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‘All around me there is treachery, cowardice and deceit.’


– Nikolai II Alexandrovich Romanov


 


‘All warfare is based on deception.’


– Sun Tzu, The Art of War






PROLOGUE


The Schirn Kunsthalle Museum of Modern Art, Frankfurt, Germany. 2022


‘Not so long ago, a private detective called Marc Novak was hired to investigate the final days of Diana, Princess of Wales. He discovered her death wasn’t simply an accident in Paris. It was murder, gentlemen.’ The woman paused. ‘Uncovering that information seems to have annoyed a few people. Can’t think why.’ She leant across to the man sitting closest to her and rested her palm on his forearm. ‘That’s English sarcasm, my darling. Never certain how well it travels.’


One of the other two men at the table shook his head in apparent disbelief. ‘What makes you think you will survive this night?’ He pulled a flick knife from a side pocket of his suit and added, ‘What makes you think we won’t stretch you across this table and fillet you?’ He pressed a button on his knife’s rivet and a small blade sprang from its casing.


‘Well, if you’re going to attempt it with that paperknife, I hope you’ll be using a general anaesthetic.’


The individual sat opposite the woman laughed. ‘Madame,’ he addressed her. ‘My name is Jean-Pierre de Bray. I admire your courage in calling us here tonight.’


The four of them sat in the rotunda of the Schirn Kunsthalle Museum in the heart of Frankfurt. The woman had hired the venue for the evening and they were alone. Moonlight leaked through the famous glass domed ceiling directly above them, but the large chamber was otherwise unlit, aside from a set of spotlights trained on the stone columns flanking the room’s entrance. The table itself was an art installation. A circular piece of furniture constructed from oak. Solid. A slab of interconnected wooden beams that felt at once modern and medieval.


‘And, Mr Doyle,’ de Bray continued, ‘put your knife away. We are not savages here. We are businessmen. Men of reason. But, madame, you have us at a disadvantage. From your accent, I assume you are English, but aside from that . . . For example, you know our names and yet—’


‘You can call me Nemesis. My code name du jour. A tad theatrical, I grant you, but I never can resist a touch of the dramatic.’


Doyle used his knife to point at de Bray. ‘You two can hugger mugger all you like, but when the other three get here, they’ll be with me. They’ll vote to kill the bitch. You know that!’


De Bray winced. ‘The people responsible for the death of Diana are no longer with us. We benefited from their crimes. I suspect this lady is proposing a truce.’


She nodded. ‘You three and all your associates must promise that Novak isn’t harmed by any of you or your colleagues. Agree to that and I won’t go public with the extent to which your businesses profited from the assassination.’


The third man, an American called Jefferson who had remained silent until this point, cleared his throat. He was, like the other two, in his mid-forties and dressed in a dark, couture suit. ‘Nemesis – is that the correct pronunciation? Good. I have two points to make, if I may? Yes, we would like to accept your offer. At least, I guess, Monsieur de Bray and I would. But when the other three stakeholders arrive . . .’ He glanced at his watch. ‘Where are they, by the way?’


‘They’ll be dropping in shortly,’ the woman assured him.


‘Good, good . . . Except, they are a little hot-headed. I’m afraid Mr Doyle’s assessment is quite correct.’ Jefferson paused, uncomfortable with what he had to say. ‘They will kill you.’


‘They wouldn’t be the first to try.’ She lowered her voice. ‘Thank you for your concern. It means a lot.’ Her polite but authentic smile suggested she was being genuine. ‘You said you had two points, Mr Jefferson?’


He nodded. ‘We can forgive the sins of the past. We can prevent the consequences that Marc Novak would ordinarily face. But we can’t control the future.’


‘Meaning?’


‘Meaning, if my intel is correct, your Mr Novak will shortly be offered a proposition. To put it bluntly, he’ll be asked to go on a treasure hunt.’


‘Sounds fun.’


‘The kind of treasure that’s already drenched in the blood of countless men and women who have attempted to lay hands on it over many generations.’


‘Still sounds fun.’


Jefferson shifted uneasily in his chair. ‘If he becomes involved in the search for the Romanov treasure, he’s on his own.’


‘We must let the future take care of itself.’ The woman nodded. ‘But I want to confirm our understanding. Excepting the future developments you mentioned, Mr Jefferson, would you, and you, Monsieur de Bray . . . Well, would you be willing to accept my offer of a truce?’


They both nodded.


‘And Mr Doyle. You would not?’


‘Listen,’ he replied, ‘Nemesis, or whatever you like to call yourself. The three guys we’re waiting for will shoot you in the throat. For the threat you present. For your bloody impertinence. And for the hell of it. Out of my respect for them, I’ll let them finish you.’


‘By respect, you mean fear, of course.’


‘I’d have cut you open myself,’ Doyle hissed. ‘But very, very soon—’ He paused as everyone in the room heard the distant din of a Bell 427’s twin engines and its four whirling blades. He smirked, folded his own blade and slipped it into his side pocket. ‘That’s them, missus!’


De Bray said, ‘I’ll give them five minutes to land the helicopter and another five to make their way here. Please . . . leave now, madame!’


She gripped Doyle’s arm. ‘Are you sure I can’t change your mind? You were a good man, once.’


‘People change!’ He shrugged off her hold. ‘I’m paying you no more attention! You’re a mad thing! I’ll spit on your warm corpse.’


‘I’ll make you apologise for that.’


‘What did you just say?’ Doyle glared at her. ‘Fuck it!’ He pulled a Glock 43 from his shoulder holster and aimed it at her head. ‘Why wait? I’m gonna do them a favour and do you myself!’


‘Mr Doyle.’


‘Yeah?’


‘You’re an idiot. Which is fine. But you’re cruel and crass. I deplore both characteristics.’


‘You fucking bitch . . .’ His finger tightened on his pistol’s trigger. 


De Bray and Jefferson simultaneously shouted, ‘No!’ but another noise drowned out their voices. 


The sound of shattering glass and the deep rumble of a hovering helicopter.


A millisecond later, the body blurred past their eyes and smashed into the centre of the table.


All three men yelped in shock, swore and hurriedly pushed their chairs back, scrambling to get away from the cadaver that had been tipped into the middle of their meeting. They leapt up, fell back from the table in stumbling steps, transfixed by the broken body that now dominated it. 


‘Jesus H. Christ,’ Doyle murmured. ‘That’s Scalfaro! She killed him!’ He looked wildly at the woman, shouting, ‘The other two will hunt you down! You know that?’


She rolled her eyes. ‘Well, guess what, petal?’


Thwack!


A beat.


Thwack!


Two more bodies crashed into the middle of the table. There was something obscene about the lack of time between their descents.


The three living men were frozen by the pile of dead men. Slivers and shards of glass from the ruined dome coated the bodies, moonlight reflected in every fragment. The noise of the helicopter changed in tone as it banked starboard, then faded as it soared into the Frankfurt night. Silence now, except for the sound of ragged, terrified breathing.


The woman remained seated. Unmoving. Calm. Completely unfazed by the corpses. ‘Mr Jefferson. Monsieur de Bray. You may leave. With my thanks. Cheery-bye, my cherubim.’


They turned and ran from the room.


The third man remained planted to the spot, transfixed by the bloody mound on the slab of oakwood. 


‘And Mr Doyle . . .’ Nemesis at last turned to face him. ‘Do I have your attention?’ 
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Three months later


‘In the early hours of 17 July, 1918, seven members of the Romanov family, including Mother Russia’s last Tzar and Tzarina, were murdered in the basement of a building known as the House of Special Purpose.


‘All their jewels and treasures were taken to Moscow and these extraordinary riches, many of which predate Russia itself and were worn at the court of the Byzantine Empire, were catalogued and later sold at auction. Here’s the thing. Not all the items listed in the first inventory of 1922 made it to the auction. We know of at least four major pieces that disappeared. 


‘Here is the other thing. Those four items are just the tip of a very large, jewel-encrusted iceberg. We know of six priceless Fabergé eggs which went missing after 1917. And we also know for certain that several individuals smuggled Romanov jewels out of Russia in bed linen, hollowed-out shoe heels and even chocolates. Imagine, Mr Novak, popping a truffle in your mouth, feeling something hard against your teeth and plucking – pop! – a diamond from your lips, large enough and perfect enough to fetch a king’s ransom at any private sale in the world! And more, there were—’


I interrupt my guest. ‘I’m sorry, Miss Karpin, but I’m not sure where this is heading. If you want to trace the Romanov jewels, you need a historian, not a private detective. And if you want to find the lost treasure, you need . . .’


‘Yes, Mr Novak?’


‘A healthy shot of realism. The lost gold of Russia’s last emperor and empress sounds romantic, sure. It’s a great story. But you might as well go looking for the Holy Grail, or Atlantis, or the Ark of the Covenant.’


My guest bristles and I guess she normally lives in a world of ‘Yes, ma’am.’ Ekaterina Karpin is tall and slim. A touch of aristocracy in her face, but without any haughtiness. Quite the reverse. There’s kindness in her clear blue eyes. She’s about forty. Wears it well. Her accent is Russian, but soft enough to suggest she’s been in England for a fair few years. 


‘No, no, no! You speak of fictions! But the Romanov treasure is real, factual history!’ 


By the way, we’re in my front room, which doubles as the central office of Novak & Stewart. I live alone, so I can’t blame the sparse decor on anyone other than myself. We’re seated, but now Ekaterina leans forward and lowers her voice as though she suspects we’re being monitored. 


‘We know that it exists! And here’ – she pulls an old, discoloured envelope from her Givenchy handbag– ‘is the . . . treasure map, if you will, that will help us locate a small fraction of it. I say small, but acquiring it will make us . . . How do you phrase it in your country? Rich beyond your wildest dreams.’


‘Well, I have some pretty wild dreams, Miss Karpin.’


‘Ya tozhe!’ She holds the envelope aloft. ‘I have some pretty wild plans, Mr Novak.’


‘Oh, I specialise in those, and so . . .’ The cavalier nature of her reply means that for the first time since she mentioned the Romanovs, I entertain the idea that she may not be mad. Or at least, not entirely. ‘You’re serious, aren’t you?’


‘Yes. Absolutely.’ Her pale, kindly face breaks into a smile. ‘This quest for the treasure is more important than you can ever know. And I’m asking you to join me on it.’


Ekaterina Karpin stands and I automatically follow suit. She solemnly extends her open palm towards me, an invitation to shake hands, of course, but also a plea for me to accept her request. 


‘Will you help me, Mr Novak?’
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‘I’ll shake your hand, but it doesn’t mean I’m shaking on a deal.’


‘Why not?’ She suddenly sounds angry, as if my refusal to commit is a carefully crafted insult. ‘What are you afraid of?’ 


‘Very little. But the last time I took on a case connected with royalty . . .’ I recall the blood and horror and duplicity that the investigation brought into my life. ‘It didn’t end well.’


‘You failed?’


‘No.’ I reflect on how much I’m willing to share and simply add, ‘I was failed.’


Ekaterina nods. ‘I know that feeling.’ She doesn’t say these words with any wryness. There’s sorrow in her voice, and understanding. ‘It’s why I want the Romanov Code.’


‘What’s the Romanov Code?’


‘It’s . . . Excalibur.’


‘You say that like it’s a private joke.’


‘I didn’t mean to. I’m sorry.’ There’s contrition on her face. But it’s the contrition of a six-year-old straining with every fibre to appear remorseful for an act they secretly classify as entirely justifiable. ‘You forgive me?’


I can’t be bothered to reply, and in the next moment, as if she’s completely lost interest in our conversation, she whirls around and walks away. She’s aware I’m watching her, of course. Ekaterina is the sort of person you can’t help but watch. She wanders over to a glass-fronted display cabinet that houses my collection of first editions and other antiquarian books. She stoops to read their spines.


‘Do you have any Russian literature?’


I open the cabinet and hand her a first-edition Fleming. ‘I’m afraid that’s the closest I get.’


She looks at the rather beautiful cover artwork by Richard Chopping and, exaggerating her accent, reads the title. ‘From Russia With Love.’ She beams. ‘You people! You hear Russia and think of either the Kremlin or this!’ She brandishes the book. ‘James Bond! The Cold War! Exotic female agents in glamorous furs!’


‘Don’t forget beef Stroganov and ushanka hats.’


She steps closer to me. It’s an invasion of my personal space and a mischievous challenge to see how I’ll react. To be honest, I don’t know whether to feel violated or invigorated. ‘Is that why you’re afraid of me, Mr Novak? You think I’m a Russian spy?’


‘Are you?’


‘No.’ She shrugs. Steps back. ‘I was. Once. Many years ago. But the money . . .’ She pulls a face to imply it was derisory.


‘Aren’t you supposed to keep these things to yourself?’


‘You won’t take my case because you don’t trust me.’


‘If it’s any consolation’ – I carefully replace the first edition and close the cabinet door – ‘I trust you as much as I trust any Russian spy.’


‘That was a long time ago.’ 


‘So was the Bay of Pigs,’ I reply, ‘but you still can’t buy Cuban cigars in New York City.’


‘You will help me find the Romanov treasure. You and your colleague, Mr Frank Harvey. You will help me.’


‘Frank isn’t my colleague. I’ve just pulled him into a couple of jobs.’


‘And my job?’


‘I’ll think about it.’


‘When the English say, I’ll think about it, they really mean they’ll think of a way of getting out of it.’


‘You may have a point.’ I’m becoming irked with the dance she’s trying to lead. ‘That envelope . . .’ I extend my hand. ‘Give it to me.’


She taps it against her lips as if considering my request. ‘No. When you take my case, I’ll show you, but—’


‘It’s time you were leaving, Miss Karpin.’


She gives me her best smile. ‘You don’t really mean that.’


I give her my best glare. ‘You don’t trust me? Fine. I don’t trust myself half the time. But I don’t trust you. Not one little bit. And we can file that away under “problem”. You come in here knowing I’ll be intrigued and thinking I’ll fall for you. I imagine most men do. But it could be argued the Romanov jewels remain the property of the Russian state. So for me to go after that kind of loot, well, I’m going to need more than wide eyes and tall tales.’


She’s fuming. If this was a cartoon, she’d have steam coming out of both ears. ‘Mr Novak, the elders in the small village where I grew up—’


‘And you can stop trying to sell me all this “elders in the small village” and “how do you phrase it in your country?” shtick, because I’m not buying it. You’ve been here a long time and you know what plays well. Good for you. But I’ve heard it all before and I was only mildly impressed the first time. And, by the way, a real agent of the Russian Federation wouldn’t tell a total stranger she was once FSB. So who are you really, Miss Karpin? Is that even your real name?’


To her credit, she’s not backed down. She stands a couple of paces away from me, her eyes boring into mine with something bordering on fury. ‘I should slap your face.’


‘Well, then I’d slap yours. And I’d do it harder. Which would be a pity.’ 


She walks across to the table. ‘Yes, it would.’


Ekaterina drops the envelope back into her handbag and reaches inside for something else. I’m half expecting her to yank out a Makarov, but, disappointingly, when her hand emerges, she only has a business card between her fingers. She places it on the table. Gives me an icy stare. 


‘My coat.’ She glances at her large, overly ornate wristwatch as if instructing me to get a move on.


I take a seat at the table. ‘It’s hanging up in the hall. You can see yourself out.’


She pushes her card halfway across the table. ‘Call me . . .’


Ekaterina sashays into the hallway and dons her black, Balmain double-breasted trench coat. Thick wool, tapered waist and gold-toned buttons. I’d be lying if I said she didn’t look catwalk-ready. 


My guest opens the front door, looks back at me and adds, ‘If you grow a pair of balls.’


‘I’ll be sure to check.’


She leaves. I laugh. Pick up the business card. It only gives her name and contact number. But, let’s face it, I might as well put it on speed dial right now.
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I wander through to my kitchen and make myself a coffee using a new Pacamara blend I haven’t tried before. The label tells me it’s ‘ethical’, which means the manufacturers have stuck a photograph of beaming pickers on the side of the jar so you can feel good about yourself, and stuck an extra fiver on the price per pound so their shareholders can feel equally good. 


I sip it. Not bad. Drift into my living room and phone Frank Harvey. He picks up and gives me a groggy, ‘Hello?’


Frank’s a friend of mine. A former journo, I guess he’s in his early seventies, not that he lets the decades slow him down. He smokes like he’s got a personal vendetta against his lungs, but he’s a tough, wiry, old battler. He’s also one of the best informed people I’ve ever met. I’m certain that if anyone in England has an inkling of what happened to the Romanovs’ possessions, it’s Frank. He’s bound to at least know something. His knowledge of anything in that line is extraordinary.


‘What do you know about the lost treasure of the Romanovs, Frank?’


‘Bugger all.’


‘I’m being serious.’


‘So am I, lad. It was a load of gold baubles and bangles that went missing over a century ago. Priceless. I doubt it’s about to turn up in lost property, so who cares?’ He stifles a yawn. ‘Christ, what ungodly time in the early hours is it?’


‘Frank, it’s literally half past eleven in the morning. Do you know a woman called Ekaterina Karpin?’


‘No. Why?’


‘She seemed to know you.’


‘I’d remember a name like that.’


‘Ekaterina Karpin. Not ringing any bells?’


‘Silence in the belfry. Maybe she was using a legend. Do you have a photo of her?’


‘I can get one.’


‘What did she want?’


‘She claimed to have information about the treasure’s whereabouts. She wanted me to help her find it and retrieve it.’


He hesitates. ‘Don’t touch this one, lad.’


‘Why not?’


‘Because . . .’ Another pause. ‘Sounds like a wild goose chase.’


‘I’ll get you the photo.’


‘Novak!’


‘Yeah?’ 


‘I know you, son. You’re going to poke your nose in whatever I say. But . . . be very careful with this one.’


‘Absolutely.’


I know that right now my friend is shaking his head. ‘I suppose there is one good thing about it.’


‘That being?’


‘This is the first conversation we’ve had in yonks where you haven’t mentioned the Diana case.’


‘Why’s that a good thing?’


‘We ran out of options, lad!’


‘People don’t run out of options, Frank! They run out of will.’


I’ve raised my voice, but he replies quietly, ‘We did everything we could. The men directly responsible are all gone.’


‘There’s one left. Somewhere. You know that as well as I do.’


‘You’re a tenacious bugger. I’ll give you that.’


‘A tenacious bugger? Know anyone else that phrase applies to?’


He chuckles, but adds, ‘Just watch yourself!’


‘Sure.’


‘Promise!’


It’s my turn to hesitate. ‘Promise.’ After all, I suppose it’s an easy promise to keep on a literal level. ‘Speak soon, Frank.’


I hang up. Consider the conversation. It felt off. Something was wrong. There was the obvious irregularity. He warned me away from the case because it was ‘a wild goose chase’. Believe me – that would normally be a reason for him to be all over it. He loves that kind of caper. Show Frank Harvey a wild goose and he’ll be chasing it faster than you can say due diligence. But there was something else. Something more troubling. I can’t put my finger on it exactly, but—


I push the problem to the back of my mind and focus on getting an image of Ekaterina. Across the room, close to the cabinet that houses my book collection, there’s an old wooden clock that houses something more modern: a camouflaged 2.5mm lens that feeds into a surveillance system. I tend to covertly record new clients in case I need some kind of visual identification check. Sketchy, I know. But useful.


I pull a USB stick from the back of the clock. It should contain some decent images of my guest, especially as she wandered close to the lens when checking out my book collection. I stick the USB into my laptop, save the most recent recording to my hard drive and hit ‘play’. I see what looks like a static image of my front room. Fast-forward a few seconds . . . I walk across the shot and I recall I entered the room ahead of Ekaterina. A few more moments of my current surroundings and then—


A storm of static interference, followed by total darkness. 


I sit back. Smile. 


‘Bravo, Miss Karpin.’


I recall the Russian’s huge watch, which I’m now assuming was simply the casing for a jammer. I’ve used them myself. Small ones are often built into jewellery or items of clothing and can knock out recording operations if positioned close to the camera. Larger ones are illegal but powerful enough to take out security across an entire street. The mini versions have been around for years. They’re cheap and easy to get hold of, but still, I’m begrudgingly impressed that Ekaterina was cautious enough to use one when visiting me.


As I’m replacing the USB stick and considering what my next step should be, my phone rings.


‘You’re through to Novak & Stewart.’


I hear a female voice, so low it’s barely audible. ‘Is that Mr Marc Novak?’


‘Yeah. Speaking.’


‘I need your help.’


The urgency and fear in her voice suggest this isn’t an idle inquiry.


‘Are you in any immediate physical peril?’


‘No . . . But without your help hundreds of children will be in danger. Immediate danger.’


Suddenly, chasing lost treasure with a woman who may or may not be a former Russian agent seems unimportant. 


I ask, ‘What kind of danger?’


No reply.


‘Do you know where the children are located?’


Further silence.


I instinctively know she’s considering hanging up, so I cajole her with, ‘I’ll treat anything you say to me in the strictest confidence. And I give you my word I won’t take any steps without running them past you.’


‘I shouldn’t have called.’


‘You contacted me for a reason. You want to help those kids. We can do that together.’


‘He’s too powerful.’


‘Who is?’


‘It’s about a child trafficking ring.’


‘Do the police know about it?’


She gives a slight laugh. ‘He’s got the police in his back pocket.’


‘Can we meet?’


‘It’ll be difficult for me to get away. I’m afraid he might—’


‘It’s important,’ I interject. ‘If kids are in danger, we need to act fast.’


‘Tonight,’ she tells me. ‘We can meet tonight.’


And with that confirmation, I feel a surge of relief.
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Nikolai’s Story Yekaterinburg, Russia, July. 1918


Four minutes before the massacre of his family and closest friends, Nikolai felt a surge of relief. As he walked towards the staircase, a guard pushed his shoulder. 


‘Hurry, citizen!’


Months earlier, such disrespect would have been unthinkable. Now, it was unremarkable. He was carrying his son, Alexei Nikolaevich, in his weary arms and stumbled slightly, but regained his balance and began trudging down the twenty-three steps of the mansion his captors called ‘the House of Special Purpose’.


He was that special purpose. Or, rather, his imprisonment, and that of his wife and children, was held to be. Special enough to warrant three hundred armed soldiers standing guard over a man in his fifties, his ailing wife, sickly son and four young daughters. Never let it be said that the Bolsheviks did anything by halves. Security, as with murder and hypocrisy, was something they committed to on a grand scale.


The shoes worn by Nikolai II Alexandrovich Romanov, the last Tzar and Emperor of Russia, King of Congress Poland and Grand Duke of Finland, had gradually become, like the rest of his clothes, badly worn. Holes in their soles meant his feet could feel the cold, dusty stone steps as he padded down them and into the semi-basement.


The chamber was half above ground level, half below. Rectangular and completely devoid of furniture, its small, single window was predictably barred. 


And here, in this dimly lit room no bigger than the boot cupboard of his previous home, the Winter Palace, he saw four of his friends and fellow prisoners, huddled by the far wall with his wife, Alexandra, and their daughters: Olga, Tatiana, Maria and Anastasia, who held her tiny King Charles spaniel close to her chest. The relief Nikolai felt was overwhelming. When he’d been woken up and ordered downstairs, he’d feared that Lenin, or Trotsky, or the prison-house’s commandant, Yakov Yurovsky, or any one of his countless enemies, had decided his death would be convenient. 


But no. His wife was here. His girls were here. This gathering could not be for a massacre. He’d once joked that the Bolsheviks chose a red flag so the bloodstains wouldn’t show, but Nikolai reasoned that even the most fervent revolutionary must realise that ‘ordinary’ Russian folk would baulk at the idea of slaughtering unarmed women and children. The word Bolsheviks meant ‘the majority’ and surely the vast majority of his people still retained an iota of humanity?


He asked for a seat for Alexei and although his request was granted, the commandant’s assistant sneered, ‘So, the heir wants to die in a chair?’


Nikolai assumed the rhetorical question was just another barb intended to unsettle him.


Yakov Yurovsky leant against the back wall and called for his prisoners to straighten themselves up and line up. He told them they were going to be photographed to provide proof that they were alive and well. 


Nikolai nodded. It struck him as a reasonable request. A reassuring one, as well, suggesting their welfare remained a consideration. He helped organise two smart rows. His wife sat in a seat near the corner, their daughters were arranged behind her, and their friends, including their cook and long-standing doctor, positioned themselves a pace behind Nikolai, who stood by his son’s armchair in the middle of the front row.


He leant forward slightly to inspect the line-up. Yes, that should—


A clatter of footsteps down the stairs interrupted his thoughts. Everyone in the two rows looked towards the steps as about a dozen men poured into the room. Some were drunk. Some were absurdly young and looked expectant, like fresh-faced kids about to set off on a school trip. All were heavily armed.


As they lined up to face the Romanovs, Yurovsky shouldered his way to the front of the divide between the soldiers and civilians. He read out the order for the Romanovs’ execution. 


The deposed emperor spluttered, ‘What? What?’ and the fatal words were recited once more. A little faster this time. Yurovsky wanted to crack on.


The gunfire was deafening. Alexandra tried to make the sign of the cross, but Yurovsky’s right-hand man, Peter Ermakov, although hopelessly drunk, delivered a killshot to her head so quickly that the blessing was unfinished as she fell. Her husband didn’t witness her murder. Yurovsky, in his zeal, had shot him thrice in the chest with his Colt pistol, and a little over three centuries after Michael I became the first Romanov Tzar of Russia, that nation’s final official emperor lay dead at his son’s feet.


But Nikolai’s children were not so easy to kill.
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The Scottish Highlands


One of the women says to me, ‘You should never have come here.’


She’s pointing the latest version of the Beretta M9 at my chest, so I tend to agree.


‘I was in the neighbourhood.’


‘You live five hundred miles away.’


‘I didn’t say which neighbourhood.’ I offer a hopeful smile, which isn’t returned. 


Her boss has been running a child trafficking network for the past two decades. I’m standing in his study, in the manor house of his sprawling estate in the Scottish Highlands. Two of his bodyguards, a couple of tall, impassive women wanted for murder in half a dozen European countries, are keeping me company and they’ve both got pistols trained on my torso. Their employer’s name is Alexander Paige, known to most as Sandy Paige. 


Yes. That Sandy Paige.


Philanthropist, charity campaigner, ethical businessman and, in recent years, media personality and all-round national treasure. And, oh yes, a vicious, highly intelligent and staggeringly cruel bastard.


I’ve been investigating him for the past three months, beginning soon after the phone call that warned of children being in immediate danger. He’s not terribly keen on me because my dossier on his business has grown fat enough to put him away for eighteen years with good behaviour. 


He enters the room and shakes my hand. ‘Good to see you, Mr Novak!’ He beams at me, and in an aside to his bodyguards adds, ‘If he tries anything, kill him.’


Not that Sandy Paige is big on good behaviour. 


He nods to himself, sits behind his desk and gives me an open-palmed shrug like he’s posing for a Sunday supplement. ‘I instructed my colleagues to bring you here so we could chat.’ He leans forward. ‘Forgive the theatrics.’


I shrug. ‘This is nothing. The last person who threatened my life was a Balinese dancing girl.’


‘I have a proposition for you.’


‘How exciting.’


‘If you tell me which member of my organisation tipped you off about my activities, you’ll die from a bullet to the head.’


‘Not going to lie, Mr Paige. I’m not loving your proposition so far.’


‘If you maintain your rather selfish silence, I’m afraid your death will be drawn-out and extremely painful. Beginning with the obliteration of your right kneecap.’


He gestures to my lower legs and for a moment I assume he actually believes I need help with the basic anatomical thrust of the threat. But no. It’s an instruction to one of his staff. She points her Beretta at my patella. 


‘You have three seconds to give me the name I require.’ He settles back into his chair. ‘One.’


The study is spacious, full of bookcases and a huge log fire blazes away to my left. Paige’s desk is a large, gorgeous piece of furniture. Cherrywood. Antique. To its right, an enormous free-standing world globe is open to display a dozen or so bottles of very good Scotch, vodka and vermouth. No gin. Behind the desk, I can see a shield emblazoned with Paige’s family crest over a pair of dirks – small, steel daggers – that are crossed as if locked in battle.


‘Two.’


When I was shown into the room, the two women lingered outside, checking their sidearms for a moment. That gave me enough time to do one thing.


‘Three!’


He nods. 


I hold up my hand. ‘I have a counter-offer, Mr Paige.’


‘Oh? Now that is exciting.’


But this time I’m not smiling. I look this monster of a man in the eye and tell him my terms. ‘Disband your organisation. Convert your assets to hard cash and spend all of it rescuing every girl and boy you have ever trafficked. I’ll give you a year to do that. Then sell this place. All money from the sale goes directly to your victims. Then you move to some sunny little hellhole where there’s no extradition treaty. Those are my conditions.’


I pause. Paige and his bodyguards exchange glances. The crackling of the fire seems louder. 


‘This is me being merciful, Mr Paige. It’s a one-time offer and is off the table any time I feel like it, because I’m not a very merciful soul when it comes to creatures like you.’


I’m never entirely sure what a stunned silence is, but I’m pretty certain the quietude that follows my offer is a prime example. Eventually, Paige looks at the woman pointing a gun at my trouser leg. He nods to my right kneecap and she aims her pistol in its direction. 


Paige turns to face me. He doesn’t break eye contact as he orders, ‘Cripple him.’






-6-


Aside from ghouls like Sandy Paige, I don’t mind the people I’m forced to mix with. Killers, crooks, cheats and deadbeats. Half the time, they’re a perk of the job and some of my best friends are sociopaths. Good company, and usually more honest than the forces that I nominally represent. 


The death threats, frequent attempts on my life and having to give up bank holidays don’t bother me, either. 


It’s my clients that kill me.


You see, just for once I’d like a nice, easy case from a returning customer. That never happens. Never. Because if I do my job well, my client shakes my hand, transfers payment into my meagre bank account and vows eternal friendship. They’ve forgotten my name before they’ve reached the end of my driveway, of course, because they just want to move on. Fair enough. And if I screw up the case, my client either winds up dead, which is bad for business, or they hold me responsible for the mess they got themselves into, which is worse.


But sometimes, like today, it’s on me.


I visited Paige’s mansion by choice. Gave him the ultimatum by choice. And I’m not going to back down, by choice.


The two women murmur, ‘Yes, sir.’


But before they can pull the triggers, there’s a light knock at the door and Paige’s wife, Louisa, walks in. She’s about the same age as her husband but looks a lot older than her sixty years. She’s a kindly looking Scot whom I’ve chatted to more than once.


‘Mr Novak!’ she exclaims. ‘I thought I heard your voice. Will you be staying for afternoon tea?’


Paige answers for me. ‘Sadly not, my dear. I’m afraid our guest has only a little time left on this mortal coil.’


She wags a finger at him and says playfully, ‘Oh, Sandy!’


It’s remarkable. She knows he isn’t joking but treats his criminal empire like it’s a vaguely embarrassing hobby, as if he’s building a model railway of the Bluebell Line in his attic.


He stands, rounds his desk and slips his arm across her shoulders. ‘Why don’t you wait for me in the drawing room, dear?’


I say, ‘Why don’t you wait here and see exactly how your husband runs his business?’


He responds with a calm, ‘I’ll give you one more chance. Who put you on to me?’


‘I came here of my own free will. Your two clowns dragged me up here, but that’s because I wanted to see you. Let that sink in . . . So, your final chance. My offer. Take it or leave it.’


He’s impatient and incredulous, but impatient wins out. ‘I’m getting bored of this. It’s your lucky day, Mr Novak. I’ll make this swift.’ And to his bodyguards: ‘Shoot him in the head.’


Louise asks timidly, ‘Do you think that’s wise, Sandy?’


A slight hesitation. ‘You’re right.’ He takes a deep breath. ‘Shoot him in the chest. Less blood on the Egyptian rug.’


I ask, ‘Doesn’t the condemned man get a final drink?’


My eyes flicker to my left. Almost time . . . 


‘No.’


‘Pity. I’d have killed for a G&T. Navy-strength gin if you had it.’


‘Oh, I have a couple of bottles,’ Paige replies, waving airily to the open globe and its collection of spirits. ‘I’ll tell you what. In less than a minute, I’ll pour myself a drink and toast the late Marc Novak. Fair enough? And now, I’m afraid, it’s time for you to shuffle off this . . .’ He glances over to the bottles. Pauses. Narrows his eyes.


In my peripheral vision, I see it’s very nearly time . . . 


‘What’s going on, Novak?’


‘Mrs Paige. You might want to stand back.’


I look into the blazing log fire. Paige follows my gaze and spots the two bottles of gin I tossed onto the flames when I entered the room. He’s about to say something, but I’ll never know what, because at that precise moment the spirit in one of the bottles reaches peak temperature and three things – collectively known as flame jetting – happen almost at once.


The metal, screw-top lid blows off. The vapour from the bubbling hot gin ignites, drawing the flames into the bottle. And so, of course, as fire meets liquid that’s 57 per cent alcohol, combustion takes place, skyrocketing the pressure in the bottle and forcing the spirit to expand and emerge as a jagged bolt of fire.


In other words, there’s a bloody big bang, followed by a whooshing flame-jet that lashes out a good four feet into the room, with thick shards of glass spattering into the blazing air, just to add to the fun. 


This dragon’s breath of a reaction scorches into Paige’s face. He screeches and falls back. His wife, who stepped away when I suggested, screams at her husband’s anguish. But before the bodyguards can react, this first explosion triggers a second. The glass of the other bottle of gin shatters and the spirit, searing onto open flames, is spat into the study as a dispersed, fiery spray. A million droplets of alcohol forming a burning cloud that—


I launch myself forward towards the bodyguard that had been standing nearest to me. She hadn’t been expecting the blast, and still reeling from its suddenness and force, she’s off guard. I tear the Beretta from her grasp, take a couple of paces back and say, ‘Phone an ambulance for your boss.’


The other armed woman has been knocked to the floor by the first explosion. I see half of her face is studded with slivers of glass and I’m guessing she dropped her gun, but I can’t immediately spot it. 


I ask, ‘Are you all right?’ as she staggers to her feet. 


The other bodyguard supports her. They exchange a few words in a language I don’t understand and one of them snarls, ‘We’re leaving!’


I’m covering them both with a loaded sidearm, but there’s not a lot I can do to stop them as they limp from the scene. A corner of the Egyptian rug that Paige was so worried about is alight, and several of the books in the shelves to my right are starting to smoulder. Half of me wishes I was leaving with the bodyguards. 


But Louisa is sitting on the floor and has hauled her husband across to her, so his head rests on her lap. He’s unconscious, but the rise and fall of his chest tells me he’s alive.


‘You’ll be all right, Sandy . . .’ she tells him. ‘You’ll be all right . . .’


I pull my phone from my pocket and ring my contact with the local police. He understands the urgency of the situation, and yes, he’ll send an ambulance. But the geography means it’ll take his people at least twenty minutes to reach the estate.


I say, ‘That’s fine,’ hang up and drop to my haunches beside Louisa.


The call took less than thirty seconds, but the bookshelf is now ablaze and it’s clear we need to leave.


‘Mrs Paige. We must get out of here as soon as possible if we’re to—’


She looks at me with absolute fury. ‘What have you done?’


‘You asked me to look into your husband’s business! You thought he was just running harmless drugs, but he was trafficking children! For two decades he’s been—’


I’m not sure why I feel the need to explain myself, but whatever I’ve said isn’t enough and she shouts over me, ‘You’re a liar!’ 


‘I’ll let you go before the police get here, so you can tell your children your own way and—’


‘We don’t have children!’ Her voice drops to a murmur. ‘We gave up trying . . .’


And that gap in my knowledge is on me. I’ve compiled a file that’s forensic about his business- life but totally unconcerned with his private life. 


But before I can digest that, she adds, ‘We gave up trying twenty years ago.’


Twenty years ago. Around about the same time he began his child trafficking operations. This hits us both. Her face crumples and she gestures to me, inviting me in. Very soon now, this whole room will go up like a tinder box, but the wife of an ice-hearted killer is tearfully asking for a hug. So I lean across, embrace her and gently whisper, ‘We’ll get Sandy to safety and—’


‘Mr Novak.’


‘Yes?’


I feel her press something hard into my waist and suddenly realise what happened to the second bodyguard’s Beretta. 


‘I’m sorry.’


I hear two muffled thuds and the pain through my stomach is excruciating. I topple onto the rug. Feel myself passing out. 


Before the encroaching darkness claims me entirely, my vision blurs. But I can see flames. Lots of flames. And I can make out the woman who brought me into the case dragging one of the vilest predators I’ve ever known from the room, whilst I lie on his study floor, bleeding out onto a rug I could never afford.


Like I said, it’s my clients that kill me.
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My friends are all doing better than me. I don’t mean at this very moment, although I’m guessing they’re ahead on points as I lie in this impromptu recreation of Dante’s Inferno. I mean in life generally. 


They went the ways you’re supposed to go. The safe jobs and safer relationships that I didn’t exactly avoid but . . . Well, they avoided me. And so here I am. Alone in every conceivable sense of the word, whilst they have annual appraisals, friends round for dinner and shiny children they use to clog up my Facebook feed. 


The other day, an old university pal told me about his latest venture, quietly informing me that he could let me in on the ground floor. I said it sounded like a long shot for someone approaching forty, and I’d rather be parachuted onto the balcony of the penthouse suite. I’m not sure he understood my response.


The flames are crackling closer, now. 


I meant I didn’t have the time to build the kind of life he’s already constructed. But it’s more than that, of course.


The fire’s heat scorches the side of my face.


You see, for some of us, it’s too late. It’s a kind of trap, I suppose. And always was, from the moment we realise we don’t care about being like the rest. 


And now I don’t know whether I can escape.


*


Just when I thought my day couldn’t get any worse, the world blows up.


I’m lying supine on the floor of Sandy Paige’s study. The heat against my skin and the pain in my stomach are both intense. I’m groggily coming to, and as my eyes flicker open, I see the open globe, full of bottles, explode as the raging fire engulfs the alcohol. Instinctively, I cover my face with the crook of my arm, but I feel something slice into my right temple. 


The blaze has caught hold and there’s no sign of Paige, his wife or any of their staff. I kneel, then manage to get to my feet. I’m consciously trying to ignore the pain in my stomach, but it’s like walking on burning coals whilst telling yourself you’re sauntering across a bed of feathers. The theory’s great, but it still hurts like hell. 


There’s a bank of flames between me and the door that leads to the landing. The windows are barred and there’s no other exit. I give the room a final scan and for some reason – I’ve no idea why – I grab a framed photograph that stands on top of the cherrywood desk. It shows Louisa, her husband and three kids all smiling. I suppose this was the picture that convinced me the Paiges had children. I glance at it. Shake my head. Place it back on the desk. Let it burn.


I turn and charge through the fire and don’t stop running until I reach the foot of the grand staircase that leads to the large entrance hall. 


I must have been out for some time, because the blaze has spread. I stand in the lobby of this huge, opulent house and shout, ‘Is everybody out? Does anybody need help?’


‘Looks like you do!’ I spin around in time to see a firefighter march through the front door. She adds, ‘We need to get you out of here right away!’


‘I’m fine.’ Her eyes dart to the blood seeping through my fingers over my stomach wound. ‘Ish.’ 


‘Out! Come on – you can lean on me.’


‘We need to make sure there’s no one left in the house.’


‘That’s kind of our job.’


More firefighters are rushing through the front door. 


I tell her, ‘I’ll give you a hand.’


‘Are you serious?’


‘Not often.’


‘You can barely stand.’


‘I’m fine.’


‘Oh, yeah?’


‘Fighting fit.’


She yanks my right arm and begins pulling me from the house. I yelp in pain. She murmurs, ‘Fighting fit,’ under her breath and when we’re outside asks, ‘Do you need oxygen?’


‘We all need oxygen.’


‘Don’t be a smart-arse.’


‘I think this might need seeing to, if that’s OK?’


I peel my left palm from my waist but don’t look down, because seeing the injury always makes it worse. Every doctor will tell you that. Probably. 


But the firefighter swears and pulls a massive grimace, which is never how you want a first responder to, well, respond. 


I ask, ‘Is it that bad?’


‘You won’t be doing sit-ups for a couple of days.’


I offer her my right, unbloodied palm. ‘I’m Marc Novak.’


‘Stacey Smith.’ Her huge right glove envelops my hand. ‘First time in the Highlands, Novak?’


‘Yep!’


‘Hell of an entrance.’ 


‘It’s the best part of my act. Thanks for getting here so quickly.’


‘You got lucky. We were doing a drill just across the way.’ She glances at the burning manor house. ‘What were you supposed to be doing here?’


‘What makes you think I’m responsible?’ I’m trying to sound indignant, but it’s hard because she’s laughing at me.


‘Call it a crazy hunch,’ she replies.


And at this moment, out of nowhere – just when I thought things were calming down – it happens. And happens big.
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The fire must have reached the generator in the mansion’s west wing because my conversation with Stacey is interrupted by a gigantic explosion. Part of the building’s façade, away to my right, is blasted apart and although we’re not hit by any debris, the force of it knocks us both off our feet.


We land on the ground, on our backs. I glance to my left. Stacey eyes me like the whole thing is somehow my fault. Which you could argue it is. But she doesn’t absolutely know that.


I give a defiant shrug. ‘I only popped over to borrow the lawnmower.’


She laughs for a second, but stops when I wince. The blood is pumping out of me fast. Maybe the adrenaline is starting to wear off, but I suddenly feel nauseous and feeble. 


Stacey says, ‘We need to get you help . . .’ and a lot of other words I don’t hear. It’s as though someone has turned the world’s volume right down to zero.


I see the house engulfed by flames. Firefighters running towards us and suddenly—


Stacey’s face, worried and intense. She’s mouthing something. My name? A command? A question?


I start to tell her, ‘Don’t worry, I’m fine,’ but feel myself passing out before I can reach the end of the sentence. I sense myself sinking into the ground and realise that, given the remote location of Paige’s estate, there’s every chance I’ll have bled to death before medical assistance can reach me. 


The world is still silent, but Stacey is directly above me. I think she’s tending to my wound, but even that’s stopped hurting. Small mercies, you could call it. I see her look up at my face, and she’s shouting something in my direction. She’s also weeping. 


My head falls back and the sunlight dazzles me. Before I slide into unconsciousness, two things occur to me.


I didn’t think firefighters wept, and it’s far too nice a day to die.


Smoke drifts across the sun.
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Leonid’s Story Yekaterinburg, Russia. July, 1918


Smoke drifted across the naked light bulb. Leonid Pavlovich Kiselyov, one of the Russian soldiers tasked with the execution of the Romanovs and their retinue, realised the ‘procedure’, as Yurovsky had phrased it, was becoming a bloody shambles. They’d been shooting at the civilians, who stood and sat just feet away, for several minutes and yet only Nikolai and Alexandra were dead. Maria Romanova had been wounded, but not fatally. Leonid had seen the intoxicated Peter Ermakov shoot her in the thigh as she’d scurried towards the room’s rear doors. 


But, that aside, the condemned prisoners appeared astonishingly, almost supernaturally, uninjured. Alexei remained bolt upright in his armchair, a pale picture of horror and bewilderment. His sisters were screaming. Jemmy, Anastasia’s pet dog, barked incessantly. Eugene Botkin, the Romanovs’ doctor and Nikolai’s close friend, was yelling something – Leonid could not hear what exactly – before a bullet to his forehead finally silenced the physician. 


And, of course, the noise of sustained gunfire in the confines of this small semi-basement was immense. Shattering.


Grey-white smoke from the hot barrels of the sidearms filled the room and when he inhaled, Leonid could taste the sharp chemical tang of cordite and feel its caustic burn at the back of his throat. Visibility was further worsened by a heavy snowfall of dust from the plaster ceiling, loosened by the reverberation of the shooting. And yet Leonid could see that Olga, Tatiana, Maria, Anastasia and Alexei were all clearly alive. 


Before they’d entered the room, every member of the firing squad had been given rough instructions as to whom they should kill. Each soldier had nodded his compliance, as if agreeing to a minor matter such as manual labour, which was perhaps all that murder had become in Russia after so many years of warfare. But here, in this smoke-filled messy hell, the majority of them had opted to spend their ammunition on the adults. Even now, even here, the prospect of gunning down terrified young women was too unholy for most of the men.


Yet that didn’t explain everything. Ermakov and a couple of the other drunken assassins had taken plenty of shots at the Romanovas who remained relatively unscathed. Leonid felt sure it was simply an illusion born of the smoke and chaos, or his own mind playing tricks on him, but it looked, once or twice, as if bullets were ricocheting off the girls and zinging into the surrounding brickwork. 
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