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			English translation copyright © 2026 Boris Dralyuk

			 

			The moral right of Andrey Kurkov to be

			identified as the author of this work has been

			asserted in accordance with the Copyright,

			Designs and Patents Act 1988.

			 

			Boris Dralyuk assets his moral right to be identified as the translator of the work

			 

			Map by Bill Donohoe

			Cover design by Nathan Burton

			 

			All rights but Russian and Ukrainian reserved.

			No part of this publication may be reproduced or

			transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or

			mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any

			information storage and retrieval system,

			without permission in writing from the publisher.

			 

			This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses,

			organisations, places and events are either the product of the author’s imagination

			or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead,

			events or locales is entirely coincidental.

			 

			A CIP catalogue record for this book is available

			from the British Library

			 

			EBOOK ISBN 978 1 52944 772 9

			 

			Ebook by CC Book Production

			 

			Quercus

			Carmelite House

			50 Victoria Embankment

			London EC4Y 0DZ

			 

			John Murray Group

			Part of Hodder & Stoughton Limited

			An Hachette UK company

			 

			The authorised representative in the EEA is Hachette Ireland,

			8 Castlecourt Centre, Dublin 15, D15 XTP3, Ireland (email: info@hbgi.ie)

		

	
		
			

			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			To Dr Vadim Shipulin and to Dr Dan Janevsky 

			for advice and professional insight

		

	
		
			

			

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			

			Contents

			The Lost Soldiers

			Also By

			Title

			Copyright

			Dedication

			Map

			Chapter 1

			Chapter 2

			Chapter 3

			Chapter 4

			Chapter 5

			Chapter 6

			Chapter 7

			Chapter 8

			Chapter 9

			Chapter 10

			Chapter 11

			Chapter 12

			Chapter 13

			Chapter 14

			Chapter 15

			Chapter 16

			Chapter 17

			Chapter 18

			Chapter 19

			Chapter 20

			Chapter 21

			

			Chapter 22

			Chapter 23

			Chapter 24

			Chapter 25

			Chapter 26

			Chapter 27

			Chapter 28

			Chapter 29

			Chapter 30

			Chapter 31

			Chapter 32

			Chapter 33

			Chapter 34

			Chapter 35

			Chapter 36

			Chapter 37

			Chapter 38

			Chapter 39

			Chapter 40

			Chapter 41

			Chapter 42

			Chapter 43

			Chapter 44

			Epilogue

			About the Author and Translator

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			In the middle of the night, unable to sleep, Samson tiptoed out of the darkened bedroom, taking care not to wake Nadezhda. He went into the living room, then into the kitchen, where his hand brushed against the cold copper measuring bucket Dr Vatrukhin had brought home. Reaching inside, he fished out the last soaked apple. It crunched loudly between his teeth, the malic acid reviving his tongue and lips.

			Beyond the sole kitchen window, the city, worn out by upheavals, slept in an impenetrable shroud of darkness. The street lamps were out. Not a single light flickered in the windows of the houses opposite, and so neither the windows nor the houses were visible. Everything seemed to be smeared with thick Chinese ink. Because he could not see it, even the floor beneath Samson’s feet felt tenuous, insubstantial, as if it were ready to open up and swallow him at any moment. The thought of that staggered him a bit – or perhaps it was merely his tiredness. His hand groped for the window latch. A cool, damp breeze swept his face.

			Samson peered out. The city’s invisibility forced him to hold his breath and listen close.

			The city was silent, reluctant to make its presence known with even the slightest sound. When Samson strained his hearing, he caught only the quickened beating of his own heart. But then he picked up something else – a faint rustle, like something gently scratching against wood. He glanced back at the kitchen table, suspecting that a mouse had just scampered across it.

			Yet the kitchen was as silent as ever. Samson realised that the mouse had probably scurried across a different piece of furniture, his late father’s desk, which had been requisitioned in March by the Red Army in accordance with the directive concerning excess furniture and transferred to the Lybid station of the Workers’ and Peasants’ Militia. He had followed the desk to the station in the hope of bringing it back, but had instead found himself installed behind it as a worker-­peasant policeman-­investigator, despite the fact that neither he nor anyone in his family had ever worked in a factory or ploughed a field.

			

			He remembered the conversation between the two Chekists he had overheard that very night – more precisely, the conversation overheard by his severed ear, which lay in the upper left-­hand drawer of his father’s requisitioned desk, inside a tin that had once held boiled sweets from Montpensier. Perhaps this brief exchange was the reason he couldn’t sleep. What had the agents been looking for in his office? Why were they so convinced of his propensity for violence? Did they really think that he was capable of shooting a man, digging the bullets out of his still-­warm body, and cutting off his ear as a souvenir? What savagery . . . Worst of all, they seemed to have delighted in these speculations about Samson. Their fear had even seemed tinged with a degree of envy.

			Of course, what had led them astray was his imperishable ear. Truth be told, it amazed Samson himself – not only its ability to deliver distant noises and conversation into his inner auditory world, but also its confounding imperishability. How can an ear sliced off by a Cossack sabre in March still be living, warm and quivering in May? Was it in fact some sort of miracle, some divine gift? Maybe this was how God protected pure souls from Cossack pogromists and Red Army raiders? Or perhaps time itself had simply stopped, abolishing its own laws of decay in light of the general savagery of recent years? After all, why should it enforce its laws? Now, no-one could expect to live to a calm, well-­fed old age and to die quietly among loved ones. Death was no longer in the hands of God, but in those of the Antichrists.

			That was what the yard-­sweeper’s widow would mutter to herself whenever she was dissatisfied with something. No, not quite. She would mutter, “Power is in the hands of the Antichrists.” Of course, these Antichrists were sure to meet the same absurd, random death that awaited everyone else these days – or, even worse, an utterly inexplicable one, which left no bodies behind.

			

			From there, Samson’s thoughts leapt to the Red Army soldiers who had disappeared in the Halytska bathhouse. Assembled, attired, and armed to sow death among class enemies, they themselves had instead vanished inexplicably, evaporated, leaving behind their rifles at their barracks and their boots, tunics, and trousers in the bathhouse changing room. Samson suddenly felt it inappropriate to call these men Antichrists. The widow could call anyone whatever she wanted, but he, by virtue of his profession, had to take a different perspective. To him, these twenty-­eight missing bodies were victims. Their status would change only if they were found alive.

			The night filled the kitchen with its damp coolness, forcing Samson to close the window. The aromas of the kitchen came alive in the closed space, growing bolder. The strongest of these was the smell emanating from the paper bag with the dried pigs’ ears, which Samson had received as a token of gratitude from his Chinese comrade Li Yin Jun, after rescuing him from the Cheka.

			He considered giving half of them to the yard-­sweeper’s widow as he left the kitchen, quietly closing the door behind him so that their smell wouldn’t seep into the living room.

			Before entering the bedroom, Samson froze for a moment. A single snore had sounded from his father’s study, where Dr Vatrukhin had taken up residence. Then a floorboard seemed to creak behind his back. But soon silence resettled on the flat.

			Although Samson had given up his bedroom to him, the doctor would, from time to time, rise in the middle of the night and carry his sheet, blanket, and pillow into the study, choosing to sleep on the couch there, although it wasn’t nearly as comfortable as Samson’s bed.

			He was motivated by his troubled sleep, by what appeared to be a nervous desire to conceal himself in smaller quarters. The fear of being mobilised to Moscow, which had driven him from his home into Samson and Nadezhda’s flat, clearly continued to haunt him, even here.

			

			Despite his good-­natured importunity and demonstrative deter­mination to become one of the family, the doctor remained for Samson a slightly superfluous person in the flat, an outsider. Yet, at the same time, his presence there in the evenings reassured the young investigator, who was often unable to return home early enough to keep Nadezhda company before bed.

			Before dawn, pressed up against the warm, silky side of Nadezhda’s body, Samson managed to get some sleep. But, as soon the sun began to rise, the vanished Red Army men crept into his dreams. This forced his eyes to open inquisitively, and, soon after, his whole body stirred and demanded meaningful movements.

			Half an hour later, the wooden steps of the Lybid station’s staircase were creaking beneath his feet.

			After assuring himself that the Montpensier tin had not disappeared from his desk during the Chekists’ night-­time visit, Samson went back into the corridor.

			Plump jute sacks were piled high on the wooden floor of the evidence room. Each was tied shut with a length of twine, from which hung a wooden tag the size of a child’s palm, bearing a number in purple.

			Vasyl, looking sour, was bent over the evidence log. The creaking door drew his attention.

			“Good morning,” Samson offered with a nod and fixed his eyes on the sacks. “Their things, yes?”

			“That’s right,” Vasyl answered. “And I’ve got nowhere to put them.”

			“I’ll take them,” Samson said calmly. “I could also use twenty-­eight tailor’s dummies . . .”

			“Come again?” Vasyl asked, eyes widening. “Where am I supposed to get you those?” He shook his head in despair. “Another round of expropriations?”

			

			Samson perked up unexpectedly.

			“Well, it doesn’t have to be twenty-­eight,” he conceded. “Twenty-­seven would do. I still have that one for Jacobson’s suit.”

			Samson’s sudden uplift did not infect Vasyl. The latter merely shook his head once more and stared into the depths of the evidence room, which overflowed with objects of all sorts.

			Samson, too, gazed deep into this eclectic collection, making out briefcases, pairs of boots, a wooden butter churn, cardboard boxes. His eyes began to blur.

			“Can’t we do without the dummies?” Vasyl wondered out loud and glanced sideways at the jute bags. The expression on his face suggested to Samson that he had come up with a solution. “What if we nailed twenty-­eight hooks to the wall, like in the bathhouse? Then we’d hang all the tunics in a row and put the boots under them. We could tuck the trousers deep into the boots, so they don’t fall out. Underwear and footwraps, too – down into the toes. Could even pass a rope through one of the sleeves and trouser legs of each outfit, to keep them sorted and straight. We’ve got ropes to spare.”

			“But that would look like some sort of changing room. We’re talking about the personal effects of soldiers who have vanished without trace,” Samson sputtered. “With dummies, things would be different, clearer. I could almost communicate with them.”

			Vasyl twisted his thin lips and gazed into Samson’s eyes with suspicion.

			“How drunk have you got to be to start talking to dummies? To make their acquaintance, so to speak?” he muttered sceptically, trying not to sound offensive. “Besides, to squeeze them into the office, we’d need to move out the desks.”

			Samson shrugged uncertainly.

			“Yes, it would take some doing,” he reluctantly agreed. “But they have letters, passes, photographs of their wives in their pockets . . . They’re ordinary people, after all. And, with the help of those items, we really can get acquainted. I can at least try to understand them,” he said thoughtfully.

			

			Vasyl chuckled and shook his head.

			For a moment, Samson imagined a row of dummies dressed as Red Army soldiers, with numbered tags pinned to their shoulders.

			“What if they’re still alive?” he suddenly wondered out loud.

			“Naked men don’t live long,” Vasyl pronounced with a sigh. “And you can pick their pockets without the help of dummies, you know.”

			Samson, lost in thought, ignored this observation.

			“But what if they’ve deserted?” he continued, developing his theory. “Maybe someone was waiting for them with changes of clothes?”

			“How could a bunch of naked fellas leave the bathhouse without anyone noticing?” Vasyl objected.

			Samson thought it over.

			“In general, yes,” he said, after a pause. “It’s hard to leave the bathhouse naked without someone noticing. But maybe they changed their outfits before leaving? We’ll need to conduct another search.”

			Heavy footsteps sounded outside.

			“There you are!” Nayden barked, stepping into the office in his rumpled tunic. His red eyes, glaring from his puffy face, expressed extreme anxiety. “If the Cheka drags me away to Sadova Street tomorrow and shoots me for negligence, it will be your fault,” he announced, poking his index finger painfully into Samson’s chest. “Although, I think they’ll shoot you first,” he added.

			“Why? What happened?” Samson asked, taking half a step back and losing all interest in dummies and Red Army soldiers.

			“The men we sent to retrieve Shpakevich returned empty-­handed. He ran off, together with his wife. The house is locked. They gave the dog to their neighbours yesterday morning. There were soldiers guarding the house all night, thinking he’d return. Now we can’t carry out the sentence, which means we can’t make out a certificate of execution and burial of the body – and that means the case isn’t closed. If Abyazov finds out, there’ll be hell to pay.”

			The sudden alarm that swept over Samson threatened to drown out the secret joy he felt at the news of Shpakevich’s escape.

			

			Vasyl stood silent and stony-­faced, like a stranger to proceedings. Suddenly, he came to life, jerked his head, raised his fingers to his short moustache, as if to check whether it was still there, and turned to Samson.

			“Maybe we can execute him in advance,” he suggested.

			“What do you mean?” asked Nayden, uncomprehending but interested.

			“Well, I mean, ahead of time. We can make out the document about him being shot, and then they’ll shoot him in earnest when they find him.”

			Nayden gave the proposition some thought.

			“An execution consists of a shooting and a document, not of a document alone,” he pronounced sullenly.

			“We’ll fire a shot, make out the document, then give our detectives a photo of Shpakevich and let them find him,” Vasyl declared, sounding ever more convincing. “Do we have a photo?” he asked, turning to Samson.

			The young investigator shook his head.

			“Alright,” Nayden said and nodded. “That’s what we’ll do. Exactly at midnight, in the station’s coach house, Samson will fire a shot. We’ll then go up to my office and draw up a document certifying that the shooting was carried out by investigator Samson Kolechko in the presence of you, Vasyl, investigator Sergius Kholodny, and myself.”

			“Why me?” Samson interjected, indignant.

			“To make amends for not wishing to sign the sentence in the first place,” Nayden explained. He turned his gaze back to Vasyl and continued: “We’ll send a copy of the certificate to Abyazov and close the case. Where’s Kholodny?”

			“Last saw him on the first floor.”

			“Find him and send him to my office. And make some tea,” Nayden commanded, his face no longer expressing extreme anxiety. He cast an ironic, unkind glance at Samson and walked out, slamming the door behind him.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			As he sat down at his desk, Samson glanced at the wall across from him. There, only a couple of days earlier, between two windows, had hung a diagram of pork cuts. Now, that diagram lay on the floor.

			The voices of the Chekists who had rummaged through his desk drawers the previous night suddenly came back to him. Had they taken the diagram down from the wall to examine it more closely? After all, they had mentioned it in their conversation. It was on the basis of those pork cuts that they had come to a completely illogical conclusion about his character, his supposedly sadistic inclinations.

			To distract himself, Samson forced himself to think about the missing Red Army soldiers. Now would be a good time to pay ­another visit to the Halytska bathhouse, but it would be better to take Kholodny along. He had already conducted an independent search the previous evening, peering under every bench, examining every corner of the spacious rooms and halls, and finding not a single clue, not even a hint of one . . . If he were to go back with Kholodny, then maybe they’d spot something. Four eyes were better than two. In his experience, all people looked at the same thing differently, which meant they saw it differently. Kholodny would walk slowly through the steam room, through the bathing hall, the corridors, and would surely pick up on something Samson’s eyes had been too fatigued or inexperienced to notice. But where had Nayden sent the former priest?

			About fifteen minutes later, tired of waiting in silence, Samson learned from Vasyl that Kholodny had taken the station’s cart to retrieve food rations from the warehouses down by the river. There was no point in sitting around any longer, so he went back to the bathhouse alone, resolving to inspect the scene of the strange crime even more attentively.

			

			After the mysterious disappearance of the soldiers, the facility had temporarily closed its doors to Kyivans seeking a proper steam bath. There was no chance of running into strangers. Samson had already questioned the workers individually, later writing down their testimony from memory. The resulting three sheets of paper had given a material start to the investigation, which Samson had christened “The Bathhouse Case.” Now, having reviewed the notes and returned them to their folder, he realised that he needed to conduct another conversation with the stoker. And, if he really wanted to be honest with himself, then he’d have to speak with all the other workers too, including the senior attendant, Uncle Karp, as well as the changing-­room attendant and the rest. In truth, the three sheets he had filled with remembered testimony not only failed to recreate the picture of the day on which the incident occurred, but, on the contrary, blurred it with unnecessary and irrelevant details. The problem was that Samson had not conducted these conversations in accordance with protocol, using pre-­prepared questions, but as if over tea, chatting about anything and everything that might come into his interlocutors’ minds . . . What difference, for example, did it make that the chiropodist had gone to the Jewish Market to have his scissors sharpened, and had loitered at the grinder’s stall, discussing the advantages of studded winter horseshoes? What did this story add to Samson’s understanding of the case? Nothing. Only that the chiropodist had left the bathhouse for an hour after the missing soldiers had already arrived.

			The embarrassment Samson felt due to his obvious professional shortcomings left him as soon as he exited the police station. His hand tightly clutched the worn handle of his leather briefcase. This solid, brown item, which Vasyl had issued to Samson on a tempor­ary basis, had a significant air about it, an air that enveloped the young investigator. A man in uniform carrying such a briefcase could not help but command respect or at least special attention from passers-­by.

			On Karavaevska Street, a fresh breeze, filled with the scent of herbs and flowers, reached Samson from the direction of the university’s botanical gardens. Warm and rough, it flew into his nostrils and brushed past his bare right earhole, which made him pull down his leather cap to protect himself from intrusive natural phenomena.

			

			He had to pound his fist on the front door of the Halytska bathhouse three times before he heard the iron bolt slide out on the other side.

			“When will you let us stoke the stove again?” a bearded man in a grey cotton shirt and military breeches asked by way of greeting. “Folks have been signin’ up in droves, whole factories. Lice are eatin’ them alive. What are they supposed to do, go across town? Them other bathhouses are expensive, and the steam ain’t half so good.”

			“Soon,” Samson responded. “We’ll figure out what happened to the soldiers, and you’ll open up.”

			“Sure, sure,” the man said, shrugging his shoulders and stepping aside to let the investigator in. “We’ve had folks go missing before, and has anyone found them? Like hell, they have.”

			“You work in the changing room, is that right?” asked Samson, looking closely at the familiar beard. The man’s face was distinguished by a particular kind of elusiveness: his small eyes and his large nose seemed to be chance neighbours, having been originally intended for two different people. His beard, meanwhile, stood out for its thickness and neat fullness.

			“That’s right,” the attendant responded with a nod.

			“Where could we sit down? I’d like to ask a few more questions.”

			“All you fellas know how to do is ask questions,” the attendant chuckled and led the visitor towards the changing room. He handed Samson a stool from behind the counter and sat down on a chair.

			Samson took out a sheet of paper and a pencil from his briefcase, watching the attendant’s face grow more serious at the sight of these simple tools for recording a conversation.

			“Alright, go ahead, ask whatever you want,” the man said, now more accommodatingly.

			Having written down the attendant’s name once more, Samson began to pose a new set of correct, clarifying questions, as pointed as a well-­sharpened pencil. He was immediately convinced that he had not come in vain. The man with the incongruously arranged face revealed to him that, in the past year, three different women had come to the bathhouse, each claiming that her husband had gone there to wash and failed to come home. Once, they even managed to find the missing husband’s clothes, returning them to his wife. There was a farewell note in one of the pockets: having decided to end his life in the bathhouse, the husband asked his wife to forgive him and not to look for his body. But how could they not look? They searched all over the bathhouse, of course, turning the whole place upside down. No luck. Everyone concluded that the man had faked his death to abandon his wife. Later, they learned that the wife’s jewellery had also gone missing – and jewellery doesn’t just leave on its own.

			

			The conversation with the changing-­room attendant took up four sheets of paper. Tired of writing, Samson stretched his fingers, tapping them on the counter as if he were playing the piano. Then he asked about the stoker.

			“What would he be doing here, with the bathhouse closed?” the attendant answered. “Must be at home.”

			“So how will you summon him when you reopen?”

			“Whaddya mean, ‘how’? I’ll send a boy from the market to fetch him. And whaddya need him for, anyway? All he does is toss wood into the stove; doesn’t come out into the other rooms.”

			“That reminds me,” said Samson. “I wanted to have a look at the stoves. Didn’t occur to me yesterday. I was too tired. How many of them do you have?”

			“One big one for the communal steam room, and five small ones,” the bearded man explained. “But we haven’t stoked the small ones for three years now,” he added, and offered to show Samson the big stove himself.

			He led the young investigator into a narrow corridor that he had never seen before. After about twenty steps, they stopped in front of an unsightly wooden door. Samson noticed a tar-­blackened wooden square on the wall opposite.

			

			“Where does that lead?” he asked.

			“Out to the street, for bringing in firewood.”

			“Open it up, please.”

			The attendant pulled an inconspicuous handle, and the hatch, creaking on its ungreased hinges, opened sideways, blocking the narrow corridor. The bathhouse’s outer wall was thick, and Samson had the feeling that he was peering into a cupboard. In this cupboard he saw an axe, and, further on, the tarred square of another hatch, held shut by an iron hook placed into a loop sticking out of the brickwork on the side.

			“A person could escape through here,” Samson pronounced out loud.

			“Could, could,” the attendant agreed. “It’s about seven feet off the ground out there, maybe more. The fellas usually stand on their carts when they hand up the firewood.”

			The stove room behind the door across from the tarred hatch turned out to be narrow and tall. A poker rested against the woodpile on the left. Directly in front of him, level with his belly, Samson saw a large cast-­iron stove door. Beneath it was a smaller draught door. His hand automatically reached for the large one. The bitter smell of cold woodsmoke wafted into his face. The inner size of the stove was astonishing. It was probably no smaller than a locomotive’s firebox. One couldn’t quite stand up straight in it, but two or three people could sit there comfortably.

			Samson tried to make out the back of the stove. He took a poker and began to rake the ashes and unburned firewood towards himself.

			“What’re you doing that for?” the attendant asked in surprise. “You’ll only get yourself dirty!”

			The investigator looked back at the bathhouse worker with displeasure, continuing to thrust the hook of the poker as far as he could into the stove. Try as he might, he couldn’t reach the very back of it. Giving up, Samson pulled the poker back and noticed that he seemed to have hooked something. It was a charred strip, not unlike a burnt leather belt. He turned it around in his hands, then glanced at the attendant again.

			

			“What could this be?” he asked.

			“Beats me! We burn all sorts of rubbish in there. Why let it go to waste? And when they had us wash the prisoners from Lukyanivka, they brought five bags of lousy clothes with them. Burned those in there, too.”

			There was a stool to the right of the stove, on which the stoker apparently rested while working.

			Samson placed the stool under the large door and climbed up on it. Bending down, he stuck his torso into the opening and was finally able to reach the back of the stove with the poker. Raking the ashes, he seemed to have hooked something else. Bringing his catch closer, he reached into the black pile with his hand and stirred it, thinking that it would all fall through the grate. But that wasn’t the case. Some of it fell away and scattered, but a black stick clanked strangely when it hit the grate. The investigator picked it up and backed out of the opening. Examining the find, his blood suddenly turned cold.

			“Os femoris,” he announced fearfully.

			“What’s that?” the attendant exclaimed, his voice trembling.

			“It’s a bone,” Samson sighed. “Human. From a leg. What’s the stoker’s name?”

			“Ignat Mrachkovsky.”

			“Where does he live?”

			“In Kostopalivka, at the end of Skobelevska Street. Went to visit him there once.”

			“Is that where they burn cow bones?”

			“That’s the place. They got three bone-­char factories there.”

			Samson gazed at the fire-­baked thigh bone.

			No, he thought, this is definitely human. Could it have belonged to one of the soldiers?

			He turned again to the bearded man. “Could you climb in there and carefully sort through everything that hasn’t been incinerated?” he asked, nodding towards the stove.

			

			“Not a chance,” the attendant drawled. “Wouldn’t catch me in there. Let Ignat do the sorting – he’ll feel right at home.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			Samson burst into Nayden’s office without knocking. Only upon noticing the commander’s bewildered expression did he realise that he had acted childishly.

			“What’s the matter?” Nayden asked sternly, holding his certifying stamp aloft over a document he had just drawn up.

			“I found them,” Samson pronounced breathlessly. He failed to suppress a triumphant smile as he pointedly raised his brown briefcase.

			Nayden looked puzzled. “All of them?” he asked, gazing at the briefcase with suspicion.

			“So far only one, probably. They burned him in the bathhouse stove. We need to detain the stoker immediately – I know the address.”

			“Alright,” Nayden declared, nodding. “Well done. I didn’t expect you to resolve this so quickly. Go and send some soldiers to fetch him. Tell them it’s an order, from me.”

			Samson raced down to the ground floor, leaping over steps, and relayed Nayden’s order to the Red Army man on duty. The soldier asked for the address and telephoned for a truck.

			With a sense of duty fulfilled, Samson returned to his office, picked up the diagram of pork cuts, and spread it out on his desk. Tilting his briefcase, he deposited the charred bone onto the paper. It looked frightening, ominous. He shook the ashes from his hands onto the floor. His initial disgust at touching the bone had subsided. Then his eyes jumped to the pile of jute bags that held the lost soldiers’ uniforms. The thought of nearly thirty tailor’s dummies again floated into his mind, but he immediately drove it away. Vasyl was right: there was simply no place to put them. But it wouldn’t do to turn his office into a bathhouse dressing room.

			

			Each of the lost soldiers would have to be reduced to a box or envelope containing the contents of his pockets. These items would speak on behalf of their owners, or, rather, would reveal what was most important about the men who had carried them. Tunics and boots were government-­issued, not personal items. They could easily be taken from the dead and issued to the living. All they could reveal was the size of their temporary owners’ bodies, and even then only approximately. They said nothing about these men’s thoughts and plans. That was, after all, how Samson had been fitted out at the military-­clothing warehouse in Kurenivka when he first took up his position, and not once had he wondered who had previously worn his boots. All he needed to know was that the boots fitted. Nor had his innermost feelings been in any way altered, or even slightly affected, by his new uniform.

			Heavy footsteps resounded in the corridor. The door swung open and Sergius Kholodny lumbered into the office. He froze at the sight of the charred bone on Samson’s desk.

			“What’s that?” he asked, after a pause.

			“Os femoris – the thigh bone of one of the missing Red Army men,” Samson calmly explained. “Found it in the bathhouse.”

			“Lord,” Kholodny sighed. “Who could have done such a thing, killing and burning them?”

			Samson was about to say something in response, but instead he sank into thought.

			“I believe I’m beginning to understand,” he finally declared. “This,” he continued, glancing at the bone, “probably belonged to their commander. My guess is that they strangled him in the steam room, then tossed him into the stove. Having rid themselves of the corpse, they deserted.”

			Now Kholodny took his time, thinking it over. He sat down, wearily lowered his elbows onto his desk, and unbuttoned the collar of his tunic to give his thick neck a rest from the restrictions of the uniform.

			“A reasonable supposition,” he pronounced respectfully.

			

			It seemed to Samson that, with the arrival of his comrade, the air in the office had changed, growing salty. He turned his head to the door and sniffed.

			“Your birthday is just around the corner, isn’t it?” Kholodny enquired out of the blue.

			Samson, taken aback, asked, “How do you know?”

			“Vasyl told me. He noticed the date in your personnel file.”

			“I hadn’t planned on celebrating it this year,” Samson muttered mournfully. “It hasn’t been a happy one. With my father gone, I just don’t feel like it.”

			“How can you not celebrate?” Kholodny looked critically at his comrade. “You were born just after May Day! God has ordained it!”

			“You no longer take orders from God, remember?” Samson said with a smile, recalling the former priest’s antitheistic rants.

			“True enough,” Kholodny conceded. “But your birthday isn’t even yours, really. It belongs to your parents, who celebrated it back when you couldn’t even string two words together. It’s your obligation to keep celebrating, in their memory.”

			The mention of his parents briefly plunged Samson into the past. He nodded.

			“Alright, perhaps I’ll think of something.”

			“Good. Now, what’s in those bags?” the former priest asked, changing the subject.

			“The missing men’s clothes, from the bathhouse,” Samson explained.

			The door suddenly flew open and Abyazov appeared on the threshold, a folder in his hand.

			“What a stink!” he barked as he walked in, shaking his head in displeasure, and handed the folder to Samson. “Nayden said that the case of the lost soldiers was assigned to you. Here are their roster and identification cards. If you discover that the crime was motiv­ated by class hatred, notify us immediately. We’ll take it from there.”

			Samson nodded.

			“And what on earth is that?” the Chekist snarled, noticing the charred bone that lay atop the diagram of pork cuts. “From the meat case, eh?” He nodded towards the door and added, “It’s likely just this sort of material evidence that’s stinking up your station.”

			

			After he left, Samson continued to wonder about the new scent. It didn’t strike him as particularly unpleasant.

			Soon the investigators heard a car driving away from the station.

			“Care for some herring?” asked Kholodny.

			“Certainly!” Samson answered. “So that’s what the smell is . . .”

			“Yes, there were barrels of herring on a barge down at the river port. The hold was still covered with German seals. The sailors were selling the fish on the sly, little by little, at the Rye Market – but the Extraordinary Provincial Food Committee got wise to them. You can’t get anything past the ExProFooCom. They tracked the sailors to the port and put a stop to their theft. What a disgrace. Now, they’re rationing out the fish. You’re married, so you’re entitled to three. Ask Vasyl. But first, let’s split my two portions and celebrate.”

			“What’s there to celebrate?” Samson enquired cautiously, thinking that the conversation would again turn to his birthday.

			“Your first success!” Kholodny exclaimed, indicating the charred bone with his eyes. “But put it away for now, will you? And turn that pork diagram over – we’ll use it as a tablecloth.”

			When Kholodny stepped out to retrieve the herring, Samson wrapped the thigh bone in a newspaper and slipped it into his briefcase.

			Then he took the diagram to the window, shook off the ashes, and placed it back on the desk, face down. And yet, although the pork cuts were out of sight, the young investigator could not put them out of his mind. Somehow, at that moment, they reminded Samson especially painfully of the meat case, of the fact that he would, at midnight, have to place a bold full stop in the file – more precisely, a false full stop. He no longer even felt secret joy over Shpakevich’s escape from actual execution.

			Thanks to Sergius Kholodny, the feast of roughly chopped herring commenced with passion and joy, but it came to a quick end with the onset of heartburn and thirst. The fish were small and too thoroughly marinated in brine. Even their very aroma was somehow too strong, too chemical. Apparently, they had sat in their barrels long past their finest hour. Yet their taste differed only slightly from that of pre-­revolutionary herring, which Samson’s father would occasionally buy at the grocery store on Khreshchatyk to have with his Friday glass of vodka.

			

			“Be careful with that water,” said Vasyl, who noticed Samson drinking greedily in the corridor, repeatedly dipping the communal mug in the bucket. “A mite rusty. Still good enough for tea, so long as we’ve got sugar – but drink it straight and it’ll make your belly ache.”

			Having drunk his fill, and tasting no rust on his tongue, the young investigator returned to his office. The diagram, after its service as a tablecloth, looked not just unsightly, but rather, in these times of famine, criminal. The tails, heads, and backbones of the two herrings they’d devoured lay in a puddle of murky pinkish brine. To get all that out of sight, Samson crumpled the diagram into a ball and shoved it into the rubbish bin. Fortunately, the brine had not leaked through the thick paper, leaving the desktop dry. Sitting down, Samson opened the folder that held the roster and identification cards of the lost soldiers.

			The first name was that of their commander, Ivan Evgrafovich Spektor, born in Odesa in 1888.

			Samson imagined Spektor as a lean Jewish man with sharp features. He imagined his movements to be abrupt, as befits a commander, and his voice to be hoarse, accustomed to rudeness and shouting. How else was one to deal with the rank and file of the Red Army, who are so hostile to discipline and so easily distracted by other people’s property, whose stomachs and eyes are always so hungry?

			Putting the roster to the side, Samson saw Commander Spektor’s identification card. The folder was in proper order. He had no doubt that beneath the commander’s card lay that of the soldier next on the roster. The documents had obviously been compiled by an experienced officer, not by some former peasant or worker.

			

			Spektor’s face fully accorded with Samson’s expectations. He smiled.

			“What are you smiling about?” asked Kholodny.

			“I was testing my physiognomic intuition,” Samson explained.

			“How did you do?”

			“Perfect score. I’m convinced that they burned their commander in the stove. His name was Comrade Spektor.”

			“How do we prove it?”

			“That I don’t know. Not yet.”

			“Did you happen to see a skull in there?”

			“No. The bones of the skull are apparently thinner. It must have been reduced to ashes.”

			“That’s how it goes,” Kholodny agreed. “Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. But the thigh bone may be enough. If you find out the commander’s height and compare it with the length.”

			Samson gazed at his comrade approvingly. “Why didn’t I think of that? We should consult a physician.”

			The physician who came to mind was Dr Trattner, who had refused to replace that Belgian swindler Luc Jacobson’s tubercular bone with a silver one. The memory of Jacobson dampened his mood. The fool had turned out not to be so foolish after all, having conspired with the soldiers at the station to steal back his suit and his silver femur from the investigator’s office. Samson tried to drive away these thoughts, but they only moved slightly to the side, as if to spy on him, to observe the thoughts that would replace them.

			“I know just whom to ask!” Samson declared cheerfully.

			He had recalled the surgeon-­princess Vera Ignatyevna Gedroits, a good friend of Dr Vatrukhin. She was sure to help. Trattner was a sly one, not entirely trustworthy.

			Samson looked down at his leather briefcase.

			“I’ll take the bone to a knowledgeable surgeon. In the meantime, check the pockets of the soldiers’ tunics and trousers, will you? Put everything you find in separate piles. Oh, and one more thing – ask Vasyl to hammer twenty-­eight nails into the wall. Then hang up the uniforms in order,” he added, shooting a glance at the open folder on his desk, “following the roster.”

			

			Kholodny responded with a firm nod.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			Kyivan crows cawed loudly, querulously, in the trees surrounding the campus of the Oleksandrivska Clinical Hospital. A funeral service had just been held at St. Michael’s Church, and a coffin was being carried down the steps. The sun was shining.

			Samson was in luck, but not entirely. He found Vera Ignatyevna Gedroits in the hospital, in the surgical ward, but he had to sit outside the operating room for more than an hour before he had the chance to speak to her. At last, she came out into the corridor, clearly fatigued, wearing a white gown stained with blood. Not noticing the visitor, she shook her head sadly and began to walk away.

			“I beg your pardon, Vera Ignatyevna!” Samson said as he rose quickly from his chair, leaving his briefcase on the floor.

			“Yes?” the surgeon-­princess responded, looking back at him. He had been sitting beside the door, not across from it.

			“Perhaps you remember me – Samson Kolechko, of the police. You extracted two bullets from my arm not so long ago.”

			“Young man, I extract bullets all day, every day,” she replied, giving him a condescending smile.

			“I understand,” Samson muttered. “But I need to speak with you, urgently. It won’t take a minute.”

			“Come with me,” the surgeon-­princess said.

			The first thing she did in her office was to take off her blood-­stained gown. She tossed it in a basket that stood by the wall and took a clean one off a hanger.

			“Roll up your sleeve and show me the arm,” she commanded, sitting down at her desk.

			“No, it doesn’t hurt anymore. That’s not the problem,” Samson said, sitting down opposite her and taking the paper-­wrapped bone out of his briefcase. “We found this in the stove of the bathhouse near the Jewish Market. A detachment of Red Army men went missing there recently. Could you determine whose thigh bone this was?”

			

			Vera Ignatyevna turned the bone in her hands, examining it carefully.

			“It certainly didn’t belong to a Red Army man,” she declared. “Perhaps to a Red Army woman, but not to a man of any sort.”

			“A woman?”

			The surgeon-­princess nodded.

			“But there were no women present,” Samson muttered, shaking his head.

			“How do you know?” Vera Ignatyevna enquired with a smile. “Were you getting washed with them?”

			“I have the roster,” Samson responded, and immediately realised that this argument was not especially convincing. But then another argument occurred to him. “If there had been a woman among them, disguised as a man, she wouldn’t have gone to the bathhouse, where she would have had to disrobe.”

			“Quite right,” agreed Vera Ignatyevna. “In that case, this bone has nothing to do with the Red Army at all.”

			In order to depart on a warmer, less professional note, Samson informed the surgeon-­princess that Dr Vatrukhin was staying at his flat for a time, and that he was in good health and spirits. It seemed to Samson that the news interested Vera Ignatyevna.

			“Ah, please give him my best regards. And tell him he’s always welcome at my home,” she said. “You can come as well. You’ve accompanied him once before, I believe?”

			“Indeed!”

			“So you know the way. I’ll be glad to see you.”

			On the way to Tarasivska, dozens of truisms besieged Samson’s mind, as if each one intended to irritate him more than the others, to deal the fatal blow to his already wounded self-­confidence. He was ready to throw away the burnt bone and was searching, in vain, for words to explain the matter to Nayden. Only when he approached the Lybid station – more precisely, when he saw the astronomical observatory on his right – did he finally manage to pull himself together. He stopped in his tracks, gathered his courage, and, with an effort of will, put his thoughts in order. Human bones, he reflected, did not just end up in bathhouse stoves on their own. This meant that, in his investigation of one crime, he had accidentally stumbled upon another. It was to the victim of this second crime that the femur had belonged. And the stoker must be the perpetrator, or at least the accomplice.

			

			When Samson returned to his office, Kholodny immediately informed him that Ignat the stoker had been detained and brought in half an hour earlier.

			“Go ahead and question him while he’s still shaken up,” the former priest advised.

			Samson left his jacket on the back of his chair and his leather cap on his desk, grabbing only his briefcase.

			The interrogation room smelled of sour milk. Samson would have liked to air out the room, but there was no window. The stool, attached by a chain to the concrete floor, stood at an angle to the table. But the young investigator had already sat down in his chair and laid out paper, pen, and ink. He had no desire to get up again. What he wanted to do was to loosen his belt, or even to take it off altogether, along with his heavy wooden holster.

			The soldier whom Samson had sent to retrieve the detainee appeared to be in no hurry to carry out the order. This might have been for the best, as it gave him time to think over his questions.

			Suddenly, Samson realised that the detainee he was expecting to see wasn’t the stoker, but Briskin, the meat speculator he had interrogated so many times before. It was Briskin’s face that had swum up in his memory, while Ignat’s face failed to come to mind in any way, although he had met and spoken to the man not long ago.

			The door opened and the soldier shoved the stoker, his hands bound in front of him, into the room.

			“Sit down there,” Samson commanded the detainee. “And you,” he addressed the Red Army man, “wait outside by the door.”

			

			Although the light from the bulb overhead was rather dim, Samson readily recognised the man. His large ears momentarily evoked a degree of envy. Such ears seemed to call for a thick beard, but Ignat’s narrow chin bore only a neatly trimmed Van Dyke beard more appropriate for a university professor than for a bathhouse stoker.

			“Let’s proceed,” Samson began. “Please answer the following biographical questions concisely. Surname, first name, patronymic?”

			“Mrachkovsky, Ignat Ustimovich,” the stoker pronounced in a trembling voice.

			“Year of birth?”

			“Eighteen seventy-­seven.”

			This and the following preliminary questions seemed to lull the man into a sense of greater security. His voice stopped trembling, though it remained quiet and somewhat fearful.

			“How many people have you burned in the stove?” Samson asked unexpectedly.

			The stoker’s face turned to stone. His eyes grew glassy, filling with terror.

			“But I . . .” His voice trembled again. “I only been on this job a week! I was working at the Karavaevska bathhouse – working there a long time – then they lured me over to the place on Halytska, ’cause their old stoker stopped showing up. Woulda stayed where I was, otherwise.”

			“How did they lure you?” asked Samson, looking up from the sheet of paper on which he had been recording the detainee’s responses in shorthand.

			“With grease.”

			“Grease?” Samson repeated, perplexed.

			“You know, more money, on the sly,” Ignat explained.

			Samson bent over his briefcase and slowly pulled out the paper-­bound bone. He unwrapped it on the table and held it out in his hand, so that the stoker could have a better look.

			“Who is this?” the young investigator asked.

			

			Ignat swallowed nervously and stared at the burnt bone.

			“God knows,” he muttered.

			“And you don’t?”

			“No . . .”

			“I fished it out of your stove. Could there be something else in there?”

			“I swear to God, I don’t know, believe me!” the stoker pleaded. “I never burned a soul! Only firewood! And when I raked the ashes the next morning, there weren’t any bones!”

			“No bones? Here’s one.” Samson lifted the femur higher.

			“Maybe it’s been there a while?” Ignat suggested. “At the back? I couldn’t reach that far.”

			“You couldn’t reach it, but I did?” Samson asked, grinning sarcastically and dipping his pen into the inkwell. “I used the poker and reached it, but you couldn’t.”

			“With the poker?” the stoker asked, bewildered. “Poker ain’t for that – poker’s for stoking the fire. Shovel’s for raking the ashes, and the handle’s too short to reach the back.”

			Samson shook his head dubiously. “What do you know about the previous stoker?”

			“Don’t know a damn thing! Only that he lives out on Trukhaniv Island. Maybe he got tired of crossing the Dnipro by boat twice a day. And, if he don’t have a boat of his own, he’s got to pay someone to take him. I can tell you what they told me, anyway – that he’s a queer fellow, liked to look at the fire.”

			“See? And you claim you don’t know anything. What’s his name?”

			“Zhora Protalin, I think. Kept to himself, they say. Didn’t really get along with anyone. Quiet type. Don’t drink, neither.”

			“And who do you get along with?”

			“Well, I’ve had drinks with the senior attendant. And with the changing-­room attendant. That’s it.”

			 

			Throughout the two-­hour interrogation, Samson had managed not only to record everything that was said, but also to make notes for the future – whom to question, what to ask, and so forth. Now, he was tired and decided to take a break.

			

			When he returned to his office, he was surprised to see that Kholodny had occupied both their desks with stacks of papers and other small items taken from the pockets of the missing soldiers.

			“Don’t touch any of it,” the former priest warned Samson. “Might mix things up. I’m sick to death of all these papers.”

			“Where are Commander Spektor’s belongings?” Samson asked.

			Kholodny sought the stack out with his eyes and pointed to it.

			Samson retrieved the material from his desk and took it over to the window. He leafed through the documents, the stamped passes, and lingered over a letter with an Odesan return address. It read:

			 

			Dear, beloved Yosya,

			We miss you with all our hearts! There’s less shooting in Odesa now, more at night than during the day. Thank you for sending the sugar. We still have salt. I’m sorry to tell you that we gave your violin to the neighbours, in exchange for flour. When this is all over, we’ll get it back . . .

			 

			Kholodny interrupted his reading, asking, “Do you have heartburn?”

			“I did,” Samson admitted. “From the herring.”

			“It’s been giving me trouble for a while, even before the herring.”

			“Have you tried drinking soda water?”

			“I have. Doesn’t help.”

			“I’ll ask the doctor,” Samson promised.

			And it occurred to him that it might indeed be time to go home for an hour or two – to see Nadezhda, have supper, ask Dr Vatrukhin about Kholodny’s condition.

			When he shared his plans with the former priest, the latter pulled a meal voucher out of his pocket and gazed at it contemplatively.

			“I ought to go down to the cafeteria and have something, too,” he concluded.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 5

			“Nikolay Nikolaevich, you’ve surpassed yourself!” Nadezhda exclaimed, her gaze directed not at Vatrukhin, who sat opposite her, but at her plate of borscht. “Did your mother teach you to cook?”

			“Heavens, no, dear Nadezhda! My mother was a woman of the ancien régime. Men, in her view, were congenitally incapable of cookery,” answered Vatrukhin. “And how do you like our borscht?” the doctor asked, turning to Samson.

			“It’s splendid,” the young investigator answered, and continued chewing, with relish, a dried pig’s ear that had been boiled to remarkable tenderness. “I would never have thought of using these in place of meat!”

			“Who told you that ears weren’t meat?” retorted Vatrukhin, chuckling. “Now, we’ll just have to make sure that we’re always well supplied with beets, cabbage, and potatoes.” Glancing again at Samson, who had emptied his deep plate, he asked, “Would you like some more?”

			“No, thank you,” Samson replied with a sad smile. “I shouldn’t. If I eat too much, I’ll feel sleepy, but I have to return to the station by midnight.”

			“What on earth for?” the doctor enquired, somewhat worriedly. “I’ve heard of a policeman’s ball, but a policeman’s midnight Mass?”

			“It’s something like that,” Samson answered tensely. “But we’re not to discuss it.”

			“Of course, of course. You have matured quickly, young man. What a difference two months has made,” reflected Vatrukhin, shaking his head. There was neither delight nor surprise in his words. They were merely a statement of fact. “I well remember how you, still a boy, ran up to my door after your father was killed. And now you sit here before me, a formidable, independent man in the prime of your life. Alas, the prime of your life has come at an unfavourable time – a time of troubles.”

			

			A silence as tense and heavy as a thundercloud settled over the table. Nadezhda tried to chase it away by busying herself, ladling out boiled pearl barley into the deep plates that had held the borscht. She still wore the prim blue blouse and long black skirt in which she had returned home from the Provincial Bureau of Statistics. Even at supper, Samson’s wife looked like a responsible civil servant.

			“It would be tastier with a bit of butter, but we’ve run out,” she said in a half-­whisper. “Eat, eat . . . I should go to bed. We have a long and important day at work tomorrow, have to assemble at seven in the morning.”

			“So early? What will you be doing?” Vatrukhin asked. Then, glancing sideways at Samson, he added, “Or is this another official secret?”

			“Nothing secret about it,” Nadezhda responded with a dismissive wave of the hand. “We’re conducting an urgent inventory of river transport: ships, boats, barges. Before the reopening of navigation.”

			“The Dnipro has been navigable for a month now. You must mean before nationalisation,” the doctor corrected her, jokingly. “These days, things here are usually inventoried before they are taken away.”

			“Nationalisation is not robbery. It is perfectly legal,” declared Nadezhda. “Eat while it’s warm,” she suggested rather coldly, implying that she had no wish to continue the conversation.

			Over tea, however, everyone’s mood improved. Vatrukhin seemed more pleasant to Samson, Nadezhda less strict.

			The supper’s aftertaste turned out to be that of apricot. The doctor placed a jar of jam on the table, which he had received from a patient that morning in lieu of a fee.

			Samson blew on his cup of hot tea and stared at the orange fruits suspended, intact, inside their green glass container.

			The doctor’s edible fees served to enrich their not so varied meals. True, these fees were mostly sweet – sometimes honey, sometimes jam – and only occasionally more interesting in flavour, like soaked apples or salted cucumbers. Were smoked ham or dried beef too much to ask for? A sin to complain, of course. It might have been the doctor’s unfailingly sweet, friendly manner that inspired his patients to offer him sweet rather than savoury gifts. The surgeon-­princess Vera Ignatyevna – now, there was a dry person, sharp in demeanour. Surely she received ham.

			

			These thoughts brought a smile to Samson’s face. He cast a kindly glance at the doctor.

			“Nikolay Nikolaevich, Vera Ignatyevna Gedroits sent you her regards.”

			“Is that so?” Vatrukhin asked, his eyes widening.

			“That’s right. I went to see her on official business. She said that she would like to host us.”

			“Ah, we must go! Our last visit was most enjoyable, don’t you think?”

			Samson nodded, not noticing that Nadezhda was gazing at him intensely.

			“Enjoy your tea, but I’m off to bed,” she said, rising from the table. “It’s pitch-­black outside. Might as well be midnight.”

			The word “midnight” stung Samson, sending a cold shiver down his spine. He rose, stacked up the empty plates, and carried them into the kitchen.
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