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‘Everyone sees what you appear to be, few experience what you really are.’


Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince


 


‘Thus men forgot that all deities reside in the human breast.’


William Blake, The Marriage of Heaven and Hell






Prelude


April 12, 1945


So this, thought Oberst Franz Halder, is what Death looks like.


The girl was about twelve years old. She had freckles, strawberry-blonde pigtails and an intelligent, sharp-eyed look. Instead of a black cape, she was dressed in the uniform of the Bund Deutscher Mädel, the girls’ answer to the Hitler Youth. Instead of a scythe, she was holding out a woven basket containing about thirty polished brass cylinders, each five centimetres long. Each containing a glass vial filled with cyanide.


‘Entschuldigen Sie bitte, mein Herr. Would you care for one of these?’


Halder waved her away and carried on loitering at the back of the hall. He smoothed the sleeves of his Luftwaffe uniform and kept his eyes peeled for the baron.


Around him, a few hundred candles sputtered. A dozen third-tier Nazis shuffled out of the drizzle and into the draughty Beethoven Salle, the smaller concert venue being used after the Berlin Philharmonic had been bombed out of its home. They were trying not to look hungry, trying to show they didn’t care as Germany collapsed about them. Most of all, trying very hard not to think about the moment, any day now, when the Red Army would parade down Unter den Linden while staring at their wives and daughters.


The cold, damp air was beginning to warm with the scent of French perfume, the last dregs that Berlin’s high society matrons could coax out of a bottle. In the half-light, a few Waffen-SS and Wehrmacht officers queued to pay homage to Albert Speer, the Third Reich’s Minister for Armaments and War Production.


Somewhere, Halder knew, the Gestapo would still be watching.


He glanced at his smudged programme. The final aria of Wagner’s opera Götterdämmerung – Brünnhilde’s last great moment before riding into her beloved’s funeral pyre – would open the concert. The playing order had been devised by Speer himself. Halder watched the minister preen before his obsequious guests.


A mournful oboe, tuning the orchestra up for the Wagner, hushed the audience.


There was still no sign of the baron. Halder took his seat and waited for the interval with gnawing impatience. He scratched at the patch of red skin at the base of his neck.


After a minute, a man with a duelling scar, hooded eyes and morose expression sat down beside him.


‘Ah ha! You made it, Baron von Möllendorf. I was beginning to worry.’


‘I shall miss Wagner,’ said the baron, skipping a greeting. ‘The master of the leitmotif. Those mystical layers of musical expression that mutually enhance each one’s meaning and combine to magnify their power . . .’


His voice cracked.


‘Are you all right, Baron?’ Halder asked.


‘Pardon me. I have not eaten for a while.’


‘Not many have. To business then. Best be quick before the Lancasters come. You have it?’


Von Möllendorf nodded.


‘Here,’ he said, handing Halder a soft leather briefcase. ‘Your people were most helpful. We completed the task.’


Silence. The soloist, blessed with the physique of a dramatic soprano and the sardonic expression of a cabaret singer, padded onstage to applause. Götterdämmerung. The Twilight of the Gods. The burning of Valhalla.


‘My dear Oberst Halder, what a pleasure,’ said a voice behind him.


Halder turned and looked straight into the genial face of Reichminister Speer.


‘A meeting of minds,’ said Speer. ‘One of our greatest nuclear physicists deep in conference with Hitler’s most trusted adjutant. I am glad you have found each other.’


The minister leaned forward.


‘Good luck, gentlemen,’ he whispered.


The conductor lifted his baton. Götterdämmerung began . . .


After the concert, as Halder headed for the exit, the little girl from the Bund Deutscher Mädel barred his way again. This time she took one of the shining brass cylinders out of the basket and held it up to him, as if it were a delicious bonbon from Fassbender & Rausch.


‘They have asked us to offer them to everyone. In case a swift and honourable end is required, Herr Oberst,’ she said.


‘Do you know what Goethe said?’ he asked her. ‘“Death will come anyway, whether you are afraid of it or not.”’


Oberst Halder sighed and muttered a single word under his breath. His unique battle cry:


‘Neubrandenburg.’


He stretched out a hand towards the cylinder.


One never knew . . .
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GOLD
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The corpse had the room to itself. A luxury in Leningrad, where such bourgeois pretensions could attract jealous attention from your neighbours, even accusations of a counter-revolutionary sensibility. The kind of whisper that might elicit a midnight visit from the organs of the state. Luckily for this comrade, thought Major Oleg Nikitin, his brains are already splattered on the wall. Which at least meant that the victim – one Comrade Samosud – was, unlike the rest of the city’s one million citizens, beyond the reach of the MGB, the Ministry for State Security.


Even in such a small, mud-caked room crammed full of men perspiring into their uniforms, Major Nikitin did not pass unnoticed. His missing eye – the empty socket encircled by a scaly lava of scars – made sure of that.


Four of those MGB officers in long coats and large caps rimmed with blue bands poked into every grimy corner and examined every surface. They peered at the locks, the window, the exposed light bulb, the gas hob that didn’t work because the gas supply didn’t work either, at the filthy bucket, at the dust under the sagging bed, and in particular at the dark stain on one wall, new but dried.


Looking on were two officers from the militsiya, ordinary street-level police. They were present on the orders of their superior officer but were reluctant to do anything that might get them noticed. Mute witnesses to something or nothing – whatever the MGB best required them to see. Nikitin understood their predicament. He had, after all, once been an MGB officer doing the intimidating.


The men from state security tramped an irritable orbit around the room’s centrepiece, which was a slumped body that had been tied to a wooden chair. In the right side of the dead man’s head was a neat hole. Beneath it, a second one.


‘Comrade Major Nikitin? Oleg, is that you?’


Nikitin ignored the speaker, pulled his own cap lower and shouldered his way to an empty patch of wall in order to regard the corpse from another angle. In the early winter dusk, up here on the fourth floor of this handsome but neglected building, the watery street lamps were no help. And the flickering light bulb was already grating on his nerves.


The corpse wore a grey shirt and a dark-blue padded jacket, both of them open and hanging loose on its stout frame. On the bottom half was a pair of olive-green army-issue trousers and one brown slipper – he couldn’t see the other. The dead man looked like he had been in good condition. His pectoral muscles were well defined, the outline of his thighs and calves were visible.


‘Oleg?’


Fuck your mother.


Passing unrecognised had been wishful thinking. If his military uniform hadn’t made him stand out, the scar tissue that swarmed all over his face always did the trick. It was hard to keep a low profile with a face like his. But, as his bad luck would have it, one of the MGB officers was a comrade of long standing.


‘It is you. What do you think you are doing here?’


Nikitin glowered at the speaker. Rumyantsev – an MGB major. Ambitious but not overly blessed with brains. A few months ago, in another life, they had been on civil terms.


‘How nice to see you again, Volodya,’ said Nikitin. He gestured at the body. ‘Looks interesting. What is your conclusion?’


Rumyantsev looked around and barked at his men – who had paused in their endeavours and swivelled their ears towards this conversation – to mind their own business and keep searching for evidence. He turned back to Nikitin.


‘I am surprised, Oleg,’ he said in a low voice. ‘Surprised to see you alive. Alive and in this room, in the uniform of GRU military intelligence, asking me questions. I have heard all sorts of things about you. Should I shoot you now to save time and file my report later?’


Nikitin bared his stained teeth.


‘Inadvisable, Volodya. Defence Minister General Pletnev commands me now and he is a man with a long memory. If you want a couple of tanks and an infantry detachment up your arse, of course, then go ahead. And there are other members of the Politburo with a keen interest in my brains remaining inside my head.’


Rumyantsev adjusted his blue cap.


A chill draft blew through a gap where a window should have been. Like last year, the northern winter had come early. Leningrad was already blanketed in snow, which hid some parts of the Sennaya Market area that were improved by invisibility. But the snow could do little to spruce up the area’s more basic accommodation: hovels that had been endlessly subdivided, some partitioned by little more than curtains, or a combination of mud-spattered towels and dirty laundry. This one was a notch up. Samosud, whoever he turned out to be, had had no roommates, though there was precious little to adorn his room other than the bed and the useless hob.


‘General Pletnev, eh? The Hero of the Seelow Heights. You do have some impressive friends,’ said Rumyantsev. ‘I’m curious, how did you get here so fast? Was it them?’ He nodded at the cops. ‘Still got informers in the militia? Letting you know about a mysterious murder?’


That window must have been broken recently, thought Nikitin. No one would have left it with the temperature dropping like it was. Even a couple of pieces of cardboard or plywood and some mud would have been preferable to the late-October wind. And there were shards of glass on the ground that no one had swept up.


Shards of glass on the inside of the room.


‘Is he like the other one?’ asked Nikitin, pointing at the dead body.


For a split second, Rumyantsev looked furious.


‘The other one?’


Yes, I know about the other one . . .


‘Well, it has been a pleasure, Major Rumyantsev,’ Nikitin said. He marched towards the door.


‘Wait!’ snapped Rumyantsev.


The two ordinary militia officers didn’t move but the MGB agents felt for their pistols.


‘In the name of Soviet revolutionary justice, I . . .’


‘If you utter the next words, Volodya, they will be your last,’ roared Nikitin, whose pistol had materialised from nowhere and was now pointing at Rumyantsev. ‘You blue-hats may have power over the life and death of every Soviet citizen, but that power stops with officers of the military’s Main Investigative Directorate, where you have power over nothing – not the colour of my piss or the smell of my shit – and if you reach another inch for that Nagant then I shall make you the second corpse in this room and I’ll be sure to send Comrade Beria himself a card of condolence.’


Rumyantsev kept still but his gaze never faltered.


‘You’re dead anyway, Oleg,’ he said. ‘They say Beria wants you dangling on a hook. With your feet tapping along to “Dark is the Night”. Today or another day. He’ll get you.’


Nikitin saluted with his pistol, backed out of the room and began to walk down the stairs.


‘In the dark night, I know that you, my love, are sleeping,’ he sang as he went. ‘And are furtively wiping a tear by the cradle . . .’


The lyrics of the song – much loved by Leningraders as part of the soundtrack to Leonid Lukov’s wartime film Two Soldiers – made him think of Kristina, his wife.


*


Nikitin waited and watched from across the square, cupping his cigarette – a Polish import he didn’t much like – in his palm. The MGB officers left, bickering about the next Zenit–CSKA match as they got into their black car.


Moments later the two militia officers appeared, carrying the corpse on a stretcher and struggling with the dead weight. The top half of the body was covered with a coat, while a pair of worker’s boots dangled either side of the wooden poles. With each jolt, the left boot gave one of the officers a vengeful kick to the groin. The officers slid their cargo onto the back of a truck: a wartime ZIS with an outsize wooden crate screwed to its fuselage.


People – housewives shopping for supplies, workers who had been let off shift early – were stopping and staring. That was unusual. The Soviet citizen was not meant to come face to face with crime, let alone take an interest in it. But the crowd kept forming until the militia yelled at it to disperse.


The ZIS trundled off and order was restored. Nikitin gave a loud whistle. Spotting him, the militia officers hurried over.


Without a word, one of them felt in his pocket and handed over its contents. A rolled-up piece of paper, about six centimetres long.


‘Just as you said, Comrade Major,’ said the young militia officer. He was frightened and eager to please. ‘At the back of the throat.’


Nikitin smiled.


‘Well done. Anyone else still up there?’


‘No, Comrade Major.’


‘Very well. Give my regards to Captain Lipukhin,’ he said. ‘Obviously you will now forget about this or . . .’


The two men reddened, nodded, and fled.


Nikitin watched the passage of people to and fro across Sennaya Square for a few minutes before he ventured from his doorway and ascended the creaking wooden staircase back up to the deceased’s apartment. He had to move fast.


The stain on the wall was at the same height as the victim’s head. He had been shot while trussed to the chair. Nikitin soon found two neat holes amid the red stain on the wall – Rumyantsev and his MGB agents had removed the bullets. Small-calibre pistol rounds.


But he was looking for something else, and within five minutes of groping under cupboards and flicking away spiders and cockroaches, he’d found it. A slightly uneven floorboard under the bed. He lifted the board and his fingers closed on the cold of metal.


A gold medallion, just like the other one. With the same unique stamp.


That made two of them. Two men murdered in the same way, both with scraps of paper in their mouths. Both in possession of the same medallion.


Over the past year, Major Oleg Nikitin had seen friends cross the street to avoid him. Allies had turned to enemies. But his new masters – the GRU – were equally distrustful of him. Even contemptuous. And, for a reason he could not yet understand, impatient.


Nikitin was by training and temperament an interrogator, not an investigator. Now he had more evidence, yet still little idea of how to interpret it.


But – several thousand kilometres away from Leningrad, in the wastelands of the Siberian north – there was one man who could help him.


Provided he was still alive.
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‘Thoughts of love, of home, of women’s bodies, a foolish belief in justice . . . None of that will get you through this. You have to find something to hate.’


The old lag who had given Revol Rossel this piece of wisdom on his very first day in Igarka had long since had his throat slit.


The stupid zek hadn’t even taken his own advice . . .


Rossel had, though. To the letter.


Something to hate.


Right now, fuck your mother, it was the piece of gravel that had found its way into the toe of his left boot.


The former senior lieutenant in the People’s Militia and the five other tethered men strained like a team of carthorses as they tried to move an enormous barrel full of rocks and rubble through the Siberian snow, one painful footstep after another. Three prisoners in front of the barrel, which was shaped like a giant cotton reel, doing the pulling. Three behind. Their eyes ached, their frozen nose hairs pricked them like miniature icicles, their breath broke into a million crystals as soon as it left their mouths. Moving this primitive steamroller, with each pass they flattened the ground another metre for the sleepers and rails that would be laid down from Igarka to Salekhard.


All 1,300 kilometres of it.


Life in a Corrective Labour Camp, under the jurisdiction of the GULAG, or Main Camps Directorate, stripped away the layers of a human being. Left you with almost nothing. As if some mischievous Slavic god was rubbing away at a tiny point on your skull with sandpaper to see what they might discover there. Usually, it was hunger. Because hunger slowly became all that you were.


‘Let us say a prayer together,’ said Babayan, the thick-bearded priest with messianic, pale-blue eyes, heaving at the barrel to Rossel’s right.


‘Not another prayer – give us all a fucking break, you Armenian halfwit,’ shouted someone.


To his left – shuffling, stick-thin and pale as the permafrost – was Alexander Vustin. A singer, a baritone soloist in Stalingrad’s main opera house, a precocious composer of some repute, and now, like many other “politicals” in the camps, an Enemy of the People.


It had been ten long months since Rossel had disappeared into the GULAG system. Two en route to the far north by rail, road and barge. Eight at this colony, so new and remote it was known only as 105th Kilometre, its distance from Igarka. In that time, he had talked about music with Vustin more than he had with anyone in his life. Of the Russians, Shostakovich was good but Prokofiev superior, Vustin proclaimed. Rachmaninov was sometimes kitsch, sometimes great, mostly pleasant. Stravinsky was the genius. Khachaturian could kiss Vustin’s arse and anyone else’s arse. Rossel was inclined to agree.


‘Until Prokofiev lost his nerve and started worrying about what the Party thought of his music,’ Vustin had said, shivering so much he could barely find his mouth with his roll-up, ‘then he was dermo, complete crap, like those simpletons who founded the Russian Association of Proletarian Musicians. Nothing but pompous cantatas for the masses – bombast that signified nothing . . .’


Their conversations had helped to keep Rossel sane. Vustin had not been so lucky. As a boy, Vustin’s mother and father had been burned alive in the Nazi bombardment of Stalingrad. Now, as his moods changed, his brittle eyes roamed everywhere, trying not to meet your gaze. Any loud noise would shock the boy. He would throw up his hands to his ears and begin to sing random operatic arias – the Italians, like Verdi or Puccini – as a poetic coping mechanism. Only Rossel’s voice would settle him, make him listen, let him see the world again. He could draw Vustin back from the brink of madness into the shared reverie of their musical discourse.


Under their feet was a layer of sand over a layer of ballast, over more sand, over a layer of logs and brushwood. And somewhere in the mix, a layer or two of bones. You either continued laying the line or became part of it. Come the summer, the whole mess would almost certainly sink into the thick, soul-sucking Turukhansky mud.


The haulers, enmeshed in rope, had marginally the worst of it. It was not much fun for the men pushing the barrel behind them, either. Such was its size – almost two metres in diameter – neither group could see the other. They were, however, united in misery. Daily brothers in a bleak despair. Not far away, another group toiled: chopping wood, hauling steel rails. And then another. And another.


Rossel’s team staggered as the barrel slipped on the iron-hard ground, dragging them to the left. His knees buckled. The big toe of his left foot ground into the little stone.


Fuck . . .


‘Back!’


A guard fifty metres away, one foot on a tree stump, yelled and waved his arm. ‘That way, bastards – follow the line, fuck your mother . . .’


The men grunted in unison and bit their lips as they hauled the barrel back on course.


But nothing could stop Babayan praying.


‘Gospodi, Isusye Khristye, syne Bozhii, pomilui menya greshnago . . . Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me a sinner . . .’


‘Your God had better compensate us for this shit one day soon,’ muttered a man from the other side of the barrel. ‘Or, as long as he offers me a place by his fire, I’ll sin all the Devil likes.’


Babayan spat on the ground, the brown froth turning to ice.


‘The Lord already rewards us,’ said the Armenian. ‘Only yesterday I had a vision of Our Lady of Kazan walking down the track towards us. The good lady and two others. Shadows in the snow, like my mother once saw upon the slopes of Mount Ararat, resting place of the Ark of Noah.’


Babayan’s chest rattled. The old priest fell silent for a few paces.


‘Little girls, little boys,’ said the disgruntled zek. ‘Babushki, dyedushki, cows, pigs, chickens – makes no odds, I’ll stick my dick in them all. Anything for a place by that fire.’


This far north, high above the Arctic Circle, there were many ways the human spirit could be broken. One was the first moment of real cold. Not just the arrival of snow and frost but the first day it reached minus twenty-five, minus thirty. The realisation that descended upon all the prisoners that it was only going to get colder and darker. It hit them all hard: the politicals sentenced under Article 58; the Vory, the Thieves – and their deadly rivals, the Suki, or Bitches; and Hitler’s orphaned warriors, the clutch of German POWs who had never been sent home.


All of them.


Once the ice crawled into your bones there was no hope of a thaw.


This year, the moment had long since passed. Already, in the first week of November, everyone in the camp was sick with something. Bones ached, chests wheezed, teeth rattled, fingers rotted.


Then, sometime in February, came the unshakeable conviction that winter would never end. Without fail, that was a day for someone to step beyond the wire into the forbidden zone. Become target practice for the guards. The other side of your last breath, some zeks reasoned, had to be a warmer place than here.


‘So two other figures followed the Blessed Lady,’ Babayan resumed. ‘She was as plain to see as you or me but the others were mere spectres. Still, I recognised them – the last Tsar himself, Nicholas, and his poor child, the boy Alexei. God has raised these martyrs to his kingdom. His mercy is infinite.’


As the wind and snow swirled, whiteness danced all around them. Rossel kept his eyes fixed ahead of him on the dirty trail that curved into the taiga. Here was a world of nothing. And they were at its centre.


In another, distant life, he had been a student of the violin at the Leningrad Conservatoire. Despite teenage years wasted in a state orphanage, despite the stigma of his parents’ political mortification, he’d still had the talent to force his way in. Enough to dazzle his professors, to excel in his exams, to prompt predictions of an exceptional career.


But he’d been a loose-lipped young man who liked to joke and tell stories.


Too quick with smart remarks. Too candid.


In the Soviet Union, candour could be a fatal flaw.


He had paid for that.


Not just me.


What would Mussorgsky have made of these brittle, jangling flurries? he wondered. How would that great composer have scored this void?


Igarka was a place that made the concept of infinity seem close to hand. Tangible. That of mercy, impossibly remote.


*


Another hour gone, another hour spent listening to the incessant chatter of your own teeth. But Igarka’s hourglass was illusory. Sand slipped to the bottom, yes, but it never emptied. And just like the grains in the glass there was no possibility of escape.


To the left and the right, Rossel knew, was thick Siberian forest, though there was a wasteland of fifty or sixty metres, cleared by other prisoners, before you got to the treeline. The railway was due to head west, though no one in 105th Kilometre believed it would ever be completed. Great chunks of it had already sunk into the mire in the summers or simply shattered in the winters. North – maybe two hundred kilometres away, they reckoned – was the edge of Russia and the shore of the Kara Sea. At their backs was the Yenisei River, which if you followed it south would eventually take you to Krasnoyarsk or on to Mongolia.


But to the zeks of 105th Kilometre, these were meaningless, abstract points of context. All they knew was that the railway track stopped about fifty metres behind them and until they had prepared the way it would go no further. And if they stopped moving their human steamroller, the four guards watching them with rifles at the ready would shoot them where they stood.


Gospodi, Isusye Khristye, syne Bozhii . . .


Babayan’s daily prayers, Rossel understood, would not be answered. Perhaps the Armenian sensed that, too. For in Igarka, it was the Devil who was omnipotent and omnipresent – in the shape of a guard, an informer, a Thief; in the chill in your bones and the dead weight of hopelessness you felt pressing down on your soul as soon as you opened your eyes each morning.


Rossel stumbled.


Fuck your mother . . .


And sometimes just a stone in your shoe.


Even a slight incline meant trouble. After you’d hauled the steamroller for a couple of kilometres, another centimetre or two felt like you were climbing Mount Elbrus. An upward slope made Rossel’s muscles scream; a downward one put all their lives in the hands of the men behind the barrel, heaving back on the wet wooden beams that were fixed like a yoke to its rudimentary axle. And crushing a foot meant not being able to walk back to the camp – a death sentence. No zek would waste one drop of their own precious strength on carrying an injured worker.


At least it had stopped snowing.


Some days it was better not to talk. On other days, talking was what got you through it. Today, Rossel, decided, he would indulge Babayan’s babblings.


‘What do you see when you look beyond the forest, Revol?’ said Babayan. He was certain the old priest wanted to save his soul.


Rossel grimaced as the steamroller veered to the left.


‘I see Leningrad. The trams bursting through Theatre Square,’ he answered. ‘The twinkling chandeliers of the Glazunov Hall in the conservatoire, when I was a student there.’


The barrel let out a banshee wail as it creaked and groaned across the packed ice and snow.


‘I see the Anichkov Bridge, and a young fool declaiming the poetry of Mayakovsky through a loudhailer. “Behold what quiet settles on the world. Night wraps the sky in tribute from the stars. In hours like these, one rises to address. The ages, history, and all creation . . .”’


A boy who should have known better.


‘Ah, Mayakovsky,’ said a man further along the row with a deep sigh. ‘Now there was a real muzhik – a lover, a drinker, a madman. They say the thought of suicide was like a cancer in him. At first, a whisper. In his last days, a never-ending scream.’


Rossel didn’t know the speaker but the accent was Baltic. A Lithuanian, perhaps. There were plenty of Balts rotting in the string of camps along the line, all the way to Yermakovo.


Inside his head, Rossel swore. He shouldn’t have mentioned being a student at the conservatoire. It was a mistake to reveal anything. Every tiny morsel of someone’s soul might be something for the Thieves back at camp to bite into.


If they ever found out that he had been an officer of the Leningrad militia . . .


They would tear him to pieces.


‘What else, Revol?’ urged Babayan.


‘Just pull this fucking thing . . .’


For the next hour they struggled in silence, reserving all strength for their labour. Shock work is the path to liberation! declared a ragged banner nailed to the side of the main barracks back in the camp. The camp commander would point to it every time someone was pulled out of roll call, beaten by the guards and sent to the isolating cells.


The sun, which had made only the most reluctant appearance that day, soon retreated again. That meant it was about three o’clock. In another hour, perhaps less, it would be time to return.


‘How many years?’ said Babayan.


‘What?’


Rossel was only half-listening. They had only a few minutes of rest every hour – some zeks had quotas measured in kilograms of coal or fallen logs. Theirs was measured in metres. A tiny shortfall meant less bread, a smaller measure of soup – lukewarm water with a scrap of fish skin in it. He kept his eyes on the treeline.


‘How many years is your sentence?’ repeated the priest.


Rossel shrugged.


Babayan frowned. ‘Everyone counts every day of their sentence. Everyone knows how long they have served and how long they have left.’


‘Not me. I am here for as long as one man wants me to be here.’


‘Comrade Stalin?’


Rossel found this worth a smile. He shook his head.


The priest grunted. ‘I hear it all the time. “If only the great Stalin knew about this place,” the new lads say, “he would put a stop to it. If only Stalin knew . . .”’


Rossel sighed and forced his shoulders forward in the yoke.


You have to find something to hate.


Even before arriving in Igarka, even before being sent out on the long march to the furthest outposts of this GULAG cluster, long before he and his fellow prisoners had hauled every tool with them and been forced to build their own barracks, he had found something to hate. Someone, at least.


Major Oleg Nikitin.


At first, a whisper . . .


Sometimes, the detective knew, what was true of suicide could also be true of murder.
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Up ahead, the distant watchtowers and searchlights of the camp bled a line of light into the darkness. Like phantoms, the column of zeks floated towards it.


Rossel shivered and pulled his ragged scarf tighter around his head. The cold was so intense now it was burning his exposed skin. Raw wind whipped the snow into flurries that stung his face. His gut was growling. Everyone was thinking about one thing. Bread. Except Babayan, whose head was filled with God and the royal family. And Vustin, whose young mind was, as ever, a tangle of musical notes.


‘Gospodi, Isusye Khristye, syne . . .’ chanted the priest.


‘Shut it, you dirty Armenian piece of shit. Unless that God of yours is a baker,’ shouted a prisoner behind them in the column.


‘Gospodi, Isusye . . .’


A young guard had drifted closer to the main phalanx of prisoners without them noticing.


‘God is dead, Armenian pig,’ said the guard. ‘Christ is in the sewer. Not another word out of your filthy mouth.’


Do as he says, Rossel thought. He is a zealot, too, every bit as much as you, Babayan. I can tell. I remember them well from my days in the League of the Militant Godless.


‘I shall pray for your soul, young man, which shall come to His mercy . . .’


That was a bad . . .


The guard closed the distance to Babayan with unexpected speed and smashed the butt of his rifle into the priest’s head. Babayan reeled. He fell into the arms of one of his fellow prisoners, who cursed and pushed him away. He managed to keep on his feet but was no longer walking.


‘Don’t stop for him,’ muttered another zek. ‘Don’t help the stupid piece of shit. I want to eat.’


‘The struggle against religion is the struggle for socialism,’ shouted the guard.


It was a slogan Rossel knew well. It was etched on his brain from the endless assemblies of the League of Militant Godless that he had attended as a youth. He had been determined to outdo his comrades in atheist fervour; desperate to wish away God’s prying eyes and God’s judgment; and – most of all, concerning the fate of his mother and father – to wish away his own judgment, too.


They heard the bolt being drawn back on his rifle. The full stop at the end of Babayan’s next sentence would be a bullet from a Tokarev SVT-40.


‘Excuse me, comrade. May I interject?’


Rossel felt a twist in his gut. It was Vustin’s high-pitched warble. Brought up by his grandfather, a rich landowner – now a hated kulak in the eyes of the Soviet state – the boy’s naivety was such that even in Igarka he made no attempt to disguise his education and upbringing.


‘Who do you think are you, Comrade Interject? The fucking tsar himself?’


The guard shoved his face spit-close to Vustin’s. He raised the tip of his rifle and fired into the air.


Vustin blinked twice, put his hand over his ears, and began to sing. A touch of Tchaikovsky. An aria from The Queen of Spades.


Now the guard aimed the rifle straight at Vustin.


‘Stop singing, mudak, or so help me I’ll . . .’


But Vustin couldn’t stop.


‘“Here come our warriors, our little soldiers, Aren’t they smart? Stand aside, there, stand aside! . . .”’


The guard shoved the rifle into the side of Vustin’s head.


‘You won’t stop, then I’ll stop you.’


‘“The foe is wicked, be on your guard! . . . Flee or surrender! Hurrah! Hurrah! . . .”’


The Tokarev jammed on the first shot, which enraged the guard even more. He ripped out the magazine and yanked at the bolt.


Rossel’s throat tightened. He stepped out of line. They were only fifty metres from the fence. The other guards were yelling now, hurrying towards the commotion. A searchlight from one of the watchtowers, drawn by the shot, had picked them out.


‘Comrade, please, wait!’


Rossel’s voice was muffled. It sounded impotent in the howling wind, the snow and the dark. He raised his hands in surrender and opened his mouth to implore the guard to show mercy.


‘The boy is unwell, he does not understand. I can sometimes reason with h—’


The second bullet hit Vustin in the forehead. He went down without another sound.


*


The dead man’s tongue lolled out of the side of his mouth.


‘It looks, for all the world,’ came Babayan’s ethereal voice from behind Rossel, ‘like the serpent that made its home in Eden.’


A red-faced lieutenant, panting after the exertion of running through the drifts, snapped at the guard who had killed Vustin. ‘Idiot! More forms for me to fill in three times over. One less prisoner to push the barrel. You’re not fit to guard the shithouse, Dernov.’


Another guard kicked Babayan in the ribs as he knelt over the dead Vustin and ordered him to head for the gates. The Armenian groaned and held his side. Blood was still trickling down his face.


 ‘You can drag him back the rest of the way, blockhead. You,’ the guard pointed to Rossel, ‘you help him. The rest of you bastards – back to camp, quick.’


Then both he and the lieutenant ran to catch up with the labour brigade, cursing in unison as they went.


Rossel looked down at Vustin. His eyes were open, his expression serene. The hole was neat. In the glare of the camp lights, he could just make out a dark halo spreading around the young composer’s head.


Angry at the dressing down he had received, rather than the murder he had just committed, Dernov’s face was flushed.


‘What are you waiting for?’ he shouted.


They took an arm each and began to drag Vustin towards the camp.


‘A martyr,’ Rossel heard Babayan mutter under his breath. ‘The boy has the look of the little tsarevich, Alexei. And the aura of a slaughtered saint . . .’


*


As Rossel and Babayan arrived back in camp, the rest of the brigade was already lined up in the main parade ground. They broke ranks when the composer’s corpse was deposited on the snow and the guards made no effort to stop them. In the camp, clothes were priceless.


A fight soon broke out over Vustin’s coat.


‘What do you want, Rossel?’ said Denikin, a professor of Marxist literature from Kursk, as he bent over Vustin’s body. ‘His socks? His pants?’


Marx’s manifesto, Rossel remembered, said Communism could be distilled to a single sentence: the abolition of private property. The professor must have missed that lecture.


As the prisoners tore open Vustin’s jacket, a piece of paper flew out. Then another, and another, fluttering and floating over the roll call area, over the camp’s inner fence, up among the snowflakes in the searchlight beams and onward into the night. Rossel chased one down and caught it. He looked at it and ran back to the squabbling prisoners, booting them out of the way and joining the mêlée, ignoring the elbows to his face and blows to his ribs. He ripped the coat out of the hands of a burly Ukrainian who thought he had triumphed. Then he reached inside and his rag-covered hands brought out more paper, which he jammed into his own pockets. Rossel looked around but the guards were still too busy watching and laughing at the fight for Vustin’s clothes.


Soon the corpse was naked.


He flung the coat at Denikin. ‘Here,’ he said. ‘I think Marx would want you to have it.’


Then Rossel stepped aside and stood still as he watched more of the papers drift over the fence and disappear into the darkness.


They, at least, were free.


Babayan approached, touching Rossel’s arm.


‘All of a sudden, you seem at peace, my friend,’ said the Armenian. ‘What was written on Vustin’s papers?’


Rossel turned to face the old priest.


‘A miracle of sorts, Babayan,’ he said. ‘One greater than anything in your holy books.’
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A detachment of German PoWs had come out to the far extremity of the railway work to cart out and lay the sleepers. They were a pitiful sight – hunched, weak, friendless, bullied. They must know how the world regarded them and their fellow countrymen, thought Rossel. And yet, no longer the Wehrmacht’s gleaming legionaries, they still looked bemused at how far they had fallen.


It was not the first time the PoWs had been called upon to assist with the railway’s construction. They had set to work with only rudimentary directions, measuring the distance between sleepers with lengths of rod and a certain choreography. At rest time they huddled together.


All except one, who leaned on a sloping tree stump a couple of dozen metres away from his Kameraden.


Holding up a smoke, Rossel approached. He kept an eye on the guards but they took no notice.


The Fritz was watching him sidelong. Rossel realised that every German in the camp had to make judgments on every Russian, instant assessments of whether they represented danger or indifference.


‘Walter,’ said the German, extending his hand.


Rossel took it.


‘Rossel,’ he replied.


Walter frowned. ‘Rossel? Sind Sie Deutscher?’


Rossel shook his head. ‘Russian. But descended from the Volga Germans. Povolzhskiye nyemtsy. Volga, Volga. Immigrants. Long time ago – eighteenth century, I think.’ He made a looping gesture to indicate the passage of time. Walter seemed to understand. ‘My father,’ Rossel added. ‘Papa. Communist. Bolshevik. Didn’t talk about much his ancestors.’


Walter talked on in German, a babble that might have been a commentary on Communism, immigration or the weather. The Fritz took one last heavy drag on the wad of makhorka – the roughest of rough tobacco, which Rossel had lent him – and handed it back.


‘Wunderbar. Vielen Dank!’


The German PoWs numbered around thirty. They had spent seven years in the Soviet Union and found themselves in an Arctic labour camp that didn’t even have a proper name. Neither guards nor Russian prisoners mixed with them enough for them to learn more than a few words of Russian. In the eyes of the more rabid camp commanders, fraternization could mean a few more years on the end of your sentence.


But what did that matter to him, he thought, a man who hadn’t even been told how long his own sentence was?


Rossel was tempted to get Walter to teach him a few obscenities in German. Just to confuse the guards. But Walter looked a little on the cultured side.


‘You like music, Walter? Beethoven, Brahms, Schumann?’


Walter nodded.


‘Brahms, da . . .’ The German hummed the last bars of a Brahms lullaby. ‘“Morgen früh, wenn Gott will, wirst du wieder geweckt.” My mother used to sing . . . to me sing it.’


‘“Tomorrow morning, if God wills, you will wake once again.”’ Rossel repeated the line in Russian. He smiled. ‘Some days in Igarka I have wished God might will the exact opposite . . . I was a musician,’ Rossel said, pointing to himself.


‘Musiker?’ Walter approved. ‘Mozart, Beethoven, Wagner.’ He asked a question Rossel didn’t understand but the word ‘instrument’ was the same in both languages. Rossel mimed playing a violin. Then held up his left hand, pushing down with his right on the glove and rags entwined around it to reveal the absence of two fingers.


‘NKVD did this. Or MGB, as they’re called now,’ he said.


Walter thought about it and winced.


‘Physiker,’ he said, tapping his chest. ‘Raketen.’ He made the obligatory whooshing sound and pointed at the sky. Then he pointed out a few more of his fellow POWs.


‘Physiker, Chemiker, Physiker,’ he said. ‘Ein Kernphysiker,’ he added, jabbing a hand at the tallest, most drooping POW: a man in his late fifties with a long scar across his cheek and a glazed expression in his eyes. The latter had been beaten senseless by the guards shortly after arriving at the main camp in Igarka. Life 105 kilometres further west had not improved his health. He was now no more than a simpleton. But he was a favourite of the Thieves, who made a pet of him at their nightly card games in the camp forge, feeding him scraps and calling him Tsar Suka, King Bitch. What the criminals liked, Rossel thought, was how far they sensed the man had fallen. His features were aristocratic but his hunched shoulders, wary eyes and cowering demeanour now gave him the bearing of the humblest servant. His fellow countrymen tried to protect him but they didn’t have the will or the numbers to fend off the Thieves.


‘Not soldiers?’


Walter shook his head.


‘Nein – ich meine, ja . . . in den letzten Kriegstagen.’


A whistle blew. Rossel nodded at Walter, who bowed.


Ten years ago the Germans had conquered most of Europe. Now they were grateful for a free puff on a cigarette.


*


It took some dark stars to align for a night like this.


Such nights came when the labour gangs had left a prisoner or two for dead. Not that the other zeks cared much now for lost comrades. But, for a few – once they had chewed on mouldy black bread and drunk rank broth – the emptiness that was left inside was filled with the anger of impotence.


They came when the craziest Thieves from antagonistic clans got off shift at the same time. A challenge to play cards. Insults. Challenge accepted. High stakes – including other men’s clothes, tobacco and lives. Such nights came when the stench of one hundred men crammed into one barrack hut mingled with the bittersweet tang of samogon: homebrew brewed from pilfered yeast, sugar and leftover grain or potato skin, or diluted industrial alcohol. Mix it all up in the cauldron of the barracks, add a dash of brutal struggle against a ruthless enemy, and you conjured up chaos.


There were two big barracks like these. In one ruled the old-school Vory, the Thieves, the ones who adhered to the vow never to cooperate with the authorities. In the other ruled the Suki, the Bitches – criminals who saw power and opportunity in working, even at arm’s length, with the State.


War had broken out between them, war that was vicious and unending.


In both barracks survived the politicals – cowering intellectuals who had written the wrong book or staged the wrong play, or academics, like Denikin, who had proposed the wrong theory. Banished to the coldest corners, wondering if their lives were spinning with the dice at the game of craps taking place in the centre of the wooden building, where there were flickers of light and warmth. To be a political was to live your life as prey. To survive, a man needed to be vigilant. The remotest points of the Soviet justice system, GULAG satellites such as 105th Kilometre were the most lawless places on Earth.


But that didn’t mean there weren’t rules. And in Igarka, a Thief called Kuba was the one who made them. As a would-be rival was finding out.


Sobol was in a bad way.


On his bunk not far from the centre of the hut, sweating, writhing, clutching his stomach, the thickset thief had repeatedly soiled himself.


‘Fuck you, Sobol, it smells like Death’s arsehole in here,’ said a pug-faced man with a tattoo of Lenin on his neck.


Sobol groaned. He was oblivious to the curses and kicks of the prisoners in the bunks around him, which doubled in vigour with each bout of retching and every involuntary bowel motion. From time to time he would scream out garbled phrases. Once, he cried out for his mother, earning raucous mockery from the barracks at large.


Further down the barracks, the tattooist Oblonsky set out his tools. A needle, fashioned from a piece of metal wire that had been heated until it split, threaded through an empty fountain pen. The ink was made from ash or the soot of burnt tyre rubber, mixed with urine. Some camp tattooists claimed to use alcohol to sterilize the mixture, but in 105th Kilometre there was not a drop of alcohol that went undrunk.


‘Poisoned,’ said Oblonsky, gesturing at Sobol. ‘Kuba’s orders. Sobol let his guard down.’


Rossel undid the laces of his camp-issue smock.


‘Poganka?’


Oblonsky nodded.


‘Back in the summer,’ said the tattooist, squinting at his handiwork, ‘somebody picked and hoarded a load of it and slipped a sample into our friend’s ration.’


Russia was a nation of forest foragers. The Death Cap mushroom claimed the lives of a few unwary souls each year. It was known to be an agonising way to go.


‘He was making a play for Kuba’s throne. Normally Kuba gets Medvedev, the Bear, to sort that stuff out. This time he was more . . . subtle.’ He nodded at the shitting, shrieking wreck a few bunks away. ‘If you can call it that.’


Oblonsky inspected the progress of his handiwork to date – the outline of a large seabird on Rossel’s chest – and grunted. ‘The other wing today, or most of it. Whatever you can bear. If Ilya Repin had painted on a canvas that squirmed like you do, his daubs would have taken him a lot longer. That’s what I tell all my customers.’


The tattooist set to work, puncturing Rossel’s skin repeatedly with quick jabs, moving millimetre by millimetre. Rossel set a piece of old tyre between his teeth and kept as still as he could.


The first buildings of this penal labour camp had been hewn out of timber from the vast northern forests four or five years previously. Intended as just another staging post on a project that consumed prisoners in their hundreds, it had swelled almost to the size of a central camp – the hubs from which expendable workers were sent out to colonise the wastelands above the Arctic Circle.


A speck of grit in the snow to which other specks had clung, and stuck, Rossel thought.


A stocky Georgian with a broken nose appeared at Oblonsky’s shoulder. He pointed at the bird on Rossel’s chest.


‘Hey, you. Albatross. Get ready,’ he said. ‘Tomorrow night, Kuba wants to hear another one of your stories. Better make it a good one, too. He’s not been in the best of moods lately.’
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In your dreams you could escape. You could walk past the Sphinxes that guarded the Fontanka’s elaborate Egyptian bridge. Visit the Hermitage and fall in love with your favourite painting all over again. Stand outside the Kirov Opera, float through its walls and . . . just listen.


But then morning dropped like a guillotine. And you woke up back in 105th Kilometre.


Outside, a luckless Mongolian conscript was sent out to amble around the barracks and hammer two pots together. The perimeter lights were turned on. It was five o’clock.


Inside the barracks the glow from the lights, even amplified by the snow, was muted by the thickening patina of ice on the windows. Every muscle aching from his labours by day and constant shivering at night, Rossel stared up at the misshapen icicles hanging from the rafters. He coughed. The rasping in his chest was something else to worry about. In the camps, if another prisoner didn’t steal up behind you and slit your throat, Death – typhus, tuberculosis – hid inside you, waiting.


Some zeks rose immediately. It was the only way to warm up: to get moving, to go rooting for scraps of cloth or anything going spare that might be bartered. Or it might be your turn to take out what Babayan, in a rare attempt at humour, called ‘Satan’s chalices’ – the big pisspots.


With an effort, Rossel got as far as sitting up. He had only one blanket but before winter had arrived he’d had the foresight to stitch pieces of rag into it. Even pieces of cardboard, or scraps of tyre. Anything that might trap and warm some air. In the bigger camps, especially the transit hubs, zeks would bargain anything that wasn’t nailed down. In 105th Kilometre, there was nothing spare to bargain. Every scrap was precious.


Take a man’s blanket and you took his life.


Stiff and sore, Rossel slipped his own blanket from his torso, felt for his bowl and makeshift fork inside the bag of kindling and sawdust that he’d constructed as a pillow, and slid down from his bunk. Oblonsky was snoring like a bear. He followed a group of three or four zeks out of the barracks, intending to head straight for the canteen.


Over to his left, he saw Babayan, head bowed and making the sign of the cross several times, facing the barracks and crouched over the spot where Vustin’s body had been discarded and stripped. As usual, the Armenian was saying a prayer.


‘Let those who fear the Lord say his love endures forever . . .’


Babayan heard Rossel’s boot crunching in the snow and looked up.


‘Vustin was like Venerable Isaac, the hermit of the caves,’ he said. ‘An innocent, a Fool-in-Christ, as we say.’


He resumed his chanting.


‘The Lord is with me, I will not be afraid. What can any man do to me?’


Rossel cast an eye around, partly because it was wise to watch your own back but also because the number of things the powerful could do to the weak out here were limitless.


‘Will you not pray for him with me, Rossel?’ said Babayan.


Rossel shook his head.


‘As I have told you, I was once a member of the League of the Militant Godless,’ he said.


Babayan frowned. ‘The enemies of Christ,’ he said.


Rossel nodded.


‘They left their mark. I’m no believer.’


The old priest looked forlorn.


‘You’re wrong my friend. Our new saint, our great martyr, our Holy Vustin told me he’d never met someone who looked so like he was carrying a great sin inside him.’


‘A great sin?’


Babayan smiled.


‘That’s why the boy liked you, Rossel. All martyrs aspire to carry the Lord’s cross. He was jealous of your soul’s burden.’


*


A spatter of watery buckwheat gruel did little to stop the ache in his gut. Rossel, eager to find a moment of solitude, rushed it down, stashed his slice of black bread inside his jacket for later, skirted the main parade ground and sat on a log behind the infirmary, by the camp’s eastern perimeter fence.


He pulled out the papers he had recovered from Vustin’s coat and unfurled them with icy fingers. They were rectangular and yellowing. The typed lettering was beginning to fade but there was no mistaking the nature of the documents.


STATEMENT


‘In the interests of Soviet justice and of suppressing all threat of an outbreak of counterrevolutionary activity in the northern administration of correctional labour camps, Bureau XXVI of the regional Ministry for State Security orders the shooting of ARTYOM KERZHAKOV the sentence to be carried out without delay.’


Each document was dated, the earliest from around July 1949 and the latest only three weeks ago, and the names on each were scribbled in block capitals. The signatures were hard to read but Rossel thought he could make out a Major Kirillov. It was a name he had not encountered in 105th Kilometre, or in any of the transit camps through which he had passed, many of which would certainly have been subject to the oversight of the Ministry for State Security, the MGB.


The empty spaces were all filled in by hand. It was a roll call of the dead.


 


Abramov. Akunin. Alexeev. Astilin. Bogdanov. Braginsky. Vertukhin . . .


 


Rossel leafed through them. The documents were brief and banal. He tried to picture the faces of the condemned, wondering if they had ever seen these papers, the bureaucratic imprint of their fate.


 


Vorilov. Vrasensky. Dolgorukhov. Dmitriyev . . .


 


He counted to the end. Twenty-four in all.


On the reverse of each was line after line of musical staves, ruled by a meticulous hand.


Time and key signatures, constellations of notes grouped in quavers and semiquavers. A composition of unrivalled ambition. Something only a composer of the calibre of Stravinsky, or Prokofiev, or Shostakovich would even have thought of attempting.


It is so precisely written, he thought, printed music looks amateurish by comparison. Either exposure to the cold or a poor-quality ink, the brittleness of the paper, or a combination of the three, had caused the notes to fade. But if held up to the Siberian sky it was all still legible.


There was one that had survived well. The hand was firmer, the notes rounder, even more confident. Rossel tried to follow both melody and harmony in his head but the fugue soon twisted into an impregnable complexity and he could only follow in outline.


It was the only one with a title:


Fugue 13: The Song of Lost Souls.


Most of Vustin’s fugues would challenge the technique of the most virtuoso pianist, even in a country full of them. But Fugue 13 was simpler, more lyrical, more heartfelt.


Folding the papers, Rossel tucked them into his jacket. He sat for a few minutes more, until the commotion of roll call.


‘Fall in, link arms. If you make so much as a step to the left or the right it will be considered an attempt to escape and the guards will shoot to kill without warning . . .’


If Babayan was right and Vustin was a saint, then the martyred boy had left behind a hymn for all the ages.
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Captain Verblinksy – pale, thin, pompous and number three in the hierarchy of the camp administration – came to the end of his morning address and raised his head.


The prisoners, almost two hundred of them, were silent, standing in four blocks according to their barracks, contemplating the day before them.


Real cold – minus thirty degrees and worse – came in spells. One had arrived overnight. They had all felt it in their bunks. Rossel glanced along the line of his brigade. The weak would already be feeling weaker. But falling behind on the quota meant smaller rations. Faltering in the fulfilment of your duties meant curses and kicks, being spat on by your comrades.


It was customary for those who had not made it through the night to be dragged out to attend roll call. It made identification of the dead that much easier. But the deceased, whether they had given in to hunger or cold or fallen prey to the attentions of the Thieves, usually had one thing going for them – they were in one piece.


This morning, next to three complete corpses, there was something else.


A severed head.


The captain pointed to it.


‘Who the fuck is that? And where is the rest of him?’


An answer was not forthcoming. Verblinsky, eyes wide in outrage, scanned the faces of the punishment brigades but learned little.


A shout came from one of the watchtowers. A guard was pointing at something. Two things, in fact. Two snow-dusted objects: one at the far end of the main parade ground, next to the gates, the other over to the right.


‘You,’ said Captain Verblinsky, pointing at two zeks. ‘And you. Go.’
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