud, no,’ Usupov said, and I even stared at the body for a few seconds, then looked at Usupov. Humour has never been Usupov’s thing, and I wondered if he’d acquired a lookalike comedian from somewhere, sent him along in his place.


‘A couple of things might interest you though,’ he said. ‘For a start, the blood stains on her clothing.’


Usupov might have been discovering humour late in life, but he was still too prim to utter the word ‘pants’.


‘Her blood group and the stains are not the same,’ he said. ‘She was blood type O, and the droplets are A Rhesus positive. No way they could match.’


At least I now knew the girl probably hadn’t been alone at the time of her death. But A Rhesus positive blood isn’t rare, and I didn’t know how her pants became soiled.


‘It’s not much of a start,’ I grunted.


‘A couple of other things,’ Usupov said. ‘One of them I’ve never encountered before.’


‘Go on.’


‘She didn’t die from the usual heroin, cut to hell and back with baby laxative and brick dust.’


‘Pure?’


‘Pure all right, but it wasn’t heroin or krokodil.’


I looked at Usupov. I didn’t have time to play cat and mouse, and my face told him not to delay his surprise information.


‘Ever heard of carfentanil, Inspector?’


I shook my head. Obviously a pharmaceutical of some sort, and not the sort that relieves headaches or toothache.


‘It’s a synthetic opioid, maybe ten thousand times stronger than commercial morphine. Originally created as a general anaesthetic for elephants.’


‘And people take something that strong?’


Usupov looked down at the butcher’s slab between us.


‘As you can see.’


I shook my head, as ever amazed at the things people will do to themselves.


‘I take it you don’t need a lot of this carfentanil to win a place on your table.’


‘A dose roughly the size of a grain of salt, that’s all. Not something I’ve seen before; our addicts tend to be traditionalists.’


Usupov paused, reached into the pocket of his white coat, pulled out a small, crumpled piece of paper, handed it to me.


‘Hidden in the lining of her bra,’ he said. ‘The left cup, if that makes any difference. I wouldn’t know, you’re the detective.’


I smoothed out the paper, began to read.




Chapter 5


I’ve read a few suicide notes in my time, most of them written by men, to justify their final irrevocable departure. I guess most women lead such a barren, dismal existence they don’t need to spell out the life-ending reasons obvious to everyone. As with most things in life, women just get on with it.


In the same way that suicide is the most personal act one can ever take, so each note is different, in tone, in style, in length. Bleak despairing accounts of a life that’s finally run out of hope. Page upon page of hastily scrawled accusations. Explanations of the conscious decision to end the pain of terminal illness. Acts of sorrow, of revenge, carried out in moments of anger, drunkenness, heartbreak. But I’d never read a poem written by a suicide before. The handwriting was elegant, calm, not the desperate end-of-life scribble I’d seen so many times before. All the desperation was locked into the words.






Let me tell you how this works; the heart,


Drunk on reckless might-have-beens,


Tiptoes past kisses still sweet but fading.


Dawn scrambles through the window,


Hunting for home.








‘What do you think? A suicide note?’ Usupov asked, behind his imperturbable manner as bewildered by this unexpected poem as I was.


‘Well, I’m no critic, but she’s not the next Anna Akhmatova,’ I said, trying to collect my thoughts and wondering quite what a ‘reckless might-have-been’ was. ‘Maybe she got one rejection slip too many.’


I read the poem again; it made as little sense the second time. When my wife Chinara was alive, she devoured book after book of poetry: Blok, Esenin, Pasternak, even Yevtushenko. She would have decoded the dead woman’s poem, stripped it of its hidden meanings in seconds, the way I could field-strip my Yarygin in the dark. But Chinara was in a hilltop grave overlooking a valley and the mountains beyond that defend us from China, and I was alone, left with my memories of kisses still sweet but fading, fading.


‘Maybe our victim didn’t write this. We’ll look very stupid if it turns out to be a famous poem in all the anthologies.’


‘You think that’s likely?’


I considered, shook my head. Perhaps because the poem was handwritten, but I sensed it had some significance for the dead woman lying in pieces in front of me, that it provided a clue to her life and death. Sometimes you let your instincts guide you in the absence of any evidence.


I was about to fold the paper and put it away in my wallet, decided to photograph it first. The poem might have been why the woman ended up with her skin being kissed by Usupov’s scalpel. And if that was the case, perhaps there would be others for

whom the poem was more of a threat than a memorial. My wallet would be the first place a heavy with fists like smoked hams would look; what were the odds he’d also check my phone?


‘I’ll send you my report,’ Usupov said.


I shook my head, gave a lopsided grin.


‘Hadn’t you heard? The grapevine must be getting slow in its old age. I’ve been taken off the case, suspended, and in all likelihood about to go on trial.’


Usupov stared at me: we’d worked together a lot over the years. Though he knew I would sometimes cut corners when it suited me or the case I was working, he knew I was relatively straight. I gave a rueful nod, headed towards the door and the clean air outside. I planned on polluting it with a couple of cigarettes while I worked out exactly what I was going to do next.


‘Someone from Unexplained Deaths will be in touch. Murder Squad aren’t going to touch this, not without more evidence.’


I pushed the door, the metal cold in my hand.


‘One more thing, Kenesh – the heartfelt verse? No need to put it in the report, eh? We don’t want to start a wave of copycat lyric suicidal poems, do we?’


With that, I left the stink of blood, bowels and brains behind me, along with the tatters and scraps of a once-pretty girl who’d slipped away from life sixty years too soon.




Chapter 6


It’s a long walk back from the morgue to my apartment on Ibraimova over on the east side of the city, even longer with the route I chose. But the day was still cool before the last of the summer’s heat swept over us, and I needed the exercise. I do some of my least misguided thinking when I’m plodding along broken pavements, avoiding potholes, wondering why my feet hurt so much.


Sovetskaya was already busy, cars, trolleybuses and marshrutki minibuses battling it out for space on the roads. The pavements were beginning to fill with young women taking advantage of the last of the summer to show off their figures in short dresses and knee-length boots. But the bright summer days were turning to the muted shades of autumn, and the air would soon be as cold and heartless as the corpses in Usupov’s morgue.


There was something off about the woman’s death, a hint that didn’t tally with the average overdose. It nagged at me, something glimpsed in the corner of my eye for a split second. But it wasn’t my case any more, and I had other problems to obsess over, namely my career translation into drug dealer, mafia hood and common criminal.


Maybe this was Tynaliev’s way of dealing with the troublesome problem called Akyl Borubaev. No one would investigate if a corrupt police inspector didn’t survive a prison sentence locked up with the people he’d put there.


I had no illusions about how long I’d last in Penitentiary One. If I made it until the gruel and stale bread they call dinner, I’d be very surprised. Even if some all-powerful pakhan boss inside was looking out for me and providing protection, a torpedo, a killer looking to make a name for themselves, would have been paid enough to melt a toothbrush handle, embed a razorblade into the plastic. A single slash across my neck and I’d bleed out before help could arrive.


I walked virtually the length of Sovetskaya, turned right onto Toktogul. This close to the city centre, the shops were smarter, a lot more expensive. Many of them even wore English names to show their sophistication and elegance of style. I didn’t bother window-shopping; there was nothing I wanted to buy, even if I could have afforded it.


Finally I reached Ibraimova, known as Pravda during Soviet times. It had always amused Chinara that a Murder Squad inspector had found himself living on a street named Truth. She’d claimed it was wishful thinking on my part. Privately, I’d always hoped it was true.


Down the street, I could see the two circular hemispheres of the municipal banya, the bathhouse where you could get everything from a scalding shower and a choice of steam rooms to a brutal massage and a vigorous beating with birch twigs to help the circulation.


I’d avoided the banya ever since I’d drowned an assassin sent there to kill me. It hadn’t exactly been a fair fight because he wore a plaster cast on his hand, thanks to the earlier encounter we’d enjoyed. That had evened things up a little. I’d watched his body sink to the bottom of the ice-cold pool, thankful he was dead, guilty I’d done nothing to help him in the moment when his anger turned to terror as the water flooded his lungs.


I may be paranoid but it made sense to stay away from the scene of the crime, in case my presence triggered someone’s memory and they ran through the exterior CCTV tapes once more.


I didn’t think it was likely. So it came as a surprise when they picked me up as I was outside the entrance to my apartment building, activating the electronic door chip.


They were good; they had me bundled into an unmarked, windowless van before I’d had time to protest or throw a punch. No uniforms, but you can’t disguise that flat-faced impassive stare. It wasn’t the first time I’d ridden in a police wagon, but never wearing handcuffs before, one cuff on my wrist, the other locked onto a steel D-ring set into the bare metal seat. I didn’t know either of the officers who sat on my right and left; the senior ment sat opposite and practised his most terrifying stare. I was meant to feel intimidated.


The air was thick with the sweet perfume of piss and sweat, with an underlying note of puke inadequately hosed out at the end of each shift. Perhaps it got the passengers prepared for the stink of the cells.


I fumbled for my cigarettes, awkwardly reaching over for my pocket because of the handcuff on my wrist. The ment opposite shook his head. ‘Ne kurit,’ he said, and emphasised the point by lighting up himself and blowing the smoke in my face. I wasn’t sure which smelt worse – the cheap nicotine or his sour breath. Sometimes the clichés are so great you have to smile, but you keep the grin to yourself in case the arresting officer decides you’re laughing at him, takes offence. That’s usually when all grinning stops.


‘Sverdlovsky, I suppose?’ I said, not expecting an answer. Sverdlovsky station is where the soundproof basement works wonders in solving cases, usually with the guilty party confessing to whatever’s on the table. It’s not always easy to understand what they’re saying, due to splintered teeth, split lips, dislocated jaws. Broken fingers don’t make it easy to sign statements either. But everyone agrees it’s a very effective way of bringing down the crime rate.


I glanced at my watch, which had rather inconveniently stopped. I’d been in the van for three or four hours, yet the watch lied and said less than ten minutes. But even ten minutes should have been more than enough time to get to Sverdlovsky station; we were going somewhere else. I shut my mind to the possibility we going to pull up in a side road between Bishkek and Tokmok, where an unploughed field would have an Akyl-sized hole waiting to be filled. Better to assume I was currently too useful to be disposed of.


Either we’d left a main road or the potholes had got a great deal deeper, because the van began to bounce and veer from side to side. With my wrist held tight by the cuffs, and with no way of bracing myself against the shocks, my back would look as if I’d been worked over by experts. Assuming that wasn’t about to happen anyway.


Finally, the van stopped, the driver’s door opened, a fist pounded against the back. The sunlight dazzled me for a few seconds, as the cuff attached to the D-ring was opened, snapped on my other wrist. At least my hands were in front of me, so I was able to balance myself as I was pushed into the open air.


I recognised where we were straight away: in Ala-Archa National Park, up in the start of the Tien Shan mountains, some forty kilometres south of Bishkek. We were at the point of the gorge where the road runs out and the backpacking trails begin, parked outside the area’s only hotel, a curious building shaped like an inverted V. Whoever built it obviously liked the look of the Alpine hotels in Switzerland and had tried to replicate them without spending any money. The exterior looked worn and shabby, with an air of having tried and given up. I felt pretty much the same.


At this altitude, the air felt thin and crisp, even though the sun burnt down on us, the metal of the van’s sides warm to the touch. Two months later, and the first snows would have already started to make the journey longer and more difficult, and by the end of the year, the hotel would have closed until the spring, its staff back in their home villages.


I was relieved we weren’t parked outside the back entrance to Sverdlovsky station, but that didn’t mean my troubles were over. You can torture someone anywhere, and it doesn’t take much equipment to get results. A pair of pliers, a sliver of wood, a plastic bucket half-full of water: use those and you’ll get the answers you want. It only depends on what you’re prepared to do to get them. And permanently disposing of a problem is even easier. The only hard bit is getting rid of the body.


The senior ment jerked his head towards the hotel. His two sidekicks each seized an arm, led me to the front door. I wondered about trying to break free and head for the treeline, dismissed the idea. You can’t outrun a bullet. It struck me that perhaps these weren’t policemen at all, that I was stumbling towards my execution. A wave of fear tugged at my belly – no one wants to be shot with their trousers full of shit and terror. I must have tried to pull back, because the two men tightened their grip, started to drag me forward. Once I would have welcomed the prospect of dying, ending the grief caused by Chinara’s cancer. But you move on, live with loss the way you survive with a missing limb, the absence of an eye. And at that moment, nothing had ever smelt as fresh and sweet and alive as the cold air sweeping down from the mountain.


‘Don’t fuck me about,’ the ment snarled. In that moment of clarity, I noticed one of his eye-teeth was missing; it gave him the look of an unpredictable dog debating whether or not to bite. ‘If we were going to do you, you’d have been roadkill an hour ago.’ His smile didn’t reassure. ‘No one’s going to hurt you,’ he added. ‘Unless we have to.’


He pushed the hotel door open, and I was thrust inside with all the dignity of a sack of winter coal being delivered.


The lobby was dark, the lights turned off, the hotel obviously commandeered for the day. Even the clock behind the reception desk had downed tools and gone to sleep. Tynaliev sat at a long low table, flanked by two more guards whose hands never strayed far from their weapons. He sipped at a cup of coffee, pulled a face at its bitterness, added three more sugar cubes. I stood there, waiting for him to speak, to shout, to give the order to hurt me.


‘You’re an arsehole, Inspector. But you already know that.’


Tynaliev never let anger and disappointment creep into his voice; he instilled so much fear he didn’t need to. The Kyrgyz people learnt that lesson during Stalin’s time, when people ‘disappeared’ and ended up tumbled together in a burial pit in Ata-Beyit. But there are times when you have to speak out, even if it costs you everything. And this was one of those times.
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