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On a normal day, Pushkinskaya Square was a place where young mothers pushed their strollers, couples sat on park benches, and teenagers fishtailed on Rollerblades. Today was not a normal day.

Russia had just invaded Ukraine and the protesters were coming to make their voices heard: “Nyet voy-ne! No to war!” A few had arrived at dawn, then hundreds, then thousands until the square was packed. Half of them wore the blue and white medical masks that had been helpful in preventing Covid and now were useful for those who didn’t want to be recognized. Many of the women had painted blue and yellow hearts on their cheeks. WE STAND WITH UKRAINE! a banner proclaimed.

The crowd was overwhelmingly young, as protesters tended to be, but Arkady saw many his own age and older, men who still wore ties beneath winter coats and women who wore colorful scarves over their heads. These were the kind of men and women who became the collective conscience at times of national emergency. They were the ones who more than three decades earlier had stood in front of tanks at this very spot and shamed the soldiers in their turrets and gunports for threatening Gorbachev, their rightfully elected leader.

For all Arkady knew, some of them were the very same people, marooned halfway between pension and death. Unless addicted to the bottle, men could retain their vigor as they grew old. Russian women, on the other hand, often appeared old before their time—a legacy, perhaps, of a nation where men were so domestically incompetent that women ended up doing pretty much everything themselves, even shoveling snow on cold winter days like today.

The riot police watched and waited. One, caught for a moment in a shaft of sunlight, looked like a gargantuan insect, an exoskeleton of helmet and pads, a baton and assault rifle sprouting extra limbs. He and his colleagues began moving into phalanxes, plastic shields interlocking in front of them. Demonstrators linked arms and faced them while others clapped and chanted “Nyet voy-ne!” the syllables spaced and rhythmic as though part of an ancient incantation. “Nyet voy-ne! Nyet voy-ne! Nyet voy-ne!” Pushkin himself watched on impassively atop his pedestal with an arm tucked into his jacket and his overcoat falling in great green cascades of oxidized bronze.

Arkady knew how quickly the mood of the crowd could turn violent. All it took was one heavy-handed attempt at an arrest and the chants would become battle cries; the batons would start thumping and the boots flying. Every peaceful protest was a riot in waiting, and the anticipation was sometimes worse than the battle that followed.

A voice crackled over a megaphone. “Dear citizens, disperse. Otherwise, special measures will be used.”

There it was, Arkady thought. “Special measures.” It could mean several things, none of them good.

For some months now, the citizens of Kyiv had been talking about “Day X,” a portentous way of referring to the moment Russian troops would march across the border and claim all Ukraine as their own. Tatiana, the woman Arkady was in love with but seldom saw, wrote about it for the Moscow New York Times from Kyiv. Television political analysts discussed it in the same way serious men and women analyzed good novels or popular movies. Everyone talked about it, but few had really believed it would happen. Intellectually, perhaps, but not emotionally, not viscerally.

“Putin’s too rational,” people said. “The arch-pragmatist knows realpolitik better than anyone. He’ll never take the risk.” Perhaps they had allowed themselves a self-satisfied nod. No longer.

The writer Mikhail Bulgakov had called Kyiv simply “the City,” with a capital C, as though there could be no other. A millennium and a half since its founding, it had outlasted Khazars, Varangians, Mongols, and Tatars, but for how much longer? What would it look like, what would be left of it, once Putin had finished? Arkady remembered pictures of Grozny, the capitol of Chechnya, twenty-five years ago. After months of bombardment, it had been destroyed and pulverized. Russian planes had bombed even the rubble of buildings as though they could make the city disappear altogether.

It was only last summer that Arkady had been in Kyiv, a brief stop en route from Moscow to Crimea, and he had fond memories of the city: the pastel-colored houses, the bronze boat containing statues of the city founders, the goddess and the archangel standing guard over mortals in Independence Square. Would any of them still be standing? There had been a mural of ravens near where he had stayed, the black ravens for wisdom and the solitary white one for good news. No sign of either right now.

Arkady could imagine what it was like when the invasion began: mobile phones spluttering with the news, cars packed to the brim and heading out of the city in a downpour, anxious families laden with bedding and food hurrying down to basements and underground parking garages. Children were probably told this was all a game, but they knew it wasn’t true.



Zhenya was easy to spot in the crowd. His mask was pulled down around his chin and he was wearing at least one layer too few for the weather. Arkady didn’t know whether this was machismo, forgetfulness, genuine imperviousness to the cold, or a mix of all three. He made his way through the crowd.

“Look at this,” Zhenya said as Arkady approached. He handed him his phone. News footage of protests in various cities helpfully captioned: MOSCOW, ST. PETERSBURG, YEKATERINBURG, CHELYABINSK, NIZHNY NOVGOROD, NOVOSIBIRSK, and PERM. Arkady was cheered that so many people would risk coming out onto the streets, but he also knew that many more had swallowed the big lie that Putin was invading Ukraine to free its people from Nazi domination.

“Why are you here?” Zhenya asked.

“I was worried.”

“I’m not a child. How did you know I’d be here?”

“Where else would you be?” Arkady’s adopted son had been glued to the news every day for weeks—not the news in newspapers or on television but on the internet, where he could follow what was really going on. He had told Arkady again and again that Putin would invade, and every New York Times op-ed that said otherwise drove him crazy. Zhenya was a chess player and was trained to see several moves ahead to figure out what his opponent would do. Given enough information, he could logically predict the next move.

“You should go,” Zhenya said.

“Why?”

“You have Parkinson’s. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

“I’m not an invalid.”

“That’s debatable.”

Arkady laughed. “Okay, let’s go and get a cup of coffee and something to eat, and if this is still going on when we’re finished, I’ll go home.”

“Deal.”

They started toward a café, a place where Arkady had taken Zhenya several times over the years.

A TV crew loomed into view. The cameraman aimed his lens and the reporter held a large microphone toward Zhenya.

“Why are you protesting?”

“This is real fascism,” Zhenya said before Arkady could stop him. “Everybody has a duty to protest about what’s going on and speak out against it.”

A quartet of riot police were hard on the reporter’s heels. The cameraman swiveled to film them as they grabbed Zhenya, one on each limb.

“Hey!” Zhenya shouted.

“He’s with me,” Arkady said. “I’m a senior investigator in the prosecutor’s office.”

The policemen had tinted visors pulled down so low Arkady couldn’t see their eyes. They quickstepped through the crowd with Zhenya jerking and wriggling in their grasp.

Arkady raised his voice. “Did you hear me?”

“Hey!” Zhenya shouted again. “Hey!”

Smartphones swiveled to follow their progress. Another protester tried to intervene on Zhenya’s behalf and received a club to the neck, hard enough to send him sprawling.

“Fuck you!” Zhenya yelled. “Fuck you and your filthy war!”

They threw him into the back of a police van and Arkady rushed in after him before the doors closed.



It was several hours before Zhenya was processed, and had it not been for Arkady pulling rank, it would have been even longer. The holding cells were full of protesters who had been rounded up at Pushkinskaya. Arkady bet that nine in every ten had never been in trouble with the law before. Decades as an investigator had given him a pretty good sense of who knew their way round the justice system and who didn’t. There was something about the way those new to the experience were nervous and afraid and those with years of experience waited in grim resignation.

Denis Kim took charge of Zhenya’s case. Arkady knew him from other crime scenes over the years. The surname was originally Korean. His family came from Sakhalin, a long, thin strip of land next to Russia with the Sea of Okhotsk to the north and the sweep of Japan beginning to the south. While only four miles from Russia, it was another world.

Denis looked Zhenya up and down.

“You are charged with the use of illegal language.”

“ ‘Illegal language’?”

He made a show of reading the arresting officer report.

“Which bit of this is illegal?”

“The final word.”

“I’m not allowed to use the word ‘war’?”

“Exactly.”

“What about the chants?”

“I wasn’t there. I didn’t hear them.”

“Nyet voy-ne. Nyet voy-ne.” Zhenya began to tap out the rhythm with a fingertip on the counter.

“If you don’t shut up, I can make it much worse for you.”

“If he can’t say ‘war,’ Arkady asked, “what can he say?”

“Special military operation.”

“ ‘Special military operation’?” Zhenya paused between each of the three words.

“ ‘Special military operation.’ Or ‘the tense foreign political situation.’ Either is acceptable.”

“But not ‘war’?”

“You have been warned.” Denis glanced at the paperwork again. “Born 2001, which makes you twenty-two. Adopted son of Arkady Renko.” He nodded to Arkady, then back to Zhenya. “Have you done your military service yet?”

Every male citizen between the ages of eighteen and twenty-seven had to serve for a year before becoming an official reservist. Army service was a living hell, so every male citizen with any brains or contacts did their best to get out of it. Large cities had the worst recruitment rates because the residents were sophisticated at working the system to their advantage. It was the kids out in the country with little schooling and fewer prospects who ended up filling the quotas.

“No,” Zhenya said. “Not yet.” He didn’t add that he’d already been called up twice and that each time Arkady had used his influence to keep him out. It was just a matter of who you knew and how much you were prepared to bribe them to come up with some reason, medical or educational, for exemption.

“It would do you some good, teach you some discipline.” Arkady remembered that Denis had been in the army—a real soldier, a professional volunteer rather than a conscript before he’d become a policeman. “First offense, so no jail time, just a caution. But consider your card marked. Next time you’re pulled in, you’ll be looking at five years, mandatory.”

“Five?”

“Five years in jail.”

Zhenya was visibly shocked.

“I don’t make the rules.” He paused, then: “If I did, you would be looking at ten. Right. Go on. Go home.”
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Moscow winters made everyone in Moscow look pale and sallow. Everyone but Prosecutor General Zurin, that is. His tan was so deep that the walls of police headquarters glowed as he passed by. Arkady tried to imagine the level of commitment needed not just to establish that color, more orange than brown, but to maintain it too. He thought of Zurin roasting like a chicken on a tanning bed, tiny goggles over his tiny eyes.

“Chernobyl is so nice at this time of year,” Victor said. He shared Arkady’s office and was Arkady’s most loyal friend.

Zurin either didn’t get the joke or chose to ignore it.

“I hear your boy thinks he’s the new Alexei Navalny,” Zurin said to Arkady. His smirk was not just that of a man who had never considered rebelling against authority; it was that of someone for whom the opposite had always been true: for whom power was a source of endless proximity. A man could put up with a lot if he thought the prize was within reach.

Arkady would have admired him more, or would have disliked him marginally less, if Zurin had shown the guts to seek out actual power for himself. But no, he had always let others do the running and had been adept mainly at knowing which coattails to grab onto as they whisked past. It was a skill of sorts, Arkady conceded, certainly one he’d never mastered himself.

“He feels strongly about the issue at hand,” Arkady said.

“He’ll grow out of it.”

“I hope not.”

“I have to say, Investigator Renko, it’s not an especially good look.”

“What’s not?”

“For you to be attending that demonstration.”

“It’s a free country.”

Victor snorted a laugh into his can of Fanta.

Zurin again seemed impervious to the humor. “Officers of law enforcement must remain politically neutral at all times.”

“And if it had been a demonstration in favor of the war?”

“ ‘Special military operation,’ please.”

“But would you have approved of my attendance there?”

“Of course.”

“That wouldn’t be politically neutral.”

“It would.”

“How is it neutral?”

“The special military operation is the correct course of action, politically, militarily, morally. Support for it is therefore a given for all right-thinking people and as such is neutral. It’s like breathing. You shouldn’t have to think about it, merely accept it. Anyway, we’re not here to debate semantics. I have a case for you.”

Zurin tended to push three kinds of cases Arkady’s way these days. There were minor ones that a trainee traffic cop could have solved, there were ones that involved Arkady traveling to far-flung parts of the Russian Federation and therefore absolving Zurin from having to deal with him, and there were politically sensitive ones that required at least the appearance of Arkady’s experience and dogged investigative skills. These were respectively designed to humiliate, remove, or neutralize Arkady, and even if they never worked, Zurin continued trying.

“You know Alexei Kazasky?” Zurin asked.

“Yes, he’s the deputy minister of defense.”

Not a minor case, then, even though the title sounded more impressive than it was. There were a dozen or so deputy ministers of defense, each responsible for one particular part of the vast defense edifice. Deputy ministers might be retired generals, civil servants, or businessmen, and their fiefdoms included material and technical support, financial support, information technology, housing and medical support, international cooperation, and so on. Above them were two first deputy ministers, and above them was the actual minister. Opportunities for bribery and corruption began high and rose to interstellar, depending on the rank. Because his father was a decorated general, Arkady could have been a deputy minister himself by now if only he had played the game. He told himself that it was for the best that he hadn’t. He would neither have enjoyed it nor been any good at it. Most of the time, he was convinced that this was true, but sometimes he wondered.

“Almost,” Zurin said.

“Almost?”

“You said he is deputy minister of defense. Right title, wrong tense. He was deputy minister of defense. His body has just been found.”
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Moscow skyscrapers had sprouted like mushrooms after a rain these past couple of decades. They rose to the heavens in towers of steel and glass, bouncing sunlight across the streets in the summer and reflecting impassive gray skies in the winter. Their names could have come from a science fiction comic: Eurasia, Evolution Tower, City of Capitals.

Arkady was old enough to remember the city before any of these existed. Back then, the tallest buildings were the Seven Sisters, Stalin’s Gothic wedding cakes girded with crenelations and topped off with ruby stars. The sisters comprised a university building, two ministries, two apartment blocks, and two hotels, the Leningrad Kaya and the Ukraine. Arkady and Victor arrived at the Ukraine.

The hotel manager met them at the entrance.

“Yuri Spivak,” he said. He was a handsome man in his forties. His pocket square was arranged just so and perfectly matched his tie, and by the cut of his suit Arkady knew that it cost more than Arkady earned in a month. He wondered whether it came out of Spivak’s salary or whether the hotel chain, a Western one, gave him a clothing allowance.

Arkady recognized him as the kind of man who knew instantly where everyone he met fit into his own personal ecosystem: those who needed to be flattered and those who didn’t, those to whom he needed to pay heed and those to whom he didn’t, those who could make his life difficult and those whose lives he could make difficult. Just about the only people who didn’t fit neatly in any category were investigators who had come to find out why an important guest had been murdered in one of the hotel’s suites.

“Terrible business,” Spivak said, leading them across the lobby. Arkady saw a couple of hotel security guards following close behind. Businessmen clustered at tables. Departing guests peered at the printouts of their bills. Arkady detected a certain kinetic energy in the place, though that was almost certainly more to do with the war than anything else. The news had unsettled even those who approved. It wasn’t every day that your army marched into someone else’s country.

Victor was looking around with barely concealed contempt, and when Arkady followed his gaze, he could see why. The foyer looked modern enough—light and bright and polished, generic and inoffensive—but, looking up, one saw the socialist realist painting on the ceiling entitled “Labor and Harvest Day in Hospitable Ukraine” and the bronze statues called “Queen of the Fields” and “Mother.” They weren’t in homage to the Soviet Union, Arkady knew. They weren’t even an affectionate pastiche. It was all parody, an emptiness masquerading as retro chic to give foreigners a false sense of history and locals a false sense of comfort and nostalgia. Arkady had never been a true believer and had not for a moment mourned the loss of the USSR, but even he thought it deserved better than this, served up in chunks of knowingly insulting irony—repackaged, rebranded, sanitized.

The elevator journey passed in silence. A disembodied voice announced, “Floor 22,” and the doors slid open. Spivak led the way along the corridor, left and right and left again over carpets as thick and springy as a forest floor. Two police officers stood outside a door at the end. Through the window of the fire escape beyond, the sky was slate.

“I have to warn you,” Spivak said. “It’s not pretty in there.”

“It rarely is,” Arkady replied.

One of the police officers opened the door. Arkady knew from his first inhalation that Spivak was at least not lying. Most public buildings in Moscow were overheated, and neither this hotel nor this particular suite was an exception. Dead bodies have a smell all their own: part decomposing restaurant leftovers, part human waste, and layers of sulfur if the connoisseur was prepared to really lean into the bouquet. Arkady had long since grown accustomed to it, but there would never be a time when he didn’t fight the urge to gag upon his first breath. It was like diving into cold water: Ride out the initial shock, and you’d be fine.

Kazasky was lying on the floor between two sofas. Blood had pooled deep into the threads of the rug beneath his body and looked as though it had been hurled around the room in streaks and sprays, in splashes and smears. Arkady saw it on the sofas, on walls, on the legs of a desk, even on the TV screen in the corner. The typical adult holds more than a gallon of blood, an astonishingly large amount when found at the scene of a homicide. As with the death stench, Arkady was used to it by now, but it never failed to astound him.

Arkady and Victor moved through the room like deep-sea divers on a seabed, careful where they placed their feet and keeping their balance with arms held out wide. Victor had once rendered a crime scene unexaminable by crashing full length over the corpse—he had at the time been almost as drunk as the toxicology report later proved the dead man to have been—and the story had become the stuff of legend at Petrovka 38, police headquarters. They laughed about it now, Victor as much as the rest of them, but at the time Zurin had been apoplectic, and for once Arkady had understood why. The ability to stay upright at crime scenes was pretty much a minimum expectation for any detective.

Most of the murders Arkady investigated were brutal, but there were levels of brutality, and it was rare to find an efficient killer who struck a single, fatal blow and left it at that. Moscow murders were overkill, paroxysms of rage and frustration—at life, at fate, at other people—played out with whatever was at hand—vodka and knives, hammers and guns—until the killer’s fury was spent and the victim was dead.

Even by these standards, Kazasky’s death had been something else. His face was unrecognizable, not just as himself but as human. Arkady wondered momentarily whether the body was even Kazasky, yet the clothes were expensive and a wedding ring would prove easy identification. The angle at which his left arm lay suggested multiple fractures.

Arkady shivered, an involuntary reflex despite the heat. There was something about this level of savagery that unnerved him. No, there was something about this level of savagery in this place that unnerved him. Drunken slaughters in rancid tenement buildings, he was used to. But not here, in one of the city’s premier hotels, where refinement and luxury should have acted as deterrents to violence.

“Explain that to me,” Victor said.

“Explain what?”

Victor pointed to the far wall splattered with blood. Arkady hadn’t noticed at first and as his gaze followed Victor’s finger, he saw what he meant. This particular pattern of blood wasn’t a random one. It was the number 2, and it had been drawn very deliberately.



In the old Soviet days, an American guest had dubbed the hotel elevators “Jaws” for their shuddering and juddering of the metal cage, not to mention the time they took to arrive. Now they were rapid and smooth, and the doors opened almost as soon as Arkady pressed the call button.

“Arkady!” Marina Makarova stepped out from the elevator. “Have we been paired together again? I’m surprised.”

The word “surprised” covered many things, Arkady thought—most of all, the unpleasantness of that surprise. Was it possible she knew he had Parkinson’s and was there to make sure he could do the job?

“Oh, don’t look so shocked,” she said, “you must have known the FSB would be involved in this investigation.”

“Of course.” He was relieved; she didn’t seem to know. A senior politician in the defense ministry had been found murdered when a war was only a few hours old. The only surprise was that the FSB deigned to breathe the same air as the prosecutor’s office on this one rather than take the whole thing over from the start. “I just hadn’t expected it to be you.”

They had been lovers once, first when working a case concerning Chechen organized crime and terrorism in the early years of Putin’s reign, and then on and off for several years afterward until he met an investigative reporter named Tatiana. It had been Tatiana who had shown Arkady perhaps the single most fundamental truth about love: that it meant wanting what was best for the other person rather than yourself, and sometimes that meant letting go, trusting that the pieces would land in the right place.

Marina was a woman of steel in a trouser suit, a true believer in the old KGB concept of sword and shield, warrior for and defender of national law, and if she’d yet to meet a means not justified by an end, then Arkady didn’t know about it. She had never married, never had children, and never expressed a scintilla of interest in either. In her youth she had been a champion middle-distance runner, good enough to go to the Olympics, and even though she was now middle-aged, she retained a lean athlete’s body. Arkady had found her hard to figure out until he’d realized a simple truth about her. She would always put the FSB first, herself second, and everything and everyone else a distant third. Strangely, it had made him like her more rather than less. There was a certain comfort in always knowing exactly where he stood with her.

“All the better that it is me, then,” she replied. “We can use our personal connection to ensure an optimum working relationship, conclude the investigation swiftly, and provide an example of what interagency cooperation should look like.”

“Very impressive.”

“My aims?”

“No. The fact you kept a straight face while saying all that.”
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Marina came along with Arkady and Victor to the autopsy. Arkady was amused to see that she dabbed perfume underneath her nostrils when she thought they weren’t looking. He considered voicing the thought that someone who worked in Lubyanka, Moscow’s secret police headquarters, should be used to corpses by now, but for once he considered discretion the better part of valor. There would be plenty of opportunity to antagonize her if he wanted.

“You know how many bodies I’ve got stacked up in there?” The coroner, Arveladze, jerked his great bearded head in the direction of the metal drawers that covered an entire wall. “Go on,” he said, when no one answered. “Guess.”

“I assumed it was a rhetorical question,” Arkady said.

“I ask a question, I want an answer.”

There were four rows of seven drawers each. “Twenty-eight,” Arkady said.

“Thirty-two!” Arveladze’s voice was triumphant. “Some poor bastards can’t get privacy even in death.”

Arveladze—or Niko, as his friends called him—had moved from Tbilisi after leaving school and had barely let a day pass since then without wondering loudly and repeatedly what had possessed him to forsake the greatest city in the world for a hellhole like Moscow. Georgians were the greatest people in the world, he said, and if you disagreed, he was happy to settle it with a drinking contest. He stood barely five feet, six inches but weighed over two hundred pounds, and very little of it was fat. Even Victor had been known to pale at the prospect of going head-to-head with Niko.

“So your man here”—Arveladze indicated Kazasky’s battered corpse—“has jumped the line, and then some. Not that he is in a position to care much one way or the other.” He laughed heartily at his own joke, flexed his fingers to ensure that the latex gloves were on properly, and began to examine the body in detail.

“Assuming the constant room temperature, degrees of decomposition and rigor mortis suggest he died between midnight and two a.m. this morning. Full-thickness scalp laceration with ragged non-bleeding edges, four inches long, stretching from the right frontal glabellar region across to the left medial superior orbital rim. One-inch left frontal laceration…”

Arkady tuned out. Arveladze dealt with bodies as a mechanic would treat cars: objects were examined, diagnostics run, problems solved. Every man had a place where he felt most at home, and for Arveladze it was here, his own small subterranean palace full of formaldehyde, scalpels, disembodied organs, and a clientele who couldn’t answer back. There were often rumors of dark goings-on in the city mortuaries, but Arveladze was never named among the suspects: he cared nothing for the money that a little black-market trading would provide, and his interest in the dead was in no way prurient or warped. Arkady would, ironically, have trusted him with his life.

He forced himself to pay attention again.

“… making a combination of multiple deep lacerations and multiple blunt-force trauma.”

“Two weapons?” Arkady said.

“Impossible to be absolutely sure, but it seems likely. Hard to think of a single object which could have caused both. Look: the lacerations have been made by something very sharp, possibly even a knife. But the blunt-force trauma is from a heavy item impacting at great velocity.”

“In plain language, please,” Marina said.

“He was cut to shreds and had the shit beaten out of him.”

Didn’t get much plainer than that, Arkady thought.

“By two weapons, are we presuming two killers?” Victor asked.

“You’re the detectives,” Arveladze replied. “You tell me.”

“Were the two types of wounds inflicted concurrently or consecutively?” Arkady asked.

“The first, by the look of it. Here.” Arveladze pointed to a particularly bloodied area of Kazasky’s head. “There’s a lot of overlay between the two, and at other points on the skull too. Overlay suggests things were happening all at once.”

“Frenzied rather than methodical?”

“I’d say.”

Arkady looked at Victor and Marina in turn. “We’re agreed that we’ll start from the premise of two killers?” They both nodded. Arkady turned to Arveladze. “Then we won’t take up any more of your time. Thank you, Niko. Better get started on the others while it’s still winter.”

Arveladze made a face. Spring always brought the highest body count, not because more people were killed then, but because the warm weather uncovered any number of corpses that had been hidden under snow.

“There’s a bottle of chacha with your name on it anytime you feel like putting the world to rights, Arkady.” Chacha was Georgian pomace brandy, and Arveladze’s homebrewed version could strip paint off the walls.

“Too strong for me,” Arkady said. “But I know a man who would like it.”

Victor looked embarrassed but pleased. Arkady’s mobile buzzed the moment they were aboveground. You have a new voicemail message. It took him a moment to remember how to access the voicemail, and another moment to get his fingers and thumbs connected to his brain. It was these little Parkinson’s symptoms that bothered him almost as much as the more obvious ones.

The voicemail was from Spivak, asking Arkady to return to Hotel Ukraine as soon as possible. Raised female voices could be heard in the background, and the note of weary harassment in Spivak’s voice was one that Arkady recognized all too well: the tone of a man trying and failing to deal with angry women.

“Maybe you should take the lead on this particular interview,” Arkady suggested to Marina as they drove back across Moscow.

She smirked. “And miss out on the fun of watching you take these women on? The FSB is happy to act in a purely observational capacity in this instance.”

Victor, who had been sitting quietly in the backseat, let out a short “Ha!”



Once again Spivak was waiting by the main entrance for them. “Thank God, you’ve come,” he said. “They’re in my office, and I’ve had to put two security staff in there to stop them from killing each other.”

“They” turned out to be Serafima Kazaskya and Dasha Lapina, separated by twenty-five years and brought together by their attachments to Kazasky. Serafima was the mother of Kazasky’s two children, both adults now, and until a few months ago she had been his wife. Dasha was his girlfriend. That there would have been overlap between the two went without saying. Arkady knew men like Kazasky all too well, and that was without any judgment, for when it came to his own romantic history, Arkady had hardly been a paragon of virtue.

Spivak’s office was as overheated as the rest of the building, but there was a definite chill in the air due to the two women. Two men from security stood as though ready to leap into action at a moment’s notice.

“I’m Investigator Renko,” Arkady said. “This is my colleague Detective Orlov and Agent Makarova from the FSB.” Those last three initials knocked Serafima and Dasha back into their chairs, as Arkady had known they would. FSB, KGB, NKVD, Cheka. The fear was ancestral and it never went away, no matter what they were called.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” Arkady said.

“Her loss?” Serafima and Dasha spluttered in perfect synchronicity.

“We’re going to interview you one at a time.”

“Don’t let her go first,” Dasha said. “Everything she’ll tell you is bullshit.”

Arkady pulled a ten-ruble coin from his pocket and held it up so they could both see. “Serafima, the number 10; Dasha, the eagle. Understood?” He balanced it on the bridge of his thumb and middle finger, flicked it up, and it fell to the floor before he could catch it. Victor quickly retrieved the coin, tossed it up again, caught it and placed it on the back of his other hand, showing them the coin. The overhead light glinted off Russia’s double-headed eagle.

Dasha got to her feet. “At least this way you’ll get the truth first.”

Arkady turned to the security staff. “Please wait outside with Mrs. Kazasky until we call you in.”

Serafima shot a glance at Dasha that would have upset a lesser woman, but she resigned herself to leaving the room with her escorts. Arkady studied Dasha as they waited for the door to close. She was one of those women whom foreign men would find beautiful but who were so commonplace on the streets of Moscow as to be totally unremarkable: highlighted blond hair, flawless skin, and a sensual mouth.

“So,” Arkady said, “perhaps you could tell us the nature of your relationship with the deceased.”

“I was the love of his life.”

“His words or yours?”

“Both.” If she’d taken offense at the question, she didn’t show it. “He told me so every day. He’d been with a lot of women, both before his marriage and during it. I’m not stupid, Investigator: I know I wasn’t the first, but he said he’d never felt like that before. Not for a moment, not with anyone. Especially not with her.” Dasha’s eyes slid theatrically toward the door.

“How long were you together?”

“Five months, two weeks, and four days.”

Spoken like a lovestruck teenager. Endearing at sixteen, but less so a decade later.

“How did you meet?”

“He came to a fashion event where I was influencing.”

“ ‘Influencing’?”

“Yes. Influencing.”

“Influencing what?”

“The fashion brand Turbo Tigran.”

“I don’t understand. How can you influence a brand? You influence people, surely. Not objects.”

“You don’t know what influencing is?”

“In this context, no.”

The eye roll she gave was very similar to the one Zhenya pulled off whenever Arkady disappointed him.

“You’ve heard of Instagram?”

“Vaguely.”

“Okay. I have three million followers there: three million people who see my posts whenever they’re on the site.”

“And a post is?”

“A photograph. Sometimes with a caption.”

“A photograph of what?”

“Me, mainly.” Arkady shook his head, not understanding. Dasha plowed on, undaunted. “Three million followers are a lot of advertising exposure. So companies pay me to promote their stuff—but quite subtly, you know? I don’t just say ‘Go buy Turbo Tigran’; I put up pictures of myself at launch events and so on, wearing their clothes and making sure to highlight the party glamour: ‘Having a blast with my good friends at Turbo Tigran,’ so it looks organic and unforced, not too obvious. And then they pay me.”

Arkady found it all difficult to comprehend. Dasha may as well have been a cosmonaut for all he knew. He asked the first thing that came into his head: “This influencing… it pays well?”

“About thirty thousand.”

“Dollars?”

“Of course.”

“Per year?”

“Per post.”

“Per post?”

“Sure.”

“And how many posts do you make each year?”

“You have to ration them, of course. Too many just puts people off. But one a week seems to work well.”

Arkady did the math. A million and a half dollars—not rubles—a year for a handful of photos on a cell phone. He didn’t want to be that guy, the ‘world gone mad’ guy, but, really, the world had gone mad.

“That was before the war, of course,” Dasha continued.

“ ‘Special military operation,’ please.” Marina was on message.

“They’re saying that the government will shut Instagram down because so many people are using it to criticize the w—the special military operation. Here.”
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