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Аннотация
In the late summer of 1918 the war on the western front is grinding out its final months. The German army�s offensive has stalled; the Austro-Hungarian empire is on its knees; the Russian monarchy has fallen. The new Bolshevik government of Russia, beleaguered on all sides, has signed a separate peace with the Central Powers. In the south, White Russian forces have begun a rebellion and the allies have landed at Archangel. A force of Czechs and Slovaks have seized the Trans-Siberian Railway. Into this maelstrom, Paul Ross, a young army captain, is sent by the head of the fledgling SIS, Mansfield Cumming, to assist in organising the anti-Bolshevik front. Regarded as ideal for the job by virtue of his Russian birth, Ross must first find his cousin, Mikhail Rostov, who has connections with the old regime, and then make contact with the Czechoslovak Legion. But Ross is carrying more than the letter of accreditation to the Czechs, he is also burdened by his past. Disowned as a boy by his Russian family and despised by Mikhail, Paul doubts himself capable of the task. With his mission already betrayed to the Bolsheviks and pursued by assassins, he boards a steamer to cross the North Sea into German-occupied Finland. From there he must make his way over the border into Bolshevik Russia. But in Petrograd, Paul finds Mikhail has disappeared, having left behind his half-starved sister, Sofya. Now, with Sofya in tow, he must somehow contact the Czech Legion, strung out as they are across a vast land in growing turmoil where life, as he soon discovers, is held to be even cheaper than on the western front.
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For Gill with whom I covered some of these miles, years after the events portrayed.


Cast of Characters

Paul Ross�� An army officer
Mansfield Cumming�� Head of SIS
Valentine�� A friend of Paul Ross
Colonel Browning�� SIS officer, assistant to Mansfield Cumming
Pinker�� A salesman. Passenger aboard the steamship Hesperus
Turner�� A steward aboard the Hesperus
Reverend Pater�� A Passenger aboard the Hesperus
Mrs Hogarth�� A Passenger aboard the Hesperus
Miss Andresen�� A Passenger aboard the Hesperus
Berglund�� A Finnish agent
Jalonen�� A Finnish agent
Admiral Kolchak�� Commander of the White Russian forces
Sofya Ivanovna Rostova�� Paul�s cousin
Mikhail Ivanovich Rostov�� Paul�s cousin and Sofya�s brother
Malinovsky�� Captain of a riverboat
Karel Romanek�� A Czechoslovak legionnaire
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Captain Steveni�� A British army officer and SIS agent
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PART ONE
The Man in the Turret
� July 20th 1918 �
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The railway station was a bedlam. Around him, people were rushing in every direction, bumping and colliding like automata following separate sets of instructions. The colours, still khaki and black, lent the scene the muted aspect of an oddly animated Flemish canvas. A Bruegel, was it? He couldn�t remember. What wasn�t muted was the noise. It was shattering. Pushing his way towards the platform, the uproar struck him like a wave. The clank of engines� the hiss of steam� the bellowed orders of NCOs trying to get the right body of men in the right place� The noise enveloped him. And, overlaying it all was the cacophonous din of carriage doors slamming and the shrill piercing discordance of guards� whistles.
The July evening was warm and Paul Ross felt hot and conspicuous in the greatcoat. He had been carrying it earlier, but when he got the man in the cap�s blood on his jacket he had no choice but to put the thing on. He�d managed to wipe his hands clean although he could still feel an unpleasant stickiness between his fingers. But there hadn�t been much he could do about his jacket. And after that damned woman started screaming all he had time to do was make a run for it. He was two streets away when he heard the first police whistle and had stopped only long enough to pull on the heavy coat to hide the bloodstains.
Now, threading his way through the crowd towards his platform, he couldn�t help looking back over his shoulder every time he heard a guard�s whistle.
At the gate he rummaged in his pocket for his ticket. It was second-class�� a fact he had noted as soon as Cumming gave it to him. They couldn�t even spring for a first-class carriage, he thought at the time, and noting his reaction Cumming had said rather curtly:
�You might as well get used to it. You�ll find it�s all one class on the steamer. Being Finnish they don�t hold with that sort of thing anymore. The navy usually arranges a cruiser and escort for this sort of thing but there hasn�t been a passage since the ambassador came back in January with Hart. I�m afraid the War Office wasn�t prepared to stump up a ship in this instance. It might be different if you were part of a diplomatic mission, but these days they�re a bit chary risking ships what with the Hun scattering mines all over the place. Their U-boats are still pretty active and they baulk at risking a ship for someone like you. I daresay they haven�t got over Kitchener drowning yet.�
Cumming had stared past Paul�s shoulder to some point in the middle distance where things might have turned out differently if the Field Marshal had been a better swimmer. Paul had often wondered the same thing about his own father.
�Anyway,� Cumming finally resumed, �we managed to get hold of an old steamer from the Finland Steamship Company fleet. Ostensibly it�ll be their first commercial passage since their ships were impounded at the outbreak of war, so she�ll be carrying a cargo. You�ll be stopping at Copenhagen, Malmo and Stockholm before Helsingfors. Inconvenient, I know, but we have to keep up appearances. You and Hart will board in Yarmouth this evening. There are other passengers so we�ve got you down as a mining agent looking to buy lumber for pit props. You�ll carry papers in the name of Harry Filbert. There won�t be many other passengers but even so, you�ll be advised to keep your eyes open. We�ve just heard from Kell that they might try to sneak an agent aboard.�
�An agent?�
Cumming dismissed Paul�s look of concern with a wave of the hand.
�Let Hart worry about him once you get to Yarmouth.�
Cumming having mentioned Hart earlier and not wanting to confuse this man with the agent Kell said might be aboard, Paul asked how he would recognise Hart.
Cumming and Browning exchanged a glance.
�Used another name, probably,� Browning said. �Good man, Hart.�
�Not a rascal,� Cumming agreed and looked pointedly at Paul as if he should infer something from the exchange.
But Paul thought there had already been too much he should have inferred and was by now thoroughly confused.
It had come as no surprise that they weren�t prepared to risk a warship on his behalf, of course, even while they assumed he would risk everything on theirs. Two years in the trenches had disabused him of any illusions he might have held concerning the value they put on people like him. Like everyone else�� below the dizzying heights of the top brass, that is�� he was regarded as little more than a counter to be moved around on a map. But even so, surely there were circumstances here Cumming had lost sight of?
For one thing, Paul had been under the impression that Finland was in the middle of a civil war. In those circumstances it was hardly surprising they hadn�t yet made up their minds as to quite what sort of thing they held with. As Paul understood the situation there, the revolutionary faction supporting the Bolsheviks in Russia were busy shooting the somewhat less revolutionary faction who wanted an independent state. They, in turn, were naturally shooting back. And, just to compound the confusion, the German army had marched in to pick up the pieces. In these circumstances Helsingfors seemed a somewhat dangerous destination. When pressed on the point, though, Cumming seemed to become irritated and dismissed it all as a little local difficulty. In fact, he had maintained that the chaos would work in their favour: Paul and Hart could just slip in and out while the Finns and Germans were at each other�s throats. Barely noticed.
As far as Paul could see that was one more indication of Cumming not being too bothered with detail�� particularly if it got in the way of his plans. A disconcerting thought given the position they wanted to put him in.
And now, on top of it all, Cumming had announced that Kell thought they might sneak an agent on board the steamer. It was all very well being warned to keep his eyes open but how was he supposed to tell one dull passenger from another?
Cumming, of course, had neglected to say. One would have thought that it might have been pertinent to know how they knew Paul would be on the steamer. Had there been a leak from Cumming�s office?
Predictably, though, Cumming was evasive on the point.
�Oh, don�t worry yourself on that score. We�re as sound as a bell. Listen to Kell and you�d think there are spies everywhere. Part of the natural order of things.� He turned to the somewhat urbane officer standing beside Paul. �Like blossom in springtime, eh Browning?�
�Socialists, anarchists, revolutionaries� country�s awash with �em,� Browning agreed emphatically.
Cumming chuckled. �Browning here is of the opinion that if you fired a punt-gun in the reading room of the British library, you couldn�t fail to bag a brace.�
�Can�t sit down to dinner in some houses without getting wigged by a damned agitator of some stamp or the other,� Browning complained.
All very well, Paul had thought at the time, but it still didn�t answer the question. How did they know that he would be aboard the steamer? Particularly before he was even aware of the fact himself!
But that was all of a piece with the day. Nothing could be pinned down, nothing taken for what it seemed.
Things had started badly and had got steadily worse. Everything had happened too quickly. He had the sensation of being swept along in a situation that was out of his control; a situation of which he had yet to grasp the full significance. It was all too unsettling, like being somehow pushed ahead of himself. It left him with the odd impression that every time he heard a damned whistle and looked back over his shoulder, he might actually catch sight of himself standing in the middle of the station with a puzzled expression on his face.
The railway inspector pushed Paul�s ticket back at him and waved him in the direction of the train. On the platform the crowd seemed a little thinner. He was able to relax for a moment and catch his breath. Not too many people heading north-east. Then he caught sight of a line of casualties boarding the train and his heart sank. Officers mostly, walking wounded, although he could see a couple of amputees among them hobbling along on crutches. Flanked by two nurses, they were being shepherded along the platform by a medical orderly. No doubt there was a recuperation hospital somewhere out in the Suffolk countryside. Paul supposed the poor fools would be expecting some large house in nice grounds�� a river perhaps� sunny afternoons with tea and cakes on the lawn� time to doze under the dappled shade of trees�
He pitied them. If it was anything like his hospital it would be draughty corridors and cold-water baths; tepid tea and, instead of cake, a diet of bored doctors.
He found an empty compartment, lifted his bag onto the luggage rack and sat down. He had bought an evening paper from Smith�s bookstall. It was too soon for news of bodies found in alleys behind the Waldorf and the headlines were still trumpeting the fact that the Allies had stopped the German offensive. But they�d been saying that for weeks with precious little evidence to back it up. He scanned the story anyway, found nothing new, as he had suspected, and turned instead to an article about the recent events in Russia. Under the circumstances he thought that was disturbingly coincidental, even if the piece was mainly about the present conditions in St Petersburg�� or Petrograd as he now had to get used to thinking of it. Even so, the paper did not paint a very comforting picture, especially as they admitted themselves that the situation was so chaotic that no news was reliable. Particularly, it took pains to note, news being released by the Bolsheviks themselves.
Little wiser, he turned out of habit to the casualty lists, running his eyes down the columns for any familiar names. He saw none he knew, nor had he for some time. Since the first harvest had accounted for most of his contemporaries, and those who had managed to survive that reaping generally living only long enough to be scythed down in the second year, it was now only very occasionally that he did come across a name he recognised. Some stubborn individual whom the blade hadn�t cut down cleanly at first or second attempt. Much like himself, he supposed. Although he was only too aware of there still being time for that omission to be rectified.
The compartment door opened unexpectedly and a middle-aged couple took the seats opposite him. He glanced at them guiltily and pulled the greatcoat closer to cover the bloodstains. Another whistle blew and the train gave a lurch then began moving slowly out of the station. He stared out of the window at the passing back alleys and dingy brick houses, becoming aware for the first time since early that morning of feeling almost comfortable.
Physically comfortable, anyway. His head was still a bedlam like the station.
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It had all started at his club that morning when Burkett, the steward, had pushed the note into his hand.
�A gentleman left this letter for you, sir,� he intoned in his ponderous fashion, bending towards Paul confidentially and whispering in his ear. �With the instruction, sir, that I was to hand it to you personally and to inform you that, therein, you would find something to your advantage.�
There being something so unnecessarily conspiratorial in Burkett�s tone and, because he was still feeling out of sorts from having lost money at cards the previous evening, Paul almost damned the man for his impertinence.
But then Burkett added, �On a separate matter, Captain Ross, I am told that the Secretary is looking for you concerning your bill.�
The steward�s manner had now changed to one of condescension. It was an attitude Paul had noticed servants often adopted when telling one something one didn�t want to hear and he decided he didn�t like this tone any better than he�d liked Burkett�s first. But he swallowed his imminent curse conscious, as he was, of trying to rid himself of all that master�servant nonsense. And since, given his situation, he really didn�t want to see the Club Secretary, he was grateful for the warning.
So instead of cursing the steward, he found himself muttering an all too effusive, �Thank you, Burkett, thank you very much.� Aware of over-compensating with his newly adopted egalitarianism, he then shut his mouth and took the proffered envelope.
It was unaddressed. Blank in fact. Suspecting a bill of some description he pushed it back at Burkett, asking if he was sure that the letter was meant for him.
�Oh yes, sir,� Burkett insisted. �To be delivered into the hand of Captain Paul Ross.�
Paul looked at it again, then suspiciously at Burkett.
�It�s not meant for the other fellow, is it? The other Paul Ross. How do you know it�s meant for me if it�s unaddressed?�
Burkett�s expression remained serene. �Poor Captain Ross was killed, if you recall, sir.�
Paul recalled the fact only too well. It had given him a nasty shock when he had seen his own name among the dead in the casualty list.
�But that hasn�t stopped people writing to him, has it?�
Burkett�s eyebrows lifted perceptibly. A gesture that might have implied he was demonstrating patience. �I was instructed to hand it to you personally.� And he pushed the envelope towards Paul again.
Paul scowled and took it once more, stepping to where he was half-hidden from the rest of the lobby by a marble pillar. He opened it and found a note inside. Short and to the point it had been written, curiously, in green ink:
Come to Whitehall Court at two o�clock and I may be able to offer you a way through your present difficulties. 46, east turret. Prompt.
He read it through twice, wincing at the phrase �present difficulties�.
�Precisely who gave you this?�
�Oh I couldn�t say, sir.�
Paul nibbled at his lip, unsure if Burkett was being evasive or not. Unable to tell from his response whether the steward actually didn�t know who had delivered the note or whether, through some arcane club rule that governed these things, did know but wasn�t at liberty to disclose the fact.
Paul sighed. �Whitehall Court, then. Do you know where that is?�
Burkett�s face registered the merest flicker of recognition.
�That would be the old Liberator Building, sir. The present home of the Liberal Club.�
Paul supposed his own expression must have betrayed ignorance because Burkett promptly embarked upon one his voyages into the arcane.
�If I remind the captain that the name �Liberator� most probably derives from the building�s association with the late Mr Jabez Balfour, the former Member for Burnley, would the captain be any further enlightened?�
Paul closed his eyes. �No, Burkett, he would not.�
�The gentleman who had that little difficulty over the failure of the Liberator Building Society? But perhaps the affair occurred before the captain took an interest in such matters.�
�Before I was born, you mean.�
�An unpleasant business all round,� Burkett resumed, suddenly adding with the reverberant boom of an Old Testament prophet that made Paul jump, �Ruin!� He paused portentously then leaned confidentially towards Paul once more. �A matter of financial irregularity, I�m sorry to relate.�
Paul blushed. Having just read the phrase �present difficulties� in livid green ink, the implication was obvious. It brought back the still-raw distress of Valentine�s betrayal. He cursed Valentine under his breath again although, having cursed the man so often over the past few days his invective had lost most of its force; what was left of the execration sounded little more than oath by rote.
Meanwhile Burkett, running before some wind of his own, was elaborating on the Member for Burnley and Argentina, something about extra-judicial kidnapping� He had reached the sheltered port of an apparently consequent trial before Paul was able to intervene.
Pre-empting Burkett of the opportunity of launching into a verbatim account of the court proceedings, Paul asked:
�The Liberal Club?�
�The turreted building.�
�Near the War Office?�
Burkett nodded and Paul glanced at the note again. 46, east turret. He looked at his watch. It wasn�t far and he had plenty of time to get there but wondered why he should. After all, he wasn�t at the beck and call of any stranger who might leave him notes. And any �difficulties� he might be having at the moment were his business, not the concern of others. Besides, it was almost time for lunch and his whole reason for being at the club was so that he could sign for the meal without actual recourse to cash.
Burkett gave a warning cough and began gesturing theatrically towards the stairs. Paul saw the Club Secretary descending and edged further behind the column.
�And the man actually used the words �something to my advantage�, you say?�
Burkett stepped discretely between Paul and the Secretary who had now reached the lobby.
�Those very words, sir.�
�Thank you, Burkett,� Paul said in an undertone, waving the letter. �Perhaps you�ll let the Secretary know I�m attending to that little misunderstanding over my bill?� Then, with an glance towards the Secretary�s turned back, he made a bolt for the door and down the steps, pushing the letter into his pocket as he went.
It was at this moment that he saw a thickset man wearing a flat cap standing on the other side of the street, and became aware that he had vaguely noticed the fellow a few minutes earlier before going into the club.
The man was standing more or less in the same place as before. Paul stopped on the bottom step and peered at him. The man�s face was half-hidden by the wide cap and the rest of his features were further obscured by a heavy black moustache.
Paul had the impression that a moment before the man had been looking in his direction, although now he appeared to be assiduously examining a pair of ornate Corinthian capitals adorning the entrance of the building opposite. On reflection, Paul doubted if he would have noticed the man at all had he been wearing a uniform and not dressed in civilian clothes that were obviously too heavy for the season. Or carrying an umbrella, come to that, as the sky was of clear unclouded blue.
Even so, there were still plenty of men not in uniform to be seen. Even men within the age of conscription as Paul would have guessed this man to be. Hardly a reason to have attracted his attention at all. No, there was something more. Something about the man looked oddly familiar, although Paul was sure he didn�t know him. He worried at it for a second or two while the man continued to examine the stonework until a passing cab hid him momentarily from view. Then, without the distraction, Paul became acutely aware of the hollowness in his stomach, reminding him that he had not eaten that morning. With a last glance over his shoulder to make sure the Club Secretary was not following him, he strode off down the road, the problem of lunch pressing in upon him once more.
Having to pass up a meal at the club was a nuisance. As his rent was overdue he had missed breakfast, being obliged to slip out of his lodgings early to avoid his landlady. He had been counting on getting at least a meal or two at the club before the matter of his unpaid bill came to a head. Having to leave unfed, though, was preferable to enduring an unpleasant scene. In other circumstances he might have been inclined to have made a stand and faced the Club Secretary down, relying on the assumption that a man in uniform wounded in the service of his country and fresh out of hospital might expect to be allowed a little leeway in the matter of unpaid bills. Ordinarily he might have been able to make a decent case out of that sort of thing. As it was, however, at the moment the streets of London were thronged with men in uniform wounded in the service of their country. He suspected that whether in or out of hospital he�� along with the rest of them�� were becoming the norm. In fact, if things didn�t improve, he imagined that in a year or two he might very well find the same men standing on the same street-corners selling bootlaces. And all be thought of as nothing but a damned nuisance on top of it.
At least he could console himself with the thought that he was better off than most. He still had all his limbs; he continued to possess his full complement of faculties. He remained unscarred by his experiences, if one didn�t count the puckered skin at his temple where the fragment of shell had hit him, that was. Yet he was aware that taking a philosophical view of his situation didn�t put grub in his stomach. Despite what others might regard as good fortune, he still couldn�t help feeling just a little hard done by. Granted, he was prepared to acknowledge that at least to some degree part of the position he now found himself in was of his own making. He had been too naive. But this didn�t absolve Valentine of any of his richly deserved opprobrium. That still remained, even if it did smart to realise that Paul�s downfall had mostly been occasioned by his own, too trusting, nature.
Wandering fruitlessly in this barren wasteland of self-examination was not, however, filling his empty stomach. Forced to reconsider his options, since his pay wasn�t due for another week, he was reluctantly beginning to wonder whether he had any other recourse but the final one of having to visit his mother. The only alternative to that last ditch measure was to go without eating, sustaining himself, he supposed, with the Micawberish hope that something might turn up.
It was only then he realised that of course something had.
He paused in a doorway and took the letter out of his pocket again. Having been hand-delivered, the unmarked envelope gave no indication of the sender. The note itself held no more information (beyond the fact that the writer had an odd taste in ink) than the address, a reference to Paul�s �present difficulties� and an admonition to be prompt.
An unwonted flush of embarrassment stole over him at the thought of a third party being privy to his financial circumstances. In particular at the manner that had occasioned them. Then it occurred to him that it might actually have been Valentine who had sent the note. Before embarrassment could turn to anger, though, he reasoned that since the man had already helped himself to Paul�s money, there couldn�t be much left to interest him. Still, there was always the possibility that Valentine had passed Paul�s name onto some other confidence-trickster who might be looking to pick over the remains.
He gave another ineffectual curse and screwed up the note and was on the point of hurling it into the gutter when he noticed that the man in the cap was standing on the pavement some hundred yards or so behind him. This time his attention appeared to have been caught by a notice board advertising a piano recital to be given that afternoon. It had caught Paul�s eye as he had passed as he had wondered if the free recital might include refreshment. Failing to see any immediate connection between Corinthian capitals and piano recitals, Paul loitered behind a lamppost and tried to get a better look at the man.
Being oddly familiar, the thought had occurred that the fellow might be some old sweat from his regiment who had spotted him on the street and was trying to pluck up the courage to ask for a handout. But despite this vague familiarity he couldn�t quite put his finger on, the man didn�t look like any old sweat he had ever seen. He studied the man in the cap for a moment or two before coming to the conclusion that the man wasn�t trying to pluck up courage to approach him, but rather doing much the same as Paul was himself, watching him in as unobtrusive a manner as he could. Alarmed that the man might be looking to dun him for some debt that he had forgotten or, worse still, be a bailiff waiting for a less public opportunity to serve him with a summons, Paul hurried on still clutching the balled letter.
He couldn�t actually remember having any outstanding debts beyond those to his landlady and his club, although he couldn�t discount the possibility. His memory had not been all it had used to be since he had been wounded.
This possibility added a new dimension to his situation. The more he thought about it the more Burkett�s message�� assuming it had nothing to do with Valentine�� began to take on the appearance of the proverbial straw within the reach of the proverbial drowning man. He was certainly having trouble keeping his head above water. He straightened out the note once more. Whitehall wasn�t far, yet he wondered if he should take a cab to shake off the man in the cap. As he folded the note into his pocket for the second time, though, his fingers brushed against the few remaining coins that stood between him and total insolvency. He glanced at his watch. There was at least an hour until the appointment and so he decided to walk, to take a roundabout route and his chances with the man in the cap.
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The morning was clear. Beyond his own clouded horizon, it was a perfect summer day. Reaching the river, he stopped. He had walked almost to The Strand, cutting this way and that through side streets to the Victoria Embankment. Confident he had lost the man in the cap, he leaned against the wall and smoked a cigarette. A barge was plying its way up-river beneath the Charing Cross Bridge, the sun as it played on the bow wave turning the water into a sequinned swell. The cough of its engine on the morning air repeated like the hacking of a consumptive and Paul allowed himself the momentary fancy of imagining he might be hearing the sound of a dying empire. The old orders were passing; the Russian monarchy had fallen and the Austrian empire was in tatters. Whoever was the loser now�� Germany or Britain�� surely would not survive. Yet on such a morning the thought brought nothing worse than a sense of the feyness of life, a vestige of fin de siècle nostalgia amid the horror.
In this frame of mind it was almost tempting to regard his own situation as little other than a passing inconvenience. Even his hunger pangs could be seen as simply one of life�s temporary vicissitudes. A matter of luck which, when examined dispassionately, could be viewed as a sort of tide given to washing in upon one and out again with a certain�� if unpredictable�� regularity. He just happened to be unfortunate in that, at the moment, its tendency was to be washing out. He had found that out the previous evening when he had tried his hand at the gaming tables in an attempt to parley his last pound or two into a sum sufficient to tide him over until payday. But luck�� as luck would have it�� hadn�t favoured him. The cards were not running his way. In fact, instead of easing his situation he�d ended up watching what little money Valentine had left him dribble away across the baize.
But since he had always believed one made one�s own luck�� bitter pill though it was to swallow�� he had to admit that a good part of his present adverse fortune could be put down to sheer bad judgement. The fact was that a good friend of his�� who, as it turned out, had deserved neither the adjective nor the noun�� had skipped town two days earlier having added what cash Paul kept in his rooms to the totality of his savings; money which Valentine had already prised from what had been far too loose a grip.
To Paul�s cost, Valentine had persuaded him to invest in what he had described as a new and exciting (�Oh, a very exciting�) chemical process for extracting radium from pitchblende. While Paul hadn�t fully understood the method as Valentine had explained it, it had sounded very plausible. Up-to-the-minute, particularly as conveyed by Valentine�s boyish enthusiasm. Paul�s real problem was that science had never been his best subject at school. He had never really got a handle on it, then or since. The closest he had got to being adept at anything remotely scientific was, after entering the trenches, acquiring the mental facility of tracking the trajectory of any artillery shell likely to land anywhere near him. But then most soldiers learned that trick (or, fatally, didn�t) and he supposed that it was more a case of an instinct for personal survival than any innate ability to comprehend trigonometry and vectors and all the other paraphernalia of applied mathematics. And even that trick, although indescribably useful, could not always be relied upon�� as witness his five months in hospital.
He finished his cigarette and flicked the butt over the embankment into the river. If he was going to be honest, he had to admit that all the self-recrimination about science was in reality no more than an excuse; what really lay at the root of his problem was that he had been taken in by Valentine. The man had been a confidence trickster. Facing the truth of the matter at least made him feel better. Not as good a decent lunch might have done but at least that showed one couldn�t live off self-deception.
He looked back along the street. There was no sign of the man in the cap and the fact made him wonder if the man�s apparent interest had been no more than his own imagination, another variant of self-deception. He turned and headed towards Whitehall.

Whitehall Court turned out to be a gothic pile standing between the Embankment and Whitehall, a building he must have passed a hundred times without paying it any attention. The War Office was around the corner�� a fact he knew from having been summoned there shortly before being wounded and where he had undergone a curious interview, the purpose of which had never been explained. He had eventually put it down to his promotion which had come through shortly afterwards. He had never been quite able to reconcile this, though, with some of the uncomfortable questions about his background and friends he had been asked. Or, come to that, the nagging suspicion that his promotion had really been meant for someone else, the other Paul Ross perhaps.
Whitehall Court, he now saw, dominated the skyline. Several storeys high it boasted three asymmetrically placed turrets that loomed like the topping on one of mad Ludwig�s Rhinish castles. He craned his neck at them as he walked the building�s considerable length until he stood beneath the east turret. He was about to go inside when he caught sight of the man in the cap again, loitering across the road. Paul stopped and stared defiantly at him but the man appeared unconcerned. He simply turned on his heel and walked away.
Paul watched him, experiencing an illogical sense of dissatisfaction. Then, dismissing the man from his thoughts, Paul passed through the entrance. Finding number forty-six listed on the top floor, he took the lift.
His knock upon the door was answered by a rather severe-looking girl with a long equine face and brown hair wound into a bun on her neck. She regarded Paul suspiciously from a pair of horsy eyes. They matched the colour of her hair, a few strands of which had escaped the bun and hung beside her left ear in a rather dishevelled way.
�Yes?� she asked, blinking the horsy eyes at him.
Paul removed his cap and despite the number being inches from his shoulder asked if this was number forty-six. Over her shoulder he could see the room was empty except for a desk, a chair and a typewriter. From beyond the room, though, came the noise of voices and machines.
�Do you have business here?�
�I think so,� he said.
�You think so.�
�Yes. Well, actually I�m not sure.�
�You�re not sure.�
Frustrated at having everything he said repeated, Paul explained how he had been given the note with the address on it. �If this is number forty six,� he finished.
�Show me this note.�
A little unsettled by her peremptory manner he pulled the crumpled note from his pocket. The girl took it, giving him a brief interrogative glance that might have been a comment upon its condition.
�Where did you find this?�
�I didn�t find it,� he said. �I was given it. It was addressed to me. Well, it wasn�t actually addressed, if you see what I mean, but it was meant for me.�
She gave him another penetrating stare then, with what seemed reluctance, stood aside and allowed him to enter.
Despite catching a faint trace of eau de cologne as he edged past her, he was aware of a formidability about the girl he wasn�t used to in women. Most members of the opposite sex he met generally displayed an attitude of admiration, if not deference, towards him; an esteem, he accepted, given more to the uniform rather than to him as an individual, even if by now he regarded these to be virtually interchangeable. He couldn�t help but be aware that this submissiveness was absent in this girl. With her errant strands of hair and disconcerting manner, he suspected she might be just the kind one might find chained to the railings outside Parliament demanding votes for women.
She sat down at the desk and picked up a sheet of paper, clipping his note to it. Behind her a curtain obscured a door and, to his right through another, he could see an adjoining room where several girls sat at desks while a man carrying sheets of paper passed between them. The man glanced up at that moment and seeing Paul stepped to the door and abruptly shut it.
�Wait here,� the girl with the bun said and disappeared through the door behind the curtain.
Paul waited, stared patiently at the curtain then at the rest of the featureless room. When, after several minutes, she had still not returned, he edged towards the desk and peered at the papers standing beside the typewriter. They had been squared into a neat pile and on the top sheet he saw two short typed paragraphs followed by an illegible squiggle in the same green ink as his note. Not being able to read the typing upside down he was just reaching out to turn the paper around when the curtain twitched aside and the girl reappeared. He snatched his hand back.
�Name?� she asked abruptly.
�Ross. Captain Paul Ross.�
�You�re early.�
�I�m sorry.�
The girl held the curtain aside. �Through here. Keep straight ahead.�
Perplexed, Paul stepped past her, catching the scent of eau de cologne once more. He ducked around the curtain and passed through the doorway which led to a dimly lit passage.
�Where exactly do I go?� he asked over his shoulder after a few paces.
Receiving no reply, he turned around only to find that he was alone.
At the far end of the passage he came to a short flight of stairs and a door that led, to his surprise, onto the roof. Bewildered, he stepped out.
For a moment he had the odd sensation of still standing by the embankment, but now seeing the same scene through the wrong end of a telescope. London glittered beneath him. From this height the Thames flowed even more sluggishly, almost stilled as if caught in a photograph. To the south and the east he could see chimney smoke hanging static in the heavy summer air and the crowded tumbledown streets of Lambeth. Traffic trundled along below. Almost all was now motorised, the few torpid horse-drawn vehicles that were left pulled by the pitiful broken-down nags the war had passed over. Along the pavements he could see the odd sandbagged doorway and boarded window, even though the expected bombing raids had never quite amounted to the airborne Armageddon everyone had at first feared. In fact he couldn�t now remember the last time he�d heard of a Zeppelin raid.
He was still looking dreamily out across the skyline when he heard a voice call his name. Across the roof, beyond a narrow iron bridge connecting it to another part of the building, an officer wearing the uniform of a colonel and looking in Paul�s direction stood in front of some ramshackle sheds.
�Ross?� the colonel called again.
Paul raised a hand.
�Well, step to it, man,� the colonel shouted. �Step to it.� Behind him men and women were walking in an out of the sheds, chatting to each other.
Paul crossed the bridge, his boots clanking against the metal rails.
�You�re early,� the colonel said as Paul saluted him.
Paul took him to be around forty and so smartly turned out that he suspected the colonel had taken the trouble to have his uniform cut by an expensive tailor. He was good-looking, in a slightly raffish way, and exactly the kind of man Paul thought of when the term, �man-about-town� was used. Judging by the colonel�s expression, though, he was none too pleased to see Paul.
�I�m Browning,� he said. �You weren�t seeing C until two.�
�Seeing sea?� Paul repeated.
�C,� Browning reiterated impatiently, �C!� He bundled Paul through a door in one of the sheds. Paul looked around him.
�Canteens,� said Browning curtly and gave Paul a push through yet another door and down a flight of stairs. �He�ll see you anyway, time being short as it is.�
Paul wondered if Browning had been speaking Spanish. Or was si Italian? Italian, surely. After all, why would he speak Spanish? Spain wasn�t in the war as far as Paul was aware.
He found himself in another corridor, propelled forward by the occasional prompt of Browning�s impatient hand in his back.
If they were labouring under the delusion that Paul spoke Italian, someone had got their wires crossed. He wondered again if the note hadn�t been meant for the other Paul Ross. He had been with the First Battalion of the East Surreys when they had been sent to the Italian front in the autumn of the previous year. Paul had envied him the posting at the time, while he himself had been floundering in the mud of Passchendaele. Until, that is, he had heard that the other Ross had been killed. It was possible, he supposed, that they were sending him out to Italy as a replacement, since they already had the paperwork in place for a Paul Ross. That was just the sort of bureaucratic over-complication the War Office in their wisdom would see as a simplification. Upon reflection, he didn�t care much for the thought of it. He had heard that it had all got a bit gruesome after Caporetto. And a winter in the Alps was the last thing he wanted. He wouldn�t have minded trying his hand at skiing, but he didn�t suppose there was any more time for sports on the Italian front than there had been in Flanders. Anyway, Italy or not, he couldn�t see how it was going to help him with his �present difficulty�. Not unless they were going to give him some sort of foreign posting allowance. Then the note hadn�t actually given any indication that the matter had anything to do with the war at all; Browning might be a colonel but that it was an army matter was an assumption he had made because of Whitehall Court�s proximity to the War Office.
Deciding it might be just as well to ask what he was getting himself into, he stopped and turned to Browning.
�The note, sir,� he began, but Browning merely gave him another shove along the corridor, as if not choosing to waste breath on idle questions.
Paul moved along, becoming rather irritated by it all� confusing rooms and corridors� turrets and rusty iron bridges� arcane notes� In fact, it was all beginning to seem a little suspicious. There was a shady air about it he didn�t like, and although he was ready to admit he was in something of a fix, that didn�t necessarily mean he would be willing to get involved in any old dubious business. He was still an officer and a gentleman, as the saying went, and wary of anything that might reflect badly on him. It was true that he had begun to reassess some of his old inherited attitudes, but there were still some things that it just wouldn�t be right to be involved in. He had already found himself on the wrong end of one shady enterprise, courtesy of Valentine, and he was none too eager to repeat the experience.
At the end of the corridor a flight of stairs descended into yet another hallway, wider this time with doors through which he could hear the distinctive clatter of typewriters. At the end he was faced with one more door and glanced at Browning who stared back at him impassively.
�Go in then, man,� he ordered. �You�ve come this far.�
Paul stepped into an anteroom, furnished with chairs around its perimeter and a desk in the centre, empty except for an inkwell. A dusty filing cabinet stood against one wall next to which was a door.
�It�s Ross, then, is it?� Browning said again, as if even this late juncture he suspected an impostor. �Wait here.� He passed through the other door, closing it behind him.
Paul glanced at the chairs but didn�t sit. Instead he looked around in the hope that the decor of the office might give some indication as to the nature of the business undertaken there. But there wasn�t any decor to speak of. The walls were unadorned, painted in a muddily indistinct hue which looked in need of some renovation. The room lacked any sort of real colour at all, in fact, reminding him more of a railway station waiting room than an office. In that line he thought the place might have benefited from a poster or two�� advertising the charms of Torquay, perhaps, or Scarborough�� or even Lake Como if there were Italian connections.
His mind was still wandering over ideas of how to brighten the place up�� light-headed from hunger, he supposed�� when Browning returned, indicating Paul was to come into the adjoining room.
This, he found, was undeniably an office. A row of telephones stood on one side of a large desk, a pile of beige files and a scattering of papers laying across the remainder. Some of the papers looked to be sketches or maps from where Paul stood; others were covered with dense blocks of typed text, all liberally annotated by the same green ink used in his note. On the other side of the room was a table on which a collection of model boats and aeroplanes were displayed. Even a small submarine, Paul noticed. Above these, on a shelf, stood bottles containing different coloured liquids. Propped beside the table stood, unaccountably, a child�s scooter. The room�s one window gave onto a view of the neighbouring roofs and, silhouetted in front of it with his back to Paul stood the stout figure of a man.
He was dressed in the uniform of a naval captain and, as the man turned around, Paul drew himself up and offered a smart salute. Capless, the captain touched a lazy finger to his brow in response. He had a broad, rectangular face, dimensions echoed in the rest of his body, and wore a gold-rimmed monocle at his right eye. He held a walking cane in his right hand, slanted out at a slight angle in front of his right leg which, itself, seemed to angle rather stiffly beneath him.
Paul felt pierced by the monocled eye. It bored into him out of a face set with challenging self-assurance, an expression Paul last recalled having seen on the face of a Chow Chow belonging to one of the doctors at his hospital.
The resemblance to the dog oddly persisted until the man spoke. Then, Paul noted with some relief as the man opened his mouth, that unlike the Chow, the captain�s tongue was not blue.
�My name is Mansfield Cumming,� he announced, skewering Paul with his eyes. �Yours, I am informed, is Pavel Sergeyevich Rostov.�
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Huddled into the corner of the railway carriage Paul was sweating. He had tried several times to take an unobtrusive peek beneath the greatcoat to judge how bad the bloodstains looked but, each time he tried, the eyes of the couple on the seat opposite strayed in his direction. He assumed they were wondering why he persisted in wearing the coat in the middle of summer and the thought of their curiosity made him all the hotter. What was worse was that each time he looked at the woman he found she was looking at him. She was a handsome creature, not quite of middle-age, well-dressed and�� thankfully�� not in black. On several occasions she had seemed on the point of speaking to him, but each time had averted her eyes and frowned, as if she was worried about something. He wondered is she perhaps had a boy in France herself and would have liked to speak to him about it. It might be, of course, that she was uncertain whether or not he was in the services. The greatcoat, although undoubtedly of a military cut, did not display any insignia to denote regiment or rank and neither was he wearing a cap.
Perhaps she took him for one of the wounded who had boarded the train at Liverpool Street. If that were the case he wondered if it might be best simply to take the coat off, then she would take the blood for a still open wound� But he realized that idea was nonsense and he wondered if he wasn�t still light-headed. Anyway, beneath the coat he was dressed in civilian clothes which would ruin the whole impression, and there was always the chance, seeing blood, she might start screaming like that woman in the alley.
Catching him fussing with the coat again, Paul began patting through the pockets as if looking for something. Thinking about it, if the blood was dry it might look no worse than spilt gravy, and decided that if he was going to be the object of curiosity he�d rather be taken for a sloppy eater than a murderer. But the stench of the dead man�s blood still lingered in his nostrils, nothing like gravy, and while he suspected it to be no more than his imagination he couldn�t quite convince himself that the woman and her companion weren�t able to smell it too.
Considering the matter dispassionately as he gazed out the window, he wasn�t sure why it was making him so squeamish. It was hardly the first time he had another man�s blood on his clothes, and often a lot worse than simple blood. But he had always been in uniform then and that was the result of war, not an unseemly scuffle in an alley.
That thought prompted memories of the shell-hole at Passchendaele and although he couldn�t see it out of the window, it was nonetheless in front of his eyes�
They had been out at night on a patrol cutting wire in advance of a push. A sudden barrage had caught them in the open and they�d scattered. He had dived for cover into the nearest crater, a shell-hole half-full of filthy green water. Having slid face-down into the scum and come up coughing, he had found that two of his patrol had followed him into the hole. And that there was a third person there, too. A German, half submerged in the water and looking as if he�d been there for some time already.
�Caw, he�s ripe,� Sykes had said before another shell had burst overhead and Sykes never said anything else again. A piece of shrapnel split his head in two and the wet jelly that Sykes was made of had splattered all over Paul. He had used the stagnant water to wash Sykes off as best he could, unable to stop thinking that, in a few days, Sykes was going to be just as ripe as the German.
Jacobs, a corporal and the other man to follow him into the hole, had watched Paul�s efforts to clean Sykes off his uniform without volunteering to help. Then why should he? He wasn�t Paul�s servant and, as far as Paul could remember, Jacobs hadn�t cared too much for Sykes, anyway. Not that Sykes had liked Jacobs either, for that matter. The corporal was a Bolshie, Sykes had complained more than once. Paul had wondered at the time what Sykes had known about the Bolsheviks�� after all, it was before they had seized power in Russia. But, as Jacobs had made no secret of his political affiliations, Paul supposed Sykes had learned what he had from the corporal himself. Paul had suspected that, sooner or later, Jacobs� agitation was going to get him into trouble although Paul didn�t suppose Jacobs had expected the trouble to take the form of a shell-hole in no man�s land with two corpses and a bourgeois army officer. And, more to the point, Paul hadn�t expected to be sharing the trouble with him. Of course, he couldn�t exactly blame what had happened on Jacobs� politics, a fact which after twelve hours without food and little water Paul couldn�t help thinking�� in a delirious sort of way�� said a lot about cause and effect. And risk and reward, come to that. Not to mention the kind of justice blind fate meted out.
He had had a lot of time to think about it, too. Certainly more than twelve hours. He had spent two days in that shell-hole with Jacobs and the uncommunicative Sykes and had come to find out just how much of a Bolshie the corporal really was.

�There�s been an incident at Chelyabinsk.�
Paul heard Cumming but still paralysed by the captain�s use of his proper name was, for the moment, unable to respond.
Paul had no Russian friends to use his patronymic�� precious few friends of any nationality left after four years of war�� and certainly no other members of the Rostov family in England. No one except his mother. And she only ever addressed him as Pavel Sergeyevich as a harbinger of something more unpleasant to come. Conditioned under those circumstances, the name always put him on guard. It engendered a reflexive instinct in him rather like one of Pavlov�s dogs, but instead of anticipating being fed he was conditioned to expect unpleasantness.
Silence hung heavily following Captain Cumming�s pronouncement and Paul had plenty of time to weigh up the repercussions of there having been an incident in a faraway provincial Russian town. Try as he might, though, he couldn�t see that it could possibly have anything to do with him.
�What kind of incident?� he finally asked, more out of courtesy than curiosity.
�The troop trains,� Cumming said, leaning across the desk and pulling a sheet of paper towards him. �The Third and Sixth Regiments. They�ve been stuck there for some time, apparently. The Germans have insisted that priority be given to repatriating their prisoners of war.�
�Ah,� Paul said, in an attempt to convey the impression that things had been made clearer.
�It seems there was some trouble at the station,� Cumming explained. �A train full of Austrian and Hungarian POWs started an altercation and a Czech soldier was injured. His comrades demanded the man responsible be handed over. The Austrians didn�t want to, of course, but the Czechs are armed and the POWs aren�t so they didn�t have much choice. They handed the man over and the Czechs lynched him.�
�Ah,� Paul said again.
�Trotsky then ordered the Legion be disarmed.�
Cumming looked as if he expected some sort of comment. Paul couldn�t think of one. He knew who Trotsky was, of course. Even if his mother hadn�t insisted on keeping him abreast of Russian politics the man�s name had been all over the papers since the Bolsheviks had seized power and had made their own peace with Germany. Although what it had to do with POWs in Chelyabinsk and what the Legion might be, Paul had no idea. As for a man being killed�� lynched or not�� well, that was hardly news, was it?
�What is this Legion exactly?� was all he could think to say.
A frown creased Cumming�s dog face for a second. He hung his cane on the back of his chair and sat down. Browning began leafing through a file.
�I suppose you know them better as the Nazdar Company,� Cumming said as Browning pulled a sheet of paper from the file.
�First Company, Battalion C,� Browning said. �Second Marching Regiment?�
�It�s the French who are calling them the Czech Legion.� Cumming went on. �The Nazdars were part of the First Foreign Regiment and the French have decided to amalgamate them into their Foreign Legion.�
Browning sniffed. �Beau Geste and all that nonsense.�
�They seem keen on that sort of thing,� Cumming added, �and since it�s their show I suppose we�ll have to go along with it. You�ll find there�s a lot more men in this Russian unit than the one in France you�re familiar with.� He glanced at the file. �P�tain�s Thirty-Third Corps, wasn�t it?�
�Tenth Army,� Browning said.
�Well, there�s forty or fifty thousand of �em in Russia. More perhaps.�
Paul was puzzled. He didn�t know anything about P�tain�s Thirty-Third Corps, or the Tenth French Army come to that.
He assumed Cumming had noticed his bewilderment because the captain said, �I know it was a long time ago, Rostov, and you�re back with your regiment now, but I take it you�ve still got your Czech and then there�s this Russian connection��
�What�s the French Foreign Legion doing in Chelyabinsk?� Paul asked.
�Not the French Foreign Legion,� Browning insisted, �the Czech Legion.�
�But isn�t Chelyabinsk on the other side of the Urals?� Paul had never been there but knew the town from the maps of Russia his mother was forever pouring over.
Cumming stared at him with an inscrutable Chow Chow expression. �You�re familiar with the place?�
�No, of course not.�
He had been ten years old when he had left Russia, hardly an age to have grown familiar with much at all. He hadn�t the faintest idea of what Cumming was talking about. He didn�t know what a Nazdar Company was, so could hardly be familiar with one; wasn�t au fait with anything the French might or might not be keen on, apart from the fact that they had some handy expressions that he wasn�t averse to using now and again�� like au fait, come to think of it; and, on top of all that, he had never read Beau Geste�
�They kept their arms when they were withdrawn from the Russian Front, of course,� Browning explained. �Raring to get back in the fight, by all accounts. Trotsky�s bitten off more than he can chew.�
They both looked at Paul expectantly.
�Right,� he said, �good show,� assuming this was the sort of response they wanted.
He still hadn�t quite grasped the significance of any of it, though, and when neither of the men added anything he felt compelled to say:
�Look here, I�m sorry to seem dense but I don�t actually know what this Nazdar Company is. Or why one should be in the Ural Mountains.�
Browning sighed but Cumming�s face assumed a more tolerant expression.
�The Czech unit at Arras?�
Paul frowned.
�Arras. May, nineteen-fifteen?�
Browning was growing irritated. �Where you were serving when you were wounded, for God�s sake.�
Paul stared at them blankly. He was on Salisbury Plain in May 1915.
�Passchendaele,� he said. �I was wounded at Passchendaele, nineteen-seventeen.�
�Liaison officer with P�tain�s Thirty-Third Corps,� Cumming persisted. �Wounded at Arras in May. The Nazdar Company was dissolved in June following heavy losses and you went back to the East Surreys.� He tapped his fingers on the file. �That�s what it says here. Passed fit for duty and returned to your regiment.� His nostrils flared as if he had suddenly detected a bad smell. �Until that bit of unpleasantness, that is.�
As far as Paul remembered it had all been pretty unpleasant. He tried leaning toward the file but it was upside-down and he couldn�t make out the smudged type.
�I don�t think so,� he replied.
Browning walked around the desk and peered at the file.
�Been in hospital, haven�t you?� he asked.
�Five months. Not that I remember much about the first two.�
�There you are then,� Browning said to Cumming.
�I rather think I�d have remembered being at Arras in nineteen-fifteen, though,� Paul said. �After all, I remember Passchendaele.�
�Doesn�t mention Passchendaele,� Browning said.
�Been passed fit for service?� Cumming asked, ignoring the confusion.
�I�ve got my board next week,� Paul told him, adding, in an attempt to convey the impression that he was as raring to get back into the fight as this Czech Legion was, that he supposed he would be going back to his unit.
Somehow, though, he didn�t manage to get much in the way of raring emphasis into the statement. It came out as little more than a wistful coda.
�Can�t wait for a medical board,� Cumming announced, glancing at the file again. �Leg wound. At Arras.�
�Head at Passchendaele,� Paul amended. �And other injuries,� just in case Cumming didn�t think a head wound was sufficient.
�Says leg here.� Cumming squinted through his monocle. �Caught one in the head did you? Compos mentis?�
�Certainly sir,� Paul replied, a little offended at the imputation. Then the phrase a fool and his money tripped through his head and it occurred to him, given the content of the note he had received from Burkett, that Cumming must be aware of just how easily he had been parted from his own. It gave him cause to wonder if, after all, some residual effect of his injuries had not been kept from him.
�Odd you don�t remember Arras and liaising with the Nazdar Company then, isn�t it?� Cumming persisted.
�I haven�t forgotten,� Paul said.
�You do remember��
�No. What I mean is, I wouldn�t have forgotten. If I�d been there� at Arras, with this Nazdar Company, I mean��
�Good Lord,� Browning muttered.
�Just what do you mean, Pavel Sergeyevich?�
Paul wished he�d stop using his Russian name. Calling him by what he now thought of as almost another man�s name was making him uncomfortable. He looked from Cumming�s expectant face to Browning�s and opened his mouth to explain it again when, belatedly, it occurred to him�� just as it had when Burkett had first given him the note and he had suspected that it had not been meant for him�� that Cumming and Browning were making the same mistake.
�The regiment in your file. For Captain Paul Ross,� he said. �The East Surreys, correct?�
Cumming raised an eyebrow, the Chow Chow face becoming almost human for a moment. �East Surrey Regiment, correct,� he agreed.
�Battalion?�
Cumming referred to the file again. �The First.�
�The regulars,� Paul said. �They were in France in nineteen-fifteen.�
�There you are,� Browning said.
�But I�m in the Eighth Battalion. East Surreys, yes, but a service battalion. You�ve got the wrong Paul Ross.�
�Kitchener�s Army?� Browning said. �You�re saying you�re not a regular?�
�I volunteered,� Paul replied indignantly, as if not being a regular meant he was somehow deficient. �But that�s hardly the point. You see people keep confusing me with this other fellow, this other Paul Ross. We�re in the same regiment and even got our promotion at the same time.� Adding, and not quite able to keep a trace of smugness out of his voice, �And if you take the trouble to check, I think you�ll find that it was the other Paul Ross who was your liaison officer with these Czechs.�
Cumming glared at Browning. �I thought you might have picked that up, Browning. This is supposed to be an intelligence organisation.�
�Kell�s the one who should have picked it up,� Browning complained. �I wouldn�t trust that blighter not to have done it on purpose. To make us look bad.�
�You�re not Rostov, then?� Cumming said to Paul, some of the wind having gone out of his bag.
For an instant Paul considered denying he was. Then Cumming turned a page in the file and Paul saw a photograph of himself pinned to the top of the sheet.
�Looks like you,� Cumming said.
�It is me,� Paul admitted, smugness deserting him. �I am Pavel Rostov.�
�Well, there you are.� Cumming declared, looking at Browning as if wondering what the problem was.
�But I was never with P�tain. Never near Arras.�
�It has to be Kell putting one over on us,� Browning persisted.
�Says here you were,� said Cumming.
�The other Paul Ross.�
Cumming frowned. �Not Pavel Sergeyevich��
�Not me,� Paul finished for him.
�Then who the devil is this other fellow?�
Paul shrugged. �I never met him. But we�re the same age, apparently, belong to the same regiment and the same club. Our correspondence is always getting mixed up.�
Cumming turned to Browning. �Do we need this other one then, do you think?�
�He�s dead,� Paul said.
�Well,� Browning said, �it seems he�s the one who liaised with the Nazdar company but this chappie�s got the Russian connection. I suppose either one will do. Bird in the hand? What do you think?�
�The other one�s dead,� Paul repeated.
Cumming�s Chou snout was flexing as if trying to sniff out the best course. �So you�ve got the Rostov connection but this other chap liaised with the Nazdar company. He�d be the one who spoke Czech, I suppose. You don�t speak Czech by any chance, do you?�
�Russian,� Paul said without thinking.
�That�ll be handy,� Browning said.
Paul bit his tongue.
�A toss up between the two, then,� Cumming said. �Do we have time to take a look at this other fellow?� he asked Browning.
�He�s dead,� Paul said for the third time.
�Dead?�
�That queers the pitch,� Browning remarked.
�Italy or somewhere. In the spring, I think.�
�How do you know?� Cumming asked.
�The War Office sent my mother a telegram offering their condolence,� Paul explained. �She�d only visited me in hospital that morning. Gave her rather a nasty turn. And they stopped my pay.�
�Awkward,� said Browning.
�Well no, actually,� Paul told him. �My mother was able to sort it out, thankfully.�
�I wasn�t referring to your damn pay, man,� Browning snapped. �I meant the other Rostov being dead.�
�He wasn�t Rostov. I am.�
For a moment no one spoke. Cumming shuffled papers while Browning stared out of the window. Paul followed his gaze wondering if the Germans were as easily confused. Over Cumming�s head he saw the afternoon sun beating down on the city. It looked inviting. He straightened up.
�Well,� he said, �sorry about the mix up. I�ll be on my way then.�
�Not so fast Rostov,� Cumming ordered. �You may only be half the man we thought you were but half a loaf�?� He squared the papers in the file. �And being able to speak Russian is better than your having Czech, as it happens.� He nodded to Browning. �It�s an ill wind� So, let�s get this straight. Mikhail Rostov is your cousin, not this other Ross fellow�s.�
�Mikhail Ivanovich?�
Cumming�s eyes narrowed. �Don�t start complicating matters.�
�Yes,� Paul admitted, wondering what Cumming was getting at now. �Mikhail Ivanovich Rostov is my cousin. But I haven�t seen or heard from him in thirteen years. Not since I was ten, as a matter of fact.�
�Ten?� Cumming repeated, chewing the fact before swallowing it. �Well, that can�t be helped. Never mind. Family and all that� blood will out.�
Paul began to wonder how many more platitudes he had on hand.
�It would have been helpful if you knew something about the Czech operation,� Cumming suggested, �but when it boils down to it that�s water under the bridge. Your cousin Rostov is more important at the moment. He�s the one with the contacts.�
�I wouldn�t know anything about that,� Paul said. �My mother is estranged from the rest of the family and we haven�t been in touch for some years. My Russian�s a little rusty, too, so I doubt if I can be of much use�.�
His voice trailed off. Paul�s intent had been to let the man down softly but Cumming was glaring at him oddly. The captain�s colour rose alarmingly as his right hand reached for a paperknife that lay on the desktop.
�Cumming!� Browning shouted. �Think of your trousers, man. You�ve barely a decent pair left.�
Cumming�s hand stopped, hovering above the paperknife. He took a breath, his colour subsiding. He stared at Paul. Paul stared back, convinced they were both mad.
�Are you saying,� Cumming asked through gritted teeth, �that because of some family disagreement you are refusing to contact your cousin when requested to do so by your country?�
Paul shifted uncomfortably. �No, of course not sir. It�s only��
�I�m glad to hear it,� Cumming said cutting him off. �Father?�
�What?�
�Your father?�
�Oh. He�s dead.�
�Mother?�
�No. I mean, yes, she�s alive.�
But Cumming had turned to Browning. �Wasn�t there some talk of internment? Kell sent her file?�
�Internment?�
Paul watched in astonishment as Browning rummaged through the stack of folders on the desk, pulled one out and handed it to Cumming. It was thick and well thumbed.
�Alice Rostov,� Cumming confirmed with a glance at Paul. �Just so we haven�t got this other chap�s mother.�
Browning laughed. �That�s a good one, Cumming.�
Paul stared at the file. �What do you mean, internment? And who is this Kell?�
�Kell? He�s��
�Careful Browning,� Cumming cautioned. �Need to know, old fellow� need to know.� He gave Paul the benefit of another inscrutable look and began leafing through the file on his mother.
Paul watched in horror. He should have known that this was his mother�s fault. As soon as Cumming called him by his real name he should have realised that she was the one who�d got him into this mess.
And, even before he knew the details, he was sure beyond a doubt that it was going to be a mess.
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Despite the suffocating greatcoat, Paul had begun to doze. The hypnotic clatter of the train rolling along the rails and the exhaustion of the day combined like a soporific and, in that misty half-world of sleep, he had begun to imagine the rock of the carriage and the rattle of the wheels to be the movement of tumbrels� carrying him and his mother to the guillotine.
He woke with a start. For a second he thought they had reached the scaffold. Panic rose in his throat. Then he realised the train had pulled into a station. Bathed in sweat, he closed his eyes again trying to still his beating heart.
It seemed to him that if he was going to dream of anything it should be the man in the cap he�d left in the alley. Not his mother. Not some elaborate delusion about imminent execution. Cumming�s file must have affected him more deeply than he had realised.
Looking up cautiously, he saw the man opposite had begun to collect the couple�s bags from the luggage rack. The woman glanced quickly towards Paul once more, opened her handbag and took out an envelope. As they stood to leave, she handed it to him. He took it from her, rather bewildered, and a moment later saw them through the window as they stepped down onto the platform.
It occurred to him that the letter might be some last instruction from Cumming, that the couple had been charged with seeing him safely onto the Yarmouth train. He opened the envelope. There was no letter inside. Instead he found a white feather.
Resentment welled up inside him. He turned to the window and looked out at the platform. The few other people who had disembarked the train were making their way through the ticket gate. The couple had disappeared. A moment later the guard�s whistle blew and the train jolted forward.
Paul screwed up the envelope and hurled it onto the compartment floor. To imagine the whole time she had sat opposite him she had thought him a shirker� a coward! He stared bitterly at where the envelope lay on the floor then, afraid someone else might enter the compartment and find it, picked it up and stuffed it into the pocket of the greatcoat.
At least he was on his own at last. He took the coat off and pushed it onto the luggage rack above his head. He examined his jacket for blood and found, that dry, it had left no more than a dark stain barely distinguishable from the weave of the cloth. He scratched at it tentatively with a fingernail, thinking about his mother.
He supposed her politics had always veered towards the radical. That had been how she had met his father in the first place, while doing some sort of voluntary work during the Russian famine of 1891. This exhibition of liberal tendencies alone, he suspected, would have been sufficient to alienate her from the rest of the Rostovs. But to marry his father before returning to St Petersburg and manage to lose the certificate that confirmed the fact, seemed to put the tin hat on it, so to speak. In retrospect, it had also been careless of his father to have entered into a mixed marriage�� raznochinsky, it was called�� and present his family with not only a woman of whom they had no prior knowledge, but also a woman who was English, a former governess and one who could argue only the most tenuous claim to breeding, to boot. Despite what the rest of the Rostovs suspected, Paul didn�t doubt that there had been a ceremony of some description. Knowing his mother as he did, he believed she would have been horrified by anything less. In the absence of supporting evidence, though�� no certificate, no photographs, no corroborating witnesses�� everyone had been obliged to take the fact on trust. This had left his mother (and Paul himself, when he arrived some respectable time thereafter) at a permanent disadvantage with regard to the rest of the family.
At his most cynical Paul had usually pictured the marriage ceremony as little more than the two of them in front of an equally liberal priest, exchanging rings and a vow before a candle. It seemed as if the rest of the Rostov family had inferred a similar interpretation of the event. Not that, while a child, he had ever been fully aware of the tensions within the family that his father�s actions had engendered. At least, not at first. It had always seemed curious to him why his two cousins, Mikhail and his sister Sofya, although of much the same age as Paul adopted an equally supercilious attitude towards him as that their parents displayed towards his mother. At the time, he had been innocent enough put this down to some innate quality they possessed through their being fully Russian rather than, as he was, only half-Russian. He assumed he could expect only to display in ratio half the superciliousness they did. It wasn�t until later he realised that his cousins had had a better understanding of the domestic situation than he had ever grasped. They, of course, had had the benefit of parental tutelage. Paul, being fatherless by this time, received no such bigoted instruction, being forever encouraged by his mother to �get on� with his little cousins regardless of their attitude.
Mikhail Ivanovich, a little older than Paul and son of his father�s elder brother, Ivan Nikolayevich, had been, as Paul always remembered, an insufferable little prig. His attitude had always been one of condescension. His sister, Sofya Ivanovna, in the presence of Mikhail Ivanovich, had invariably followed his lead. Alone with Paul she was happy enough to treat him as an equal. This, despite her inconstancy, had forever left him with a soft spot for her in his memory, one that time never seemed to erode. In fact, she was one of the few things about Russia he had ever missed.
Even, when in England and old enough to understand his parents� background, he still never fully understood why doing voluntary work for the starving peasantry had been such a black mark against his mother as far as the family was concerned. It was not as if his mother�� or his father for that matter�� were the only members of their class to man soup kitchens and relief centres during the famine. It was true that his uncle Ivan Nikolayevich was about as reactionary as they came�� not a great surprise since he was a member of the tsar�s Interior ministry�� but it was always difficult for Paul to view the relief campaign as a radical movement. It certainly had been no rehash of the disastrous Narodnik�� �going to the people��� crusade of a decade earlier. During that movement students had flooded into the countryside under the deluded conviction that within the structure of village councils, the peasantry represented the revolutionary ideal of the Russian people. Most of them, unfortunately, had found out the hard way that by and large the peasantry were as conservative a people as their overlords. Ignorant and suspicious of outsiders�� and more concerned with land and their own material well-being than in nurturing any ideals towards the common good�� they were, in other words, ordinary human beings. His mother, thank the lord, had been too young to join the Narodnik movement for, Paul had been alarmed to learn, many of them had been beaten for their pains and not a few murdered by those they had wished to educate.
But even the vague sort of do-gooder liberalism of famine relief had been radical enough to set the Rostovs against her. The upshot was, after his father�s death, that they sent her and her bewildered son into English exile. Bad enough, psychologically, for a boy of his tender years, but still worse as it left his mother as the sole font of information as to his origins. For she was not�� as he very soon discovered�� an altogether reliable source.
Despite her Englishness, for years after he had had to listen to lectures on the wonders of Mother Russia. It had been a great anguish to her (she continually maintained) that she had been exiled just as the cultural flowering of the empire had reached its peak. The art! The music! She was forever in lyrical raptures over Diaghelev and the Ballet Russ, over Tamara Karsavina and Pavlova� Prokofiev and Rimsky Korsakov� All while he knew perfectly well that despite the opportunities to see Diaghelev�s company in London, she hadn�t bothered, much preferring the less demanding melodies of the previous generation�s Tchaikovski to the modern stridency of Rimsky Korsakov.
Most insidious, though, was that it was from his mother that he had received his political education. Before he was old enough to know any better, he had inherited her opinions, and it wasn�t until he had found himself in the trenches that he had begun to discover just how unreliable a tutor she really was. Heaven help, he had often thought, those children who had been charged to her care as a governess.

�So�� Cumming said as he closed Kell�s file, his sibilant sounding like air escaping a punctured bladder. �Your mother seems to have some interesting friends.�
His eye pierced Paul through the monocle; his tone managing to make the observation sound as if she were in the habit of dining out with Lenin himself.
�How well do you know them?� Browning demanded.
Paul was surprised that Kell�s file didn�t say. Or perhaps it did and Cumming was trying to trap him into some indiscretion. He knew some of them�� familiar faces from that rainbow band of �migr�s with whom his mother was acquainted. Others he recalled only vaguely, innumerable adherents to a dozen different movements�� anarchists, nihilists, social democrats, social revolutionaries�� who had passed through what she had liked to call her �salon�. All much of a muchness, as he remembered, parasites mostly who had clung to his mother for years, scrounging free meals and the occasional night�s lodging. Even, when they were able, donations to their �good causes�.
She, of course, was in her element playing the political hostess, adept at never looking too closely at the riff-raff that cluttered up her drawing room as long as they had originated in the Russian empire.
�One or two by sight,� Paul admitted to Cumming cautiously. �I never really got involved.�
�But you are acquainted with Admiral Kolchak, are you not?�
�Kolchak?� The name sounded familiar although Paul couldn�t have said why.
�He was Admiral of the Black Sea Fleet,� Browning informed him. �He resigned in protest when Kerensky was made Minister of War.�
�Your mother entertained him when he was in London last year,� Cumming added helpfully.
�Did she? How do you know��
But it would have been in Kell�s file, of course. And, now that he thought about it, he did recall the name Kolchak. She had mentioned him in one of the letters he had received while at the front. It was just before he had been wounded. His post had been erratic just then, particularly letters from his mother. He had received a bundle before going up the line, shortly before the push on Passchendaele, and had had to read them quickly.
Paul generally made a point of taking little notice of the Russian strays his mother mentioned, but he remembered Kolchak�s name because of a connection to his father. Kolchak had served under him on a destroyer during the Russo-Japanese war, his mother had written. According to her, the admiral had been passing through London on his way to America�� part of some mission or other�� and she had given him dinner. She said she had thought him particularly young to have achieved the rank of admiral and that he�d been commander of the Black Sea Fleet. During the Revolution when his men had mutinied and threatened his life, Kolchak�� as his mother had described it�� had lined them up on his ship, thrown his sword over the side and told them they could do with him as they wished. He won them over although it had sounded to Paul like a particularly Russian piece of melodrama. His mother, of course, would have lapped that sort of thing up. And no doubt she saw entertaining an admiral, as a feather in her cap. She had always tried to keep abreast of events, maintaining a foot in both political camps although, with the Revolution an established fact, the Russian �migr�s she encountered were changing character. Fewer left wing agitators could be found hanging around her apartment, and more exiles from the propertied classes. Or un-propertied classes now, he supposed, as they too always seemed to be looking for hand-outs.
�I never met him,� he was able to tell Cumming truthfully. �I was at the front at the time. I recall my mother mentioning the admiral in one of her letters because he�d apparently served under my father.�
�During the Russo-Japanese war?�
�At Tsushima.�
�When the Japanese sunk the Imperial Fleet.�
���Thought they might have done better than that,� Browning interposed abstractedly, as if �the complete humiliation of the Russian navy had been no more than a poor showing at a rugger match.
�Well, that�s old history now,� Cumming maintained, a little heartlessly it seemed to Paul. �We have to look to the future. The point is, what are we going to do about your ignorance of the Legion?�
�Does it matter?� Browning asked. �After all, he knows Mikhail Rostov and all we need is a go-between, someone Rostov will trust.�
�I don�t know about that,� Paul said. �Mikhail never liked me, actually. He was an arrogant little��
�We can�t trouble ourselves over family likes and dislikes,� Cumming interrupted. �When the chips are down blood will out. My enemy�s enemy� eh? He will see that, I�m sure.�
Paul wasn�t sure he had caught Cumming�s meaning.
�But he�s not, is he,� he said. �I mean�� tell me if I�m wrong�� but our enemy is Germany, right? And Russia isn�t their enemy any more. After signing that treaty��
�Brest Litovsk,� Browning said.
�Yes, Brest whatever. That means the Bolsheviks aren�t Germany�s enemy any more, doesn�t it? Or friend, come to that.�
�Your point?� asked Cumming.
�That they�re no longer in the war�?� Paul hazarded.
�But that�s the whole point!� Cumming roared back with sudden exasperation. His face became flushed and his monocle fell from his eye, swinging by its cord against his chest. �That they�re no longer in the war, that they�re not our friend. That they�re our enemy! They�re a bunch of damned��
�Revolutionaries,� Browning supplied.
�Exactly!�
�Then who are our friends?� Paul asked, now thoroughly confused.
�The Legion,� Cumming bellowed, reaching for the paperknife again before stopping himself.
�Oh, well,� Paul replied with a shrug, �as I said, I don�t know anything about them. That would have been��
�The other Ross,� Browning finished for him, sounding sick of the whole business.
�And he�s dead,� Cumming added. He gave Paul a look that suggested he might be wondering if the game were worth the candle. �Sit down Rostov,� he sighed, �and I�ll try to explain it to you. In words of one syllable if that�s what it�ll take��
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It had taken a great deal more than words of one syllable.
The Nazdar companies were made up of exiles, POWs taken from the Austro-Hungarian armies, and deserters who had gone over to the Allies. Czechs and Slovaks from Moravia and Bohemia, they supported Tom� Masaryk and the Czech National Council who wanted to create an independent nation�� Czechoslovakia�� from their Austrian-dominated homeland. The other Paul Ross, a speaker of Czech, had been seconded into a liaising role with the companies formed in France under French leadership.
Paul had never suspected this linguistic facility in a man he had never regarded as anything more than a nuisance. As far as Paul was concerned, the other one was just the man who always got Paul�s correspondence, who, irritatingly, would cancel appointments he had made, who one evening had even managed to take his girl out to dinner at a restaurant he had booked. This sort of thing had seemed never to happen in reverse; all Paul had ever got from his namesake were bills from creditors, useless items delivered to him that he had not ordered; messages of congratulation over mentions in dispatches that Paul had not earned. He didn�t suppose for a minute that the other Ross had ever been dunned by the Club Secretary for his bills�
But the man was dead now and Paul supposed he ought to show a little compassion. At least he had had the decency to keep the stomach wound that had killed him to himself. But then, he couldn�t help thinking, it was the other Ross�s fault that he was having to sit there listening to Cumming outline the sort of dubious operation that might just get him killed in the end anyway�
And Cumming was still chuntering on across the desk. Paul supposed he ought to make a conscious effort to pay attention. He understood that the Nazdar companies consisted mainly of Czechs, which was where the other Paul Ross had been of use, but apparently there were also Slovaks and Poles in it, too, which made him wonder if Ross hadn�t been some multi-lingual prodigy� That would leave Paul�s meagre facility with only Russian looking a poor effort.
�The Russians,� Cumming ventured�
�The Russians�� Paul echoed absently.
�Are you listening, Rostov?�
�Yes, sir. Of course.�
Cumming�s snout twitched. �The Russians,� he said again, �took thousands of prisoners on the eastern front. And that�s not counting those who considered themselves to be Czech or Slovak already living inside Russian borders when the war started. It was the Czech National Council and the French who suggested the Russians recruit a corps of their own. The tsar wouldn�t have a bar of it to begin with. Chary of opening a Pandora�s Box�� encourage his subservient nationalities into expecting some sort of self-determination, I daresay.�
That didn�t surprise Paul at all. He had spent too many interminable evenings before the war playing the young host to his mother�s eclectic gatherings, listening to their diatribes against the oppression under which the Poles and the Letts, the Ukrainians and the God knows who were suffering under the tsar to be unaware of how the Russians treated their subject nationalities. Neither had it gone unnoticed even to someone as bored by the whole business as he was, that the Russian prejudice against ethnic minorities extended even to Russian exiles, whatever their political leanings. No matter how radical or left-wing the Russians were, they never seemed willing to concede an inch of what they regarded as Russian soil.
Cumming was squinting at him through his monocle.
�It wasn�t until the tsar abdicated and the Provisional Government was set up that they finally did much. They raised two divisions on the eastern front, Russian uniforms and arms, of course, and Russian officers as well. Made a good fist of things, too, by all accounts until Kerensky�s government collapsed. When the Bolsheviks took over and signed a separate peace, the Legion was left high and dry.�
He took his monocle out, polished it with a handkerchief, replaced it and regarded Paul solemnly.
�I don�t have to tell you the consequence of forty German divisions being transferred to the western front. Aircraft and armour, all feeding the offensive. The Allies and the Czech National Council have lobbied to have the Legion transferred to France although that, of course, isn�t proving easy to arrange.�
He began rummaging among the papers on the desk. �Map? Where�s the damn map, Browning?�
Browning took up the rummaging and eventually came up with a roll of paper. They cleared a space and Browning opened it, pinning either end with weights.
The great width of the Russian Empire�� upside down�� lay spread before Paul. From Poland and the Baltic States in the west, to Kamkatchka and the Bering Sea in the east. Here and there he could see a smattering of towns and cities distributed within its vastness, dotted like lonely stars in an empty firmament and connected by only a sparse hatched line that denoted the Trans-Siberian Railway.
�The plan had been,� Cumming said, laying a fat finger on the line, �to get the Czech Legion to the western front by transporting them along here, the Trans-Siberian Railway to Vladivostok.� He stabbed at the eastern port. �They were to be put on steamers, cross the Pacific to North America, and then shipped back to France.� He glanced up. �A damned roundabout route in my opinion but it was a French show and there you are. It took until March to get the approval of the Bolsheviks. They weren�t keen on using the Baltic ports, of course. Too many armed men too close to Petersburg for their liking.�
Cumming returned his finger to the railway line.
�Two-hundred and fifty trains. What is it they call �em, Browning?�
��chelons.�
�Right, �chelons. Something of a logistical nightmare, as you can imagine, Rostov. But the Legion elected their own officers�� under Russian commanders�� and got themselves organised.� He glanced up again. �Not our way but Johnny Foreigner has his own methods.�
�And the Bolsheviks agreed to this?� Paul asked doubtfully.
�Initially, yes. Only too keen to get the Czechs out of Russia. After all, they�re Brigade strength now and despite having to surrender some of their weapons they�re still well-armed. They were none too pleased when the Bolsheviks concluded a separate peace either, as you might imagine. So the quicker the Bolsheviks got them out, the better for them. Then the Germans threw a spanner in the works.�
�Did they?�
�Naturally they weren�t too keen of having a fresh brigade transferred to the western front and started demanding their own POWs back. So the Bolsheviks gave priority to Central Power prisoners moving west, allowing the Czechs to move east only when they could. The consequence of this is that now the Legion is spread out over the whole length of the line. Some have already arrived in Vladivostok, some are still west of the Urals, and the rest are at points between. To speed things up we suggested that all units west of Omsk be diverted to Archangel, while those east of Omsk carry on to Vladivostok as planned. But the Bolshies still weren�t keen on this, not at first anyway, and by the time we finally got their agreement the whole thing blew up in our face.�
�How?�
�Chelyabinsk.�
Cumming turned the map sideways so that Paul was hovering over Poland and Cumming was in the Sea of Japan. He poked a finger at the town of Chelyabinsk.
�The Bolsheviks there arrested the Czechs officers over the lynching. The Czechs, having superior numbers, simply took them back. The upshot was that Trotsky ordered any member of the Legion found armed to be shot on sight.�
Behind him Browning chuckled. �Overplayed his hand.�
�The Czechs responded,� Cumming went on, �by seizing their trains and Chelyabinsk station.�
Paul muttered, �Good show,� sensing it was the sort of response they expected.
�All very well,� Cumming sniffed, �but the point is, now they�re aware of Trotsky�s order, the Czechs won�t hear of embarking at Archangel. In their opinion that would split their force in two and weaken their position.�
The three of them stared at the map. Paul felt the ball to be in his court.
�So, to sum up,� he said, trying to muster the salient points of what he�d been told, �the Czechs want to go east and get out of Russia just as much as the Bolsheviks want them out. Only the Bolsheviks have made a mess of it, lost the initiative and now have forty-thousand rather angry armed men sitting across their railway line.�
He looked down at the map and tried to imagine the Legion occupying the railway line, a thin scattering of men stretched over thousands of miles of wilderness from the Urals to the Pacific. Then he tried to picture himself there, tasked with doing something about it. His head began to spin.
�The Germans,� he began again, attempting to calm his apprehension. �They may not want them brought round to the western front, but I can�t see there�s a lot they can do about it. I mean, they�re not likely to break their treaty over it, are they, and risk opening up the Russian front again? Not now we�ve finally managed to hold them in the west. And it�s only forty-thousand men. They don�t compare with the German divisions the Russian peace freed up for our front.�
Cumming was smiling inscrutably. �There, Browning, didn�t I say, rascal or not, he�d get to grips with the situation? Well done, Rostov.�
Browning, looking unconvinced, said nothing.
Paul frowned, wrong-footed by Cumming�s praise and not caring to be called a �rascal�. He felt there had to be more. He was almost afraid to ask.
�So why can�t the evacuation through Vladivostok go ahead as arranged?� he asked. �It might take longer than planned, but I can�t see that that�s a problem.�
�The problem,� Cumming replied, �is that the situation has changed.�
�Because of what happened at Chelyabinsk?�
�The political situation,� said Browning.
Cumming drummed a tattoo on the desk with his fingers.
�Ever since the Russian Front collapsed, the Supreme Allied War Council has been looking for ways of bolstering it.� He straightened the map again and pointed to Murmansk. �We�ve five thousand troops here guarding war mat�riel that was meant for the Russian army. They�re there to stop the supplies falling into German hands.�
�Or Bolshevik hands now,� said Browning.
�The same goes for Vladivostok,� Cumming resumed. �Only the supplies there are infinitely more valuable than those at Murmansk and we don�t have the spare men to guard them. Just a couple of ships. There is a Japanese force there and the Americans are expected. There�s also a contingent of the Legion who are waiting for troopships to take them off.�
�Still waiting?� Paul put in. �I would have thought the ships would already be in Vladivostok ready for when the Czechs arrived.�
Cumming ignored him. �Given the way things stand, the Supreme Allied War Council believe this is too good an opportunity to miss. Particularly now the Americans are on board.�
�On board? With the Vladivostok evacuation, you mean?�
�The situation, Rostov. Men in Murmansk, the Legion controlling the Trans-Siberian line. The opportunity this affords. There is a tide in the affairs of men��
Paul looked at the map again but it didn�t help any more than Cumming quoting Shakespeare did.
�What situation and opportunity do you mean?�
Browning sighed loudly. �Didn�t I say as much, Cumming?�
�As we speak,� Cumming went on, ignoring the interruption, �more troops are on their way to Archangel. They expect to land at the beginning of next month.�
�To guard other supplies?�
Cumming merely stared at him.
Paul stared back, a small portion of the penny beginning to drop. �British troops? Are you telling me, sir, that we�re invading Russia?�
�It isn�t to be termed an �invasion�,� Cumming told him. �It�s an intervention.�

Paul didn�t immediately grasp the subtlety of the difference. All he could think of was, that after four years of beating themselves to a bloody standstill against the Germans on the western front�� never mind Gallipolli and all the other fronts around the world�� someone had now had the bright idea of invading Russia as well. He wondered if there was ever going to be an end to the folly. Hadn�t enough blood been spilt on needless adventures already without them having to find yet another to embark upon?
�Why?� was all he could find to say.
�Because the government in its wisdom has decided that the time is ripe,� Cumming replied. �The Social-Revolutionary Party has split with the Bolsheviks over the peace treaty with Germany and they�ve assassinated Count Mirbach, the German ambassador. We have had reports that they attempted a coup at the Fifth All-Russian Congress in Moscow earlier this month. It failed and the Bolsheviks arrested several of the SR leaders. Consequently many SRs are disaffected. The leader of the Bolshevik army on the Volga, Muraviev, and his Lettish Rifles have refused orders and rebelled. Now they�re not the sort of people we want to get in bed with, naturally, but there are others and it�s believed another push or two will be enough to remove the Bolsheviks from power. Once that happens the eastern front against the Germans can be reopened.�
Paul supposed his face must have betrayed what he was thinking. Browning adopted a hectoring tone:
�There are other considerations, Rostov. I don�t think you can be aware of the political situation. At least, not as it pertains to our working classes. The miners, for example, and the shipbuilders on the Clyde��
Paul wasn�t sure he had heard correctly. The situation as it pertains to our working classes�?
Browning was absolutely right�� Paul wasn�t aware of the political situation because for the last two years he had been too busy trying to keep himself alive in the Ypres Salient. What did he know about shipbuilders on the Clyde? About any of the working classes, come to that? He�d never met any until he�d been given a platoon to command and shoved into a trench. They had seemed to him like an alien species and the fact that they generally did what he asked of them was more to do with the intimidating NCOs he�d been given rather anything he�d done.
�If we crush this revolution now,� Browning stated, �we won�t have to do it later.�
�As well as Murmansk, Archangel and Vladivostok there will be landings on the Black Sea coast,� Cumming resumed, bringing the matter back to one of logistics. �The first resistance to the Bolshevik coup was in the south. Rostov-on-Don,� he added, eyeing Paul as if the fact he had the same name was pertinent. �General Deniken has assumed command of the southern forces. General Kornilov managed to escape from Petrograd but we�ve had reports that he was killed in shelling in the Kuban in April. We have no information as to whether your cousin was with him or not.�
�Mikhail?�
�You�re no doubt aware of his involvement in Kornilov�s coup attempt last September?�
�What coup? No, I had no idea.�
Browning and Cumming exchanged glances again.
�You do know that Kerensky made Kornilov commander-in-chief of the eastern front, I suppose? Whether Kerensky colluded in the coup isn�t clear. It�s equally possible he was the target. He certainly maintains as much. The whole affair was something of a fiasco, I�m afraid.� Cumming adopted a pained expression. �We haven�t many details but we do know that after the unrest in July when the Bolsheviks first tried to seize power, Kornilov decided to move on Petrograd. He had support in the capital of course�� your cousin and other right-wingers�� but the whole thing seems to have been disorganised. The regiment Kornilov despatched failed to reach Petrograd and the men turned on their officers. The coup attempt was just the sort of thing the Bolsheviks had warned against and so played right into their hands.� He shook his head, dislodging the monocle. �After July they�d been pariahs. All Kornilov managed to do was rehabilitate them. Kerensky tried denouncing the coup but by then he�d lost all credibility. The general charged with taking Petrograd shot himself and Kornilov was arrested. All Kerensky did, whether he knew about the coup in advance or not, was to alienate what was left of the officer corps. After that things just went to the dogs.� He stared moodily at the map for a moment before continuing. �We believe your cousin managed to evade arrest although whether he went south or not we�re not sure. We�ve had no word on him.�
Paul didn�t give a hoot about Mikhail. What he cared about, if they were landing troops in Archangel and on the Black Sea, was what they wanted of him.
Cumming appeared to read his mind.
�You are no doubt asking yourself how you can be of assistance, given the situation.�
That wasn�t quite how Paul would have put it, but he realised the answer would be the same.
�Communication isn�t easy at the best of times and to make matters worse we�ve lost the telegraph. The French have some liaison officers with the Czechs who, needless to say, are still as keen as the Czech National Council to get them out of Russia�� either through Omsk and thence to Archangel or via Vladivostok, whichever�s quickest. The War Office have a different plan.�
�The French liaison officers will follow orders once they�re in a position to receive orders,� Browning put in. �Masaryk and Bene� at the Czech National Council have fallen in line. Once it was made clear to them where their best interests lay.�
�I don�t follow.�
�No, I don�t suppose you do since you�re the wrong Ross,� Cumming said, �but frankly we haven�t the time to put you in the picture. You�ll have to take us on trust until Hart can fill you in on the details. The important thing is to do what we can to assist the War Office in their aim.�
�Which is?�
�To turn the Legion around and move west.� Cumming turned to the map once more to demonstrate, perhaps, how easy it would be. �The Czech rear is currently here to the east of Chelyabinsk and Ekaterinburg. The War Office plan is to make it the front line and push west. Caught between the Legion and the allied forced moving south from Murmansk and Archangel and north from the Black Sea, the Bolshevik movement will be snuffed out before it takes root.�
�Why would the Legion turn west and fight the Bolsheviks when all they want is to go east to fight the Austrians and Germans?�
�Because their National Council will order them to do so. And because they won�t be alone.
�The Allies, you mean.�
�Better than that. We�ve got Kolchak. The Supreme Allied War Council has decided that Admiral Kolchak is the man most likely to save Russia. We are to give him our backing.�
Paul wondered how he planned to achieve that. What was he going to do, bombard Petersburg from the Baltic? He�d have to get past the German blockade first.
�Does he have any ships?�
Cumming cleared his throat. �It will be a land-based campaign.�
�But he�s an admiral� does he have an army?�
�Not yet,� Browning said. �He�s in Tokyo at the moment.�
�Tokyo? What�s he doing there?�
�The Japanese have occupied Manchuria. The admiral is attempting to secure their co-operation.�
�In assisting the Legion.�
�Precisely,� Cumming said. �We envisage the admiral returning to Russia through Vladivostok and travelling west, garnering support along the way. So, as you can see, this puts you in a unique position.�
�Does it?�
�Naturally. The French have their liaison officers with the Legion and the War Office believe we need a man there, too. Otherwise the frogs are likely to march all over us. Your unique background makes you the man for the job.�
�But I told you��
�Yes, we know, the man we thought you were is dead. But that can�t be helped. We just have to make the best we can of it. We may have missed the bull�s eye, but at least we�ve scored a couple of outers. Your connection with Mikhail Rostov and with Kolchak.�
�But I don�t have a connection with Kolchak!�
�He has expressed a hope to your mother,� Cumming said, �that he might have the opportunity to meet you. Being your father�s son and all that.�
�You�ve spoken to my mother?�
�No need. She�s mentioned the fact to several people. It�s no secret.�
Yes, he could believe that. She�d bore anyone who�d stand still long enough to listen. Odd how she had never told him. Or perhaps she had. Sitting by his bedside those first weeks in hospital she had prattled on about many things. He�d slept through most of it. When he could.
�We�re putting you with the Legion�s rearguard in the Chelyabinsk region. In place for when Kolchak arrives. By then, of course, we expect it to be the front line. If all goes to plan you�ll have contacted your cousin and sounded out the strength of the anti-Bolshevik factions in Petrograd and Moscow. If he�s the man he�s cracked up to be he�ll be able to organise some sort of co-ordinated rising in the cities. Failing that, he can liaise with Deniken in the south. By the time our troops in Murmansk have linked up with Archangel, we�ll be pressuring Petrograd.�
Paul wiped a hand across his brow.
�Excuse me��
He was sweating. The office was hot, sun streaming through the window. The air had become stuffy.
�What?
�I don�t want to sound��
�Sound what?�
�Look, sir,� he said. �It�s not that��
�You�re not sure you�re up to the job,� Cumming suggested. �Is that it?�
That certainly was it. Wasn�t up to it and didn�t want it. There had been times in the last two years when he had doubted he�d been up to the job of a mere subaltern. He�d even suspected his promotion�� first to full lieutenant then to captain�� had been the result of some army foul-up and that, sooner or later, someone would realise their mistake. But now he was expected to return to a country he had last seen when he was a child, a country that had just gone through two revolutions, and become a Russian version of that chap in Arabia who had been all over the newspapers recently. At least Colonel Lawrence had known something about the Arabs. What was he supposed to know about Slavs?
Cumming�s Chou face had unexpectedly softened.
�We don�t expect miracles, Rostov. No plan runs as smoothly as it looks on paper. This isn�t the kind of work that you�ve been trained for and we�re perfectly aware that you have your limitations. But you won�t be on your own. You�ll be there to make the introductions, so to speak. Hart�s the brains. This sort of thing is right up his street, eh Browning?�
�I should say so,� Browning agreed.
Hart will do the organising. All you�ll need to do is open the doors for us.�
�But who�s Hart?�
�You know Hart.� Cumming shot an enquiring glance at Browning. �This is Hart�s show. We understood he�d made contact. You�re here, after all.�
�I�m here because of the note,� Paul said.
�Yes, but Hart arranged that.�
�Good man, Hart,� Browning said again. �He�s the one who brought you to our attention.�
�But I don�t know anyone named Hart.�
�It was his idea by all accounts,� Browning said. �He�s been keeping an eye on you.�
�He has?� Then he remembered the man in the cap who had been following him. �Stocky fellow, wears a cap and carries an umbrella? Looks like a bailiff?�
�Does Hart look like a bailiff, Browning?�
�I�ve not given it any thought, Cumming.�
�Round face, moustache,� Paul said. �He�s been following me all day.�
�Always been one for a disguise has Hart,� said Browning.
�I saw him on the street before I came up.�
Browning wandered to the window and looked down as if he might catch sight of him. �Waiting for you, is he?�
�I don�t know. I thought he was after money.�
The mention of money reminded Paul of why he had come there in the first place. He put a hand in his pocket for the note until he remembered the girl with the bun had taken it.
�That letter of yours,� he said to Cumming. �It sort of alluded to some difficulties I might be having at the moment?�
�You�re broke,� Cumming said flatly. �Owe money, or so Hart tells us. Isn�t that right, Browning?�
Browning merely nodded without passing comment for once.
Paul ignored the question as to how this fellow Hart knew about his financial position and went straight to the nub of the matter.
�Then I�m assuming you�re offering to pay me to undertake this mission�� beyond my army pay, that is?�
�We�ll clear your debts and provide you with a generous sum on top,� Cumming replied.
Paul found himself caught between a feeling of relief and a sense of being insulted. The money would be welcome, of course. A God-send in fact. But why hadn�t they assumed he would do the job out of patriotic duty? After all, he�d volunteered for the western front for no more than army pay. Was it because he was half-Russian? Because they didn�t entirely trust his patriotism?
�And then there�s that other matter,� said Cumming.
�What other matter?�
�We can have the accusations struck from your army record. There will be no court martial.�
�Court martial? What do you mean?�
Cumming�s nose wrinkled again.
�Remind him, will you Browning. Like much else it seems to have slipped his mind.�
Browning glared at Paul like a witness for the prosecution.
�Cardsharping in the mess, wasn�t it, Rostov? Gypping fellow officers on their way to the front?�
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Unsurprisingly, given all that had gone before, it was the other Ross who proved to be the cardsharp. What did surprise Paul, despite all that had gone before, was that he still didn�t find it easy to accept.
Through all the confusion, the mix-ups and the aggravation, it had never crossed Paul�s mind that the other Ross had been anything but an officer and a gentleman. The fact that out of their mutual muddles Paul was always the one who had come out worst had been, he always assumed, no more than a matter of chance. If the other Ross had got the girl, acquired the theatre tickets, signed for the meal at the club that Paul had eventually paid for, well that was the way the tossed coin had come down. He always supposed it would even itself out in the long run. Now he was beginning to suspect that it never would have. First Valentine and now the other Ross�� or, to be more exact, the other way around. He supposed he was going to have to spend some time combing through his bank statements and club bills to see just how much this cardsharp had cost him.
Cumming, to his credit, seemed sincere in his apologies once the error was recognised. Browning less so. It was as if he, too, would have preferred to examine the accounts before committing himself.
�We were misinformed,� Cumming acknowledged. �Assumed you were a rascal which is why we thought we could use you.�
�You can�t then?� Paul asked, brightening as he sensed the possibility of a reprieve.
�But you�re the one with the Russian connections, which suits the matter at hand.�
�At least Kell got that right,� added Browning.
�But no Czech, unfortunately, and no knowledge of these Nazdar companies,� Paul reminded him. �I have to admit your offer is very generous, and timely, although to be frank I can�t see that I could accomplish much that this fellow Hart of yours can�t. After all, he obviously knows the ropes. As Colonel Browning says, all you really need is a go-between, someone to contact my cousin and Admiral Kolchak. I understand why the other Ross would have been a good man for the job, knowing Czech and all that sort of thing, but he�s dead. Won�t anyone else do? A trained man obviously, but what does it matter who approaches my cousin or contacts the Legion? As far as I can see I don�t have any of the qualifications you want. Why doesn�t this Hart do it himself? If it�ll help I can always write him a letter of introduction to my cousin��
Browning sighed volubly. �He still doesn�t get it, Cumming. You can take a horse to water��
Paul looked from one to the other. �Excuse my obtuseness, but why not?�
�A perfectly reasonable question, Rostov,� Cumming responded with surprising reasonableness. His Chou face had softened, as if the mis-accusation of cardsharping had pricked his conscience. �You�re a straightforward fellow, I�m sure,� he said. �You take things as you find them, and no doubt assume anything you�re told by a gentleman is on the up and up. Well done you.� He smiled tautly. �Unfortunately that isn�t the world we operate in. In our world, nothing is as it seems. And a man�s word isn�t worth the paper it�s written on.�
Paul opened his mouth to point out the oxymoron then closed it again. He�d taken Valentine�s word on trust and where had that got him? He�d seemed like a gentleman at first blush, insisting that they�d been at school together even though Paul was never quite able to remember him.
�How,� Cumming said, �will your cousin know that the man approaching him with this proposal isn�t in reality a Bolshevik agent? How will our agent know that the man who claims to be Mikhail Rostov is Mikhail Rostov? Not a Bolshevik agent posing as a Rostov? You see the difficulty. The people we deal with aren�t like us, members of a London club, all our class� Having people who already know one another takes out the risk.�
Not all of it, Paul almost muttered to himself.
�But I haven�t seen my cousin for thirteen years. I�m not sure I�d know him if I passed him on the street. And how do you know he�ll still recognise me?�
Cumming looked surprised. �You�re family, man! Of course you�ll recognise one another.�
Cumming seemed to take a lot at face value. Set more store by family than Paul ever had. And, faced with this overweening confidence, he was at a loss as to how to answer. What was it, arrogance� hubris, Cumming possessed? Whatever it was, it was in danger of it getting Paul killed. But then the alternative was two or three more weeks of scratching around for meals and the price of a drink and then back over to France. And how long could his luck hold out over there?
�Right!� Cumming said, rubbing his hands together and obviously taking Paul�s silence for assent. �Everything clear? Good man. Plenty of time on the steamer for Hart to brief you on the situation in Russia. He�s been there since before the Revolution and knows our people there.�
�You have other people there?� Paul asked.
�Lockhart in Moscow. Bruce Lockhart. Foreign Office, unofficial capacity. He went out under the auspices of Lord Milner on the cruiser that brought our ambassador and Hart back. He was there before the war and knows the country.�
�Came home under a cloud,� Browning added matter-of-factly. �A woman, apparently.�
�Despite those in the Foreign Office still of the opinion that Lenin and Trotsky are German agents,� Cumming went on, not without a trace of sarcasm in his voice, �Lockhart was sent to persuade them not to treat with the Germans. No go, obviously, so now he�s looking into alternatives.
�What sort of alternatives?�
�The sort we don�t ask questions about,� Cumming replied succinctly. �And you�re not to contact him under any circumstances. Hart�s your only contact. He knows the Russians and he knows Petrograd, but then so do you.�
Paul opened his mouth to protest. He couldn�t claim to know Petrograd at all. He�d been ten when he�d left and hardly a street urchin, the kind who�d know the city�s back-alleys. He�d come from a good family. Even if the family in question hadn�t exactly cared to acknowledge the fact.
Cumming, though, was ploughing on regardless.
�And there�s Steveni. He escorted the ambassador and his people to the Finnish border but stayed behind to assess the situation. He could be of help.�
�Steveni,� Paul repeated.
�Best liaise with Hart.�
Paul wondered why this fellow Steveni had to escort the diplomatic corps to the Finnish border with a paragon like Hart on hand. He knew better than to ask, though.
�Since Trotsky signed Brest-Litovsk the situation has deteriorated significantly,� Cumming admitted. �And now with this Legion business the Bolshevik secret police have started cracking down on the foreigners in the country. Most have been obliged to leave.� He turned to Browning. �There is that journalist we�ve just recruited. In the country for one of the papers. Browning?�
�S76,� Browning said. �Working for the Daily News. Something of a leftie so he seems above suspicion. He�s even managed to get close to some of the top Bolsheviks. Radek, for one.�
�Hasn�t he got a name?� Paul asked.
�Who?� asked Cumming.
�S� whatever.�
�You don�t need to know names. Not just yet. Leave that to Hart.�
�And he knows Trotsky as well,� Browning went on. �According to Lockhart he�s having a fling with his secretary.�
�Lockhart�s secretary?�
�Trotsky�s.�
�We haven�t quite made up our minds if that�s good or bad, have we Browning?� Cumming looked back at Paul. �But that�s Moscow, anyway. �Petrograd�s another matter. There�s a useful Armenian Jew who goes under an Irish name you�ll probably come across, although we�re never entirely sure where he�s likely to be at any given time. Hart will fill you in on all this, as I said.� He raised an eyebrow. �Any questions?�
There would have been a lot if Paul had been given the chance to sit in a quiet room for half an hour to formulate them. At that moment, though, only one came to mind.
�You say you want me to contact my cousin because of his standing within the monarchist faction. But what about his father, my uncle, Ivan Nikolayevich? He worked for the tsar�s interior ministry. Surely he�s likely to have far more contacts than Mikhail.�
�He�s dead. Haven�t you heard?�
�No,� Paul said, shocked �I haven�t.� Nor, presumably, had his mother or else she would have told him.
�He was killed in the street disturbances. Thought you might have heard. We�ve no details, but since he held a position of some importance in the interior ministry his death might not have been entirely accidental.�
�What about my aunt and her daughter Sofya?�
�Can�t help you there, Rostov. Hart might know. I should ask him if I were you.� He rummaged through the papers on his desk. �You�ll be carrying a letter of introduction from Tom� Masaryk to the officers of the Legion. He�s the leader of the Czechoslovak National Council. As we said earlier, they weren�t keen on getting involved with Russia�s internal politics but Trotsky�s actions have made that inevitable.� He pushed himself out of his chair and with the help of his stick joined Browning on Paul�s side of the desk.
�What do you think, Browning, a forty-two?�
Side by side, they seemed to be sizing him up like a pair of undertakers who hadn�t far to go for their next client.
�Best make it a forty-four,� Browning said. �Nothing worse than being too tight.�
�There�s a steamer leaving from Yarmouth this evening,� Cumming told him.
�This evening?�
�Ostensibly, she�s carrying cargo for Copenhagen and Helsingfors. Loading in Hull early Monday morning. There will be other passengers. We thought of just putting you and Hart aboard but Kell decided that that might look a bit obvious. This way she�s an innocent Finnish steamer going about its business.�
�The train for Yarmouth leaves Liverpool Street Station this afternoon. You�ll need to be on it.�
Paul realised he wouldn�t even have time to visit his mother.
�Hart will be travelling under the name of Darling. You�ll be on the passenger manifest as Harold Filbert, an agent for a mining company looking to buy Scandinavian pit-props. Good cover, we thought.
�Harold Filbert and pit-props��
�We�ve got papers for you in that name. Once in Helsingfors, Darling�� Hart, that is�� will contact the people who�ll get you across the border. From there you will make your way to Petrograd where you�ll contact your cousin. Anything you don�t understand?�
There was plenty he didn�t understand but just at that moment he was more preoccupied with the thought of leaving that evening. It was much sooner than he had expected. He would have liked more time to get used to the idea and wondered if there wasn�t still some way of backing out. He could use the money they were offering, it was true, but what was the point of being in funds if one couldn�t spend a few days enjoying the newfound solvency? He�d have liked to go to the theatre, or the music hall�
Browning crossed to the door and held it open. Cumming told Paul to wait where he was then picked up the scooter that lay against the table and lifted his gammy leg onto it. Aiming himself at the open door, he propelled himself through, scooting along with his good leg. Browning followed, closing the door behind him.
Paul watched them go beginning to wonder if he wasn�t having some sort of hallucination. He might yet wake up to find himself on the shell-shock ward. Or even back in the trenches, lying stunned in the mud. But would that be any better? Cumming�s office might be a madhouse but it wasn�t a patch on the nightmare of the front line, waiting for that damned whistle to blow. Or worse, having the responsibility of blowing it oneself.
He opened the door and poked his head into the corridor. It was empty. Walking to the window, he looked out across the city. Angling his head, he could just see down into the road although saw no sign of the man in the cap. Of Hart, if that�s who he was. Turning from the window, Paul�s eyes fell on Cumming�s desk and his mother�s file. He crossed quickly back to the door, checked the corridor again, then to Cumming�s desk. He picked up the file.
The attached picture of his mother had the appearance of a police photograph, the kind one might find on a criminal record. It was rather stark and not very flattering. She looked much younger than she did now, around thirty, perhaps, and he supposed it had been taken when she was living in St Petersburg. He wondered where Cumming�� or the mysterious Kell since it was his file�� could have got it. There was nothing to indicate its origin although, looking closer, he noticed one corner of the photograph bore a small arc of an indelible stamp, one which was not present on the paper to which it was attached. That suggested the photograph had been lifted out of another document. Examining it more carefully, he made out two small Cyrillic letters on the stamp. A Russian document, then. Identity papers? Or�� it suddenly occurred to him�� an Okhrana file. Was it possible the Russian secret police had had a file on his mother?
He quickly began looking through it. There were smudged reports detailing her political affiliations and her movements� a list of her visitors� There were accounts of conversations she had had with various people and statements from others as to her alleged views on particular subjects. The file also contained a report on her financial position which was worse than he had imagined.
Towards the back were details of her employment record whilst working as a governess in Russia. There was an account of her marriage to his father (although, tellingly, no copies of documentation) and a brief account of his father�s death at Tsushima outlining how he had gone down with the rest of the fleet under the Japanese guns.
He had just finished this when he heard the scooter�s wheels squeaking along the corridor. He replaced the file on the desk and skipped back to the window. He was staring out nonchalantly at the view when Cumming and Browning came back into the room.
�Sit down, Rostov,� Cumming said, leaning the scooter against the table again. He hooked his cane onto the back of the chair and sank down heavily. He looked across the desk at Paul.
�Did you find anything that surprised you in your mother�s file?�
Paul stiffened. He began to deny looking at it, stopped and, after a moment, said:
�You left it on the desk. I might have glanced at it.�
Cumming roared with laughter. �Don�t worry, Rostov. You�d be no good to us if you weren�t prepared to stick your nose in where it�s not wanted.� He picked up the file again and opened it. �It looks as though Kell�s done a pretty thorough job on your mother, wouldn�t you say?�
�Who is this Kell you keep talking about?�
�Vernon Kell,� Cumming said. �No harm in telling you now.� He runs the Home Intelligence Service.�
�If he runs the Intelligence Service,� Paul said, �then perhaps you�ll tell me who are you, sir?�
A smile creased the Chow�s face. �We�re concerned with overseas operations. Here.� He pushed some papers across the desk towards Paul. �This is your new identity. You�ll also find your steamer ticket and a rail warrant for the five-ten to Yarmouth.�
Paul picked up the documents. It was then he noticed the rail warrant was for a second-class compartment. Cumming must have noted his expression.
�You might as well get used to it because you�ll find it�s all one class on the steamer as well.�
It was then Cumming had rubbed salt into the wound by warning Paul that Kell thought they might try to slip an agent aboard.
�Best keep your head down for the first day or two and let Hart sniff him out,� he suggested, immediately inhaling deeply himself as if there were a chance he too might pick up the scent. �And this is Masaryk�s letter.� He handed an envelope to Paul. �Whatever you do you mustn�t let it fall into the wrong hands. As a last resort you destroy it. If the Bolsheviks get hold of it, the letter will not only compromise Masaryk but the Legion as well.�
It occurred to Paul that firing on Trotsky had pretty well compromised the Legion already. But then the Bolsheviks might have been in power long enough by now to become as adept at diplomacy as everyone else, and had learned to ignore the glaringly obvious when in their interest to do so.
Cumming gestured to Browning who placed several sheets of typed paper in front of Paul.
�This states the terms of your recruitment,� Browning intoned. It covers secondment from your regiment, rates of pay and an oath of secrecy.�
�Secrecy?�
�Naturally,� Cumming said. �Since you will be privy to secret information, we need your assurance that you will not disclose it to anyone outside this organisation.�
Paul would have thought that his word as a gentleman might have sufficed, but Browning was tapping impatiently on the paper.
�Sign here,� he said.
Paul took the pen. He had always been told never to sign any document before reading the small print closely. Yet, whenever he came to it, it had always seemed rude to keep people waiting while one trawled through each sub-clause and codicil. He glanced hesitantly at Browning then signed his name.
�Excellent,� Cumming beamed. Browning folded the paper and handed it to him. Cumming leaned forward. �Now, two more considerations.�
Paul looked at Cumming stony-faced, the fact not lost upon him that Cumming had waited until Paul had signed before breaching news of more considerations.
�Gold,� Cumming said.
�What gold?
�The Imperial reserves. Someone had the bright idea last year to move it out of Petrograd in case it fell into German hands.�
�Where to?�
�Kazan.�
�How much is there?�
Cumming blew out his cheeks. �Between seventy-five and a hundred million.�
�Roubles?�
�Pounds.�
Browning, standing next to the desk, swallowed hard as if the amount had given him a sudden case of indigestion.
�Access to that amount of money,� Cumming said, �could make all the difference in any military campaign, of course.�
�Who holds Kazan?� Paul asked.
�The Bolsheviks.�
�Well, if the Bolsheviks have it there�s not a lot can be done, is there?� Meaning there wasn�t a lot he could do about it. �It�s not as though one could carry that amount around in one�s luggage.�
�Indeed not,� agreed Cumming. �In fact the only way of transporting the bullion is by rail or river barge. It�s too heavy to be shipped by other means. The Legion controls the railway and any advance westward would mean they could control the Volga river as well. We need to ensure that securing the bullion becomes the Legion�s prime objective. Once that has been achieved, it has to be delivered safely into the keeping of Admiral Kolchak.�
�Do you expect me��
�You�ll leave that to Hart,� Cumming said abruptly.
It seemed to Paul that the need for his presence was becoming ever more superfluous, Hart expected to take charge of everything as he obviously was.
�You said there were two considerations, sir. What is the other?�
Cumming sat up a little straighter as if protocol demanded it.
�The Imperial family.�
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The train clattered on, the countryside beyond the window baked ochre by summer. Fields of wheat and barley moved sluggishly under a torpid breeze, stoically awaiting�� like the rest of the country�� the reaper�s blade.
Paul had avoided it, if narrowly. But the thought, instead of bringing a sense of relief, paradoxically filled him with foreboding. He was being saved for something worse.
Cumming�s talk of the Imperial family had recalled the photographs of tsar and his family that had adorned the Rostov house in Petersburg when he was boy. His Uncle Ivan had been nothing if not a toady.
But it wasn�t only photos of the Romanovs that he remembered. The Rostov house on Tavricheskaya, where it met the Neva River, was no more that a short walk along the embankment to the Winter Palace itself. He recalled being taken there as a child to see the tsar and his family wave regally to their subjects from the balcony that overlooked Palace Square.
His most vivid memory of them, though, was oddly of a time when the royal family were not even in Petersburg.
It had been a cold day in January, a Sunday, a bleak morning with the still air frozen under a sky the colour of a shroud. There had been snow overnight and where it had fallen it lay smooth on the frozen river, its pristine whiteness like the pelt of an enormous arctic fox. A celebration had been planned for that afternoon, nothing to do with the tsar but for Paul himself. It was the ninth of the month and Paul�s tenth birthday. His father had already sailed with the Baltic Fleet for the east but his mother made a fuss of him and there was to be a party. All morning the servants had been preparing, although the talk had not been about the party but about a march of the people to the Winter Palace led by a priest. Gunfire had already been heard to the north over the Vyborg district.
Thinking back, he always imagined that he had heard it, too. But he could never really be sure. He had heard it later, watching from their balcony as the soldiers and the cavalry massed in the icy streets below before moving towards Palace Square. The ragged volleys that had followed a few minutes later had seemed to crack the brittle morning air. Then he�d seen the crowds running past, scattering and sliding on the ice. What had stayed most clearly in his memory afterwards, however, was the blood in the snow after the crowd and the soldiers and the horses had passed. And the small, still, trampled bundle of rags in the gutter that, not long before, had been a child.
�The latest report maintains they are being held in Ekaterinburg. Ostensibly under the orders of the local Soviet but it�s Lenin who calls the tune.�
Cumming shuffled a few papers on the desktop as if adjusting Europe�s monarchical hegemony.
�Apart from the tsarist faction there are precious few who�d actually like to see the Romanovs returned to power. Nevertheless all sides regard him as a figurehead. There was talk of the family coming here but, given the situation��
�What situation?�
�That we�ve quite enough agitators of our own who sympathise with the Bolsheviks without giving them any more grounds for provocation,� Browning said.
�And then there�s the German connection, of course.� Cumming adopted his pained expression again. �The Empress Alexandria� Well, the fact is our royal family doesn�t need the country being reminded of its German origins.�
�No,� Paul said. �I can see that.�
�The British Government has advised against offering them refuge. Fortunately, it looks as if the Bolsheviks won�t allow them to leave anyway. So, in the event of an unforeseen outcome, they�ll be the ones to attract the odium.�
�What odium? What unforeseen outcome?�
�We are terming it unforeseen, Rostov, but there remains the possibility that the tsar will be executed.�
�Oh,� said Paul.
�Merely a possibility. Another is that if we�re successful in turning the Legion west, the Imperial family might fall into Czech hands. Then, of course, it will be a matter for Kolchak and the Russians to decide what to do with them.�
�Russians other than Bolshevik Russians,� Paul said for the sake of clarification.
�Naturally,� Cumming replied. �Our view is that events should be allowed to take their natural course.�
�What would that be�� our �preferred natural course�?�
�What is imperative,� Cumming went on obliquely, his face remaining expressionless, �is the need to convey to Admiral Kolchak�� and to the Legion for that matter�� that in the event of the gold falling into their hands but not the tsar, any attempt to purchase the Imperial family�s freedom which results in the Bolsheviks getting their hands on the gold reserves would be�� in our view�� unwelcome.�
�But if the Legion doesn�t get to the tsar but does get the gold and won�t ransom the family, doesn�t that rather reduce the Bolsheviks� options?�
�That will be for the Bolsheviks to decide.�
�So then, in the event of the unforeseen,� Paul said, beginning to understand and stressing Cumming�s own word, �the odium will fall on them.�
Cumming gave him a wintry smile.
�Isn�t that going to be counter-productive? I mean for people like Mikhail? One assumes if they want to see the Romanov dynasty returned to power they�re not going to agree to this.�
�That�s true, which is where a certain delicacy on your part will be required. In dealing with Admiral Kolchak on the one hand and your cousin on the other.�
�Are you saying you want me to tell Mikhail one thing and tell the admiral another?�
Cumming smiled again, this time the expression not entirely lacking in warmth.

In the years since he had grown old enough to consider the question, Paul had often wondered if a family connection with Russian nobility had done him much good. After meeting Cumming and finding he was to be sent back, he realised it had not.
He suspected his mother had finally come around to the realisation that she was best out of it, too. She was a silly woman, he had with objectivity come to understand: vain, snobbish and not without arrogance. But she was not stupid. She must know that she was being taken advantage of in �migr� circles and yet tolerated the fact in order to maintain a social position. Being able to talk politics from a position of equality with men, bourgeois and aristocratic, as well as the radical refugees, no doubt flattered her. Paul himself, as soon as he was old enough to make up his own mind, had decided to leave all that behind. He had had no interest in politics of any colour, Russian or British. Not then, anyway. What he had wanted was to fit in with his fellows and not be regarded as a curiosity.
He had had no trouble passing for English; he had learned the language at his mother�s knee. The rest of the Rostov family had spoken it as well�� English having earned something of a social cachet as it was the language the Imperial Family used between themselves. The Empress Alexandria had apparently never achieved more than a rudimentary grasp of Russian. At the time his mother had expressed some qualms about changing his name from Rostov to the more British-sounding, Ross, as if in doing so he was showing a disrespect for his father�s memory. Paul had not seen it that way. He hardly had a memory of his father beyond a vague image of a uniformed character stomping down the path through the snow to a sleigh while he and his mother watched on. He sometimes wondered if the scene was a genuine memory at all and not just a construct fabricated after the fact from stories his mother had used to tell him. What might have been evidence of its authenticity was a recollection he had of throwing a snowball at the departing figure; but whether this was evidence of authenticity or imagination, he could only guess.
The one thing he was sure he did remember was his mother, standing in the snow beside him and wailing like one of those matronly characters from a Wagner opera. Although he had to allow that even this memory, though real was purely theatrical, designed to give her the kind of dramatic r�le she had always craved. This suspicion was based upon the fact of his mother�s fondness for opera, preferring the German but taking the Russian in a pinch�� which was really just as well as there�d been precious little German opera on offer since 1914.

Discovering Mikhail Ivanovich had remained a tsarist had come as no real surprise. Given that Mikhail�s father, Paul�s uncle Ivan Nikolayevich, had been someone of note in the Ministry of the Interior�� the most conservative of Nicholas II�s government ministries�� it was only to be expected that one generation�s politics would rub off on another. Paul had been aware of it as a child, living in the family house following his father�s departure with the Baltic Fleet.
The big house on Tavricheskaya he recalled as a model of Russian orthodoxy, both in the religious and political sense. He had lived there with his mother and aunt and uncle both before and after his father had sailed with the Baltic Fleet on the outbreak of war with Japan. There had been an old grandmother�� a wrinkled baboushka�� as well, although his memory of her was more conditioned by the photographs his mother had brought to England than by any clear recollection. The house to him had seemed to be a maze of staircases and endless rooms; of corridors peopled by portraits of strangers and landscape paintings of alien countryside he had never seen outside of oil on canvas. His grandfather�� according to his mother�� had brought them all as a job-lot when he had purchased the house, not only to fill the empty walls but to give himself a ready-made ancestry. Beyond this forged past, though, there had been one room that had been genuinely Rostov: the Red Room, the room that held the holy artefacts, the ikons and candles, before which they had all trooped in twice a day to genuflect and kneel in prayer.
Once old enough to understand, he had come to wonder if this room had not truly been the essence of the Rostovs, a hangover from their peasant past, even if his mother had always insisted that all �good� Russian homes possessed a variation on this theme. How ironic now, he couldn�t help thinking, that the word red�� the same in the Russian language as the word for beautiful and derived from this domestic usage for the room in which the ikon was kept�� had been usurped by the Bolsheviks to stand for a sensibility diametrically opposed to Russian religiosity.
According to his mother�� again, his only source of information beyond a few scattered photo-like memories�� the Rostovs had always been, by and large, a reactionary bunch. She maintained they were Johnny-come-latelys as far as the nobility went (a somewhat rich opinion to hold coming from his mother) being no more than descendants of a merchant, a man who himself had been the son of a peasant born a serf. The merchant had founded the family�s fortune on a killing made from procurement for the Russian army during the Crimean War, although Paul had never learned exactly what it was that this first Rostov had procured (food, weapons, women�?) Once the money had been pocketed, though, the usual fastidiousness of the nouveau riche for trade had surfaced and, along with it, the desire to distance themselves from their origins. Paul had sometimes suspected that this keenness to forget the past might also stem from the fact that, given the outcome of the Crimean war, whatever had been procured for the army had turned out to be substandard. The business had been lucrative enough, however, to fund a large country estate in the south as well as town houses in both Moscow and St Petersburg. The merchant had changed his name to Rostov�� the city of his birth�� and his son, dead husband of the baboushka Paul vaguely remembered, had been a social climber, successful enough to end his life as a minor member of the nobility.
By the time Paul had been old enough to be aware of the world around him, the Rostovs were part of that tiny percentage of the Russian population that had its collective boot firmly on the neck of the remainder. With such a background it was only to be expected that they knew which side of reaction their bread was buttered, that they were staunch tsarists, and prayed�� Orthodoxly, naturally�� that that was how matters would continue.
Paul�s father, it turned out, had been an exception. He had embraced the liberal politics of the day, much to the disgust of the rest of his family. Paul had learned this from his mother as soon as he was old enough to understand the ramifications, even if she had been a little more reticent about the fact that his father had compounded his folly by marrying a foreigner. There had been arguments and recriminations, no doubt, although he had never been directly exposed to this family rancour. As children, he and his cousins had rarely inhabited the adult world, being left mostly in the charge of governesses and servants; in Paul�s case, from little more than an infant, in the care of a nurse, an old peasant-woman whose smell he could sometimes even now recall if he ever happened to find himself in a farmyard.
Had his father lived, he supposed he and his mother would have continued to be tolerated�� albeit with that acquired Rostov air of faint autocratic disdain. Once his father died, however, they had found themselves disposed of with almost unseemly haste. In retrospect it was perhaps not so surprising given the politics of the time; he could still recall seeing newspaper headlines proclaiming one or other of the numerous political assassinations of the day and could distinctly remember his mother blithely remarking over lunch one day that the nasty man had deserved it. He hadn�t understood at the time how any man, nasty or not, could deserve to be blown to pieces by an assassin�s bomb and had afterwards taken the trouble to ask his old nurse to explain it to him. She had merely clouted him across the head in the time-honoured peasant fashion and forced him onto his knees in the Red Room to pray for the dead man�s soul. What he had only understood later was that Russian politics had become so divisive that many of the liberal intelligentsia had managed to manoeuvre themselves into a cul-de-sac where they had come to accept assassination as the everyday give-and-take of political discourse. By that time, though, he had grown into adulthood and left Russia far behind. What was more, he had managed to acquire the information without the risk of brain damage under the tutelage of some heavy-handed peasant woman.
Given all that had followed since, he couldn�t help but wonder where the haughty arrogance of the Rostovs had got them. He knew well-enough where it had got his father�� an early and watery grave in the sea of Japan, going down with his ship and the rest of the Russian fleet at Tsushima, that most humiliating of debacles. But he could hardly pin that on his father�s liberal politics. Sergei Nikolayevich had been a naval officer, after all, and had had to go where his incompetent senior officers had ordered him; might have been one of the incompetent officers himself, for all Paul knew. Had his father lived (or so Paul liked to think), he might have accommodated the changed political landscape of Russia. But as for the rest of the family, he doubted that they were capable of being so nimble-footed. It was always possible they had come to recognise which side of their bread the fresh butter was currently being applied and modify their politics accordingly, yet the news arriving from Russia since the previous November had disturbed even his mother. Since the Bolshevik coup it was beginning to look as if merely swapping sides wasn�t going to be enough. In fact it was all beginning to seem, like his dream, disturbingly reminiscent of the French Revolution.
Had his mother stayed in Russia he supposed she would have at last found something in common with the rest of the family. Although holding radical views�� or revolutionary views, as Uncle Ivan, had seen them�� had not prevented her from living up to her position as a member of the ruling elite. All well and good while they had lived in Russia, but unfortunately once she had discovered this hitherto unsuspected taste for airs and graces, she had continued to live up to them even once they had returned to England. The fact that she could no longer afford grand houses and estates did not stop her from acting as though she could. After banishing her the Rostovs had at least had the good grace (or perhaps just deep enough pockets) to settle an allowance on her for living expenses, and another on Paul for his education. And it had also been his understanding that, despite their doubts concerning the marriage, there had been a lump sum of sorts settled on them as well, in respect of his father�s memory. Which was the least they could do in Paul�s opinion since, as soon as Sergei Nikolayevich had died, they had tied up his share of the Rostov fortune in the labyrinthine Russian legal system.
This had made little impact upon Paul at the time. As far as he was concerned, his father�s legacy was always something of a waterlogged conception, something he had never quite been able to isolate from the rest of the sunken fleet at Tsushima. Neither had he ever quite decided whether the gratuitous lump sum had been a blessing or a curse, encouraging as it had his mother�s extravagance while at the same time staving off insolvency. Now it had become academic. His mother�s capital had long since been exhausted and, having completed his education, Paul�s allowance had also dried up. What had also dried up, since the Bolshevik seizure of power, had been the income stream provided by the monthly allowance for his mother�s living expenses. That had abruptly ceased several months earlier and had been one of the reasons why he had thought a sound capital investment would be a good idea. The upshot of that, of course, was that the investment had been neither sound nor a capital idea and had disappeared, along with what savings he had, down the road with the departing Valentine.
He supposed it was always possible that the monthly allowance might be restored, although the bank had suggested this would be dependent upon a reversal of the recent events in Russia. So it was against this pecuniary�� not to say mercenary�� background that he couldn�t escape the irony of being recruited, in part, to persuade his cousin Mikhail that the Legion would support his efforts to reinstate the old order. In essence, reinstating the autocratic order for Mikhail could mean reinstating the money order for his mother.
The real irony though, and the one that bit a little deeper, was that, while for years he had been subjected to the influence of his mother�s political views and those of the exiles she had entertained, he had remained untouched by them. Yet, courtesy of a couple of days spent in a filthy shell-hole with an English-born radical, he had become unexpectedly interested in the upheaval in Russia, and not a little supportive of it. To be honest he had not been able to keep fully abreast of events. The news of the February Revolution, the fall of the tsar and of Kerensky�s Provisional Government, having arrived filtered through the few English newspapers available at the front. His mother�s letters at this time, although full of the news, had often arrived in a state�� if they arrived at all�� that left them unreadable. A fact that given Kell�s interest in his mother was no longer so mysterious. The subsequent Bolshevik take-over when it came had coincided with the Battle of Passchendaele and by then he had far too much on his mind to worry about what was happening in far away Russia.
Later, lying confused in hospital, he hadn�t been exactly sure whether it was Corporal Jacobs and the shell-hole that had engendered his Damascene moment, or whether some hereditary inheritance from his father had finally surfaced. A mutant strain of liberalism, passed down in a practical demonstration of Darwinism, perhaps. Two years in the trenches cheek by jowl with ordinary working men might have had something to do with it, he supposed, otherwise the seeds, from wherever they had come, would have found no fertile ground.
Whatever the influences, his sympathies�� in retrospect never with tsarist autocracy�� had evolved into being with the Russian working classes. This was hardly something he could admit to Cumming. In this context, had things been different, he would have had no sense of apprehension at the prospect of returning to Russia. Under normal circumstances, he couldn�t see that he had anything to fear from the Bolsheviks.
After all, Jacobs who had seemed to know about these things, had told him that they were all honourable men.
They had spent two nights and two days up to their chests in that vile water, plagued by the incessant rain, by rats, and the overpowering stench of the putrefying German next to them. After the first couple of hours, once the bombardment that had killed Sykes had died down, they had tried to get back to their lines. But the Hun had been waiting for them and, as soon as they had crawled out of the shell-hole, they had had to dive back in under a hail of mortars and sniper fire. Jacobs had caught one in the leg, shattering the bone.
Paul suspected that the corporal had lost a lot of blood, although since his leg was under water there wasn�t much he was able to do to help him. Remembering what Sykes had said about Jacobs� politics, Paul encouraged Jacobs to talk, to keep the man awake and his mind off his wound.
�So, who are these workers� and soldiers� deputies, then?� he asked, and Jacobs told him about the Soviets and how they represented the working man and were taking the means of production into their own hands.
�Those that create the wealth should control it,� Jacobs said, �not men who inherit it through an accident of birth or through manipulation of capital.�
Paul had heard all this before, of course, in the comfort of his mother�s apartments. But in that filthy shell-hole there seemed more substance to the argument.
Jacobs told him about the Bolsheviks, how they were the same as the other left-wing parties and differed only in matters of procedure. And in the fact that they were more alert to the dangers posed by reaction.
�They only took control of Russia because no one else would,� Jacobs maintained. �It�s like nature abhorring a vacuum.�
By the second night Jacobs was slipping into periods of incoherence. At least Paul thought he was. The man had begun to talk about Karl Marx and Kapital so it was difficult to say. They had eaten nothing and had only been able to quench their thirst with rainwater. Sykes was starting to smell as bad as the German and the patrol Paul had expected to rescue them hadn�t put its head above the parapet. He assumed that he and Jacobs had been given up as dead. They couldn�t call out to their lines�� even though they were no more than eighty yards away�� in fear that the Germans would get a fix on their voices and start lobbing mortars at them again.
Paul waited until twelve o�clock on the second night, catching Jacobs in a coherent interlude, half-pulling and half-bullying him out of the crater. They made it to the wire before the Hun spotted them.
Jacobs got hung up and Paul couldn�t free him. He was still trying when he realised the man was dead. Then a mortar exploded nearby and it felt as though a red-hot poker had been jabbed into his ear. Luckily, after that he didn�t feel anything at all.
He regained consciousness in a casualty clearing station. They had pulled him off the wire, he was told, and he was lucky. He�d caught a �blighty� and wouldn�t be going back. His war was over.
Well, they had almost got it right. He wasn�t going back. The part about his war being over, though, they hadn�t got right at all. He was going to Russia.
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�We�ll allow you sufficient funds to cover all requirements in your absence,� Cumming droned on, seeming in no hurry. �You�ll not find the Department ungenerous.�
Paul sneaked a look at his watch. It had already gone three o�clock�� only two hours until the train�� and he wondered how much more there was.
His mind wandered. Cumming�s offer was a lifeline. Although he couldn�t help thinking of the proverb, �never look a gift horse in the mouth�, and stop Valentine drifting insidiously through his head, dragging a string of contradictory proverbs behind him: �once bitten, twice shy� beware of Greeks bearing gifts��
Particularly gift horses?
Yet the twist was, Cumming was offering him money.
�Browning will take you to Miss Henslowe for the formalities,� Cumming finally finished, reaching across the desk and offering Paul his hand. �Keep your wits about you. If Kell�s right and they�ve managed to get an agent aboard the steamer you�ll do well to trust no one. Get out of that uniform and into civvies. Hart will fill you in on the details. Remember, we�re relying on you. You could hold the fate of Russia and the outcome of the war in your hands.�
Paul said nothing. He didn�t want the fate of Russia in his hands. Never mind the outcome of the war. It was all very well Cumming telling him to trust no one and that Hart would fill him in on the details, when he didn�t even know Hart. But before he was able to give voice to these reservations, Browning was bundling him out of the door and down the corridor again.
�Look, sir,� he said over his shoulder after they had gone a few yards, �I don�t want to sound ungrateful, or as if I was windy about all this, but are you sure I�m the man for the job?�
Browning regarded him with eyes that wouldn�t have looked out of place in a fisherman�s keepnet.
�Personally? No, I�m not.�
�Oh,� said Paul. �Why does Captain Cumming think I am, then, with as much riding on it as��
�C,� Browning said.
�Pardon?�
�You call him C if you have to call him anything at all. His name is confidential.�
�Well then, with as much as C said is riding on it. Wouldn�t you be better off with someone experienced in this sort of game? Hart, or this fellow Steveni who stayed behind, for instance?�
�My argument entirely,� Browning agreed with irritating equanimity. �Here we are.�
Browning knocked at the door and walked straight in. A startlingly attractive girl with auburn hair and lively eyes was sitting behind a desk. Browning suddenly turned affable.
�We�re all set, Dorothy. Briefed and ready for the fray.�
�Not until the paperwork is complete, Colonel,� she replied smiling, not at Browning but at Paul.
She flicked through some papers on the desk and one by one turned them around so that Paul could see each. �Sign here, here and here,� she said, an elegant finger indicating each line.
The first sheet was a receipt for the rail warrant already in his pocket. He signed for it. Then signed the rest without reading them.
�Thank you, Captain,� Miss Henslowe said, gathering the sheets together. She turned to Browning. �If you would, Colonel?�
Browning knelt at a large safe standing in the corner of the room. Taking a key from his pocket he unlocked it. Miss Henslowe left her desk and opened a door to the adjoining room. �Elsie, if you�re ready��
She returned to the desk and placed a steamer ticket in front of Paul. �Your travel documents. There is also an address in Petrograd of a safe house where you may stay. But for no more than two nights.�
Another girl came through the door carrying a heavy coat, biting a thread off its hem with her teeth. Elsie was blonde and petite and rather to Paul�s liking. He smiled at her and she smiled back and held the coat up for him to put on.
�Try it for size,� Miss Henslowe said.
There was no insignia to denote it was an army greatcoat although that was undoubtedly what it was. Paul slipped his arms through the sleeves and shrugged it on. It felt heavier than it should.
�They�re in the lining,� Browning said from the safe. �Gold Imperials. Roubles. So try not to lose the coat, will you?�
Elsie brushed the shoulders of the coat down with her hands once or twice until Miss Henslowe said, �Thank you, Elsie, that will do,� and dismissed her.
Browning returned to the desk carrying an envelope and a bundle of banknotes. He handed both to Miss Henslowe who counted the notes out, a mix of British, Russian and Finnish, Paul saw.
Browning explained that the notes were to pay Paul�s expenses while travelling in Finland and Russia; the gold roubles were a hedge against the inflation of paper money.
�The Treasury believes Lenin is following a deliberately inflationary policy to undermine the value of Russian money by printing billions of rouble notes. He thinks it the quickest way of pauperising the aristocratic and land-owning classes. The bourgeoisie will be ruined as well, but I suppose that serves his purposes, too. Apart from the pre-war banknotes, there are also notes known as Kerenki in circulation�� printed by the Provisional Government. And now Bolshevik accounting talons as well. Imperial gold roubles used to be worth no more than face value, the higher denominations quite rare. With rouble paper money losing its value it was thought providing you with gold coin the safest course. Before the war, of course, travellers to Russia could carry British sovereigns and letters of credit. Now the Bolsheviks have taken the banks into state control the latter would be of little use. Your being caught with sovereigns, naturally, would instantly give the game away.�
Miss Henslowe filled out a docket for the banknotes and passed it to Paul.
�Receipt it here please, Captain Ross.�
Paul signed again and Miss Henslowe gave the docket to Browning who placed it in the safe before locking the door again.
�Now,� she said handing Paul the envelope. �This contains the letter of which you have received instructions. Were they clear?� She waited until he had nodded his assent before continuing. �Should you believe yourself in imminent danger of arrest you should destroy the letter rather than risk it falling into Bolshevik hands.� She gave him a stern look. �You have understood all that C has told you, Captain Ross?�
�Perfectly.�
�Good,� she said, �then that concludes our business,� and without any more ado re-addressed herself to the paperwork on her desk.
�Thank you, Miss Henslowe,� Browning said in the ensuing silence. �As efficient as ever��
Miss Henslowe didn�t reply and after a moment Browning took Paul�s arm and guided him back out the door. He escorted him along the corridor once more and a moment later they were standing on the roof again, Paul starting to sweat under the greatcoat.
Browning checked his watch. �You�ve plenty of time to settle your affairs and make the train but don�t miss it or you�ll have to pick up the steamer in Hull. Hart will supply you with your Russian documents and get you across the Russian border. Once your mission with Mikhail Rostov and the Legion is completed you�re on your own. You�ll be expected to make your own way back as best you can. Whatever happens, you have no official connections with the British Government or the Intelligence Service, is that understood? We don�t know you.� He held out his hand and took Paul�s briefly. �Good luck, Ross or Rostov or whatever your name is.� He nodded towards the iron bridge and the door on the far roof. �Make your own way back.�
A moment later Browning disappeared through a door into one of the other sheds on the roof, the smell of cooking wafting out as he passed inside. Paul was alone.
Make your own way back.
From here. From Russia�
It was easy to say. Make your own way back.
He struggled out of the greatcoat. Why a greatcoat in summer? Why not a trenchcoat? The gold roubles weighed heavily on his arm, like the expectations that had been placed upon him.
Still, there was no point in dwelling on that, he told himself. There would be plenty of time for that later. First he had to see about settling his debts and packing a bag. And getting some lunch.
Thinking about lunch, though, made him realise that he had quite lost his appetite.
It was a Saturday and the banks were closed. Back in his rooms he set aside enough money to pay his club bill and immediate expenses then went downstairs and settled his rent with his landlady, leaving sufficient with her to cover a lengthy absence. He wrote out a bank slip for the remainder and instructed her to pay it into his mother�s account on Monday.
As there was no time to visit before leaving, he supposed he ought to telephone her but opted instead for writing her a letter. A letter precluded any opportunity for his mother to interrupt and ask awkward questions.
He wasn�t able to say he was going back to Russia; Cumming�� C�� wouldn�t have liked that at all, so he wrote that he was rejoining his regiment unexpectedly and that she shouldn�t worry if she didn�t hear from him for a while. There were operational considerations, he explained vaguely.
That done he changed out of his uniform into civilian clothes. After so long in uniform they looked strange on him and, staring at himself in the mirror, he wondered if he�d pass muster as an agent for a mining company. He had chosen one of his old suits, not one particularly well-cut and now a little shabby. His mother had once complained that he looked like a door-to-door salesman in it so he supposed it would do. His name was sewn into the collar�� a habit his mother had got into when he had first gone away to school and one he had never been able to break her of since. He would have to remove it as he was travelling under an assumed name although didn�t have time just then. He cast around, unsure of what else to pack. Russia had the reputation of being cold yet St Petersburg�� Petrograd�� could be muggy in summer, built as it was on a swamp. Cumming had warned him to travel light and he certainly didn�t want to have to lug heavy bags around with him�� the damn greatcoat and the Imperials were quite bad enough by themselves. He settled for his Gladstone bag, a couple of shirts, an extra pair of trousers and some fresh underwear. Beneath it all he tucked his service revolver, mindful of Kell�s warning.
He took a cab to his club and, for the first time since leaving Whitehall Court, remembered the man in the cap�� Hart, presumably. He looked around and�� typically�� couldn�t see him anywhere.
In the lobby Burkett approached. Paul put down his bag and hung up the greatcoat.
�Captain Ross, sir,� the steward intoned. �Your bill has been prepared if you are now in a position to settle the matter.�
Wondering how Burkett knew he was back in funds and supposing that was what made a good steward good, Paul followed him to the desk where the clerk slid a sheaf of papers towards him. He leafed though them, startled by just how much food and drink he had signed his name to and wondering if any of it had been consumed by his namesake. He had more than enough to cover the sum, however, and counted it out, receipted the bill and left a generous tip for both men.
�The club secretary will be delighted, sir,� Burkett said, slipping his gratuity into his pocket. �A drink in the bar, perhaps?�
Looking at his watch, Paul hesitated. He was tempted then decided that the chances of running into some chum or other to delay him too great.
�No, Burkett, I�ve got to run,� he said. �And I won�t be around for the foreseeable future, either. If anyone asks for me, best tell them I�ve been recalled to the battalion.�
�Very well sir,� the steward declared solemnly. He peered at Paul, his long face seeming to lose some of its severity. �May I wish you the best of luck.�
�Thank you, Burkett.�
Paul turned towards the door, picked up his bag and was standing at the top of the steps when he heard Burkett call his name. He turned and saw the steward holding out the greatcoat.
�Best not forget this, sir.� Burkett winked theatrically and tapped the side of his nose with a finger. Then, bowing slightly, turned back inside in his measured, funereal way.

At the foot of the club steps Paul hailed another cab to take him to Liverpool Street Station. There was still time to get that drink in the refreshment room. Then, on the spur of the moment instructed the cabby to drop him at the Waldorf Hotel in Aldwych. It was on the way and, although he�d always found the hotel a little rich for his taste (his mother often ate there and enjoyed the luxury while excoriating its ostentation) they did do a very good afternoon tea. His appetite had still not returned but decided he would need something in his stomach before getting on the boat. Cumming�s description of the Finnish steamer being of one class hadn�t inspired him with much confidence as far as dining arrangements might go.
At the Waldorf, after a little hesitation, he checked his bag and coat at the cloakroom and went into the dining room. A scattering of people sat at the tables and, choosing an empty one at the far end of the room, ordered a pot of tea and asked for scones. It was while admiring the ornate decor and waiting to be served that, with a start, he noticed the man in the cap sitting at a table by the door.
He wasn�t wearing the cap, of course, but still managed to look incongruous with his umbrella and cheaply-cut clothes. Without the cap Paul saw that he was quite bald. He was now sure they had never met and, assuming this was Hart, thought it odd how rather than merge into his surroundings as one might have expected of an agent of Cumming�s, the man looked completely out of place.
A master of disguise, Browning had said, so perhaps the moustache was false. Or he might be wearing a skull-cap to give the appearance of baldness�
Paul made eye contact but Hart promptly looked away. Paul would have preferred to walk over and join the man at his table�� there were still a lot of things to sort out, after all�� but thought it likely that Cumming�s procedures dictated that agents shouldn�t be seen together in public. He decided to be circumspect and so looked no further than the menu card until his tea and scones arrived.
Having enjoyed a slice of Madeira cake to supplement the scones, he was considering how best to make contact with Hart when his eyes fell on the door to the kitchens through which the waiters passed to and fro. Having an idea, he finished up, signalled to settle his bill and, giving the waiter his cloakroom ticket said he�d be obliged if the man fetched his bag and his greatcoat. When they arrived, Paul made a show of putting the coat over his arm before sauntering out through the kitchen door.
Ignoring the curious glances of waiters and kitchen staff, he weaved his way through ranks of ovens and sinks until he found a door leading onto a rear alley. A brick wall lined with dustbins and stacked wooden crates blocked one end, next to a door giving into the neighbouring building. But at the other end he could see traffic moving along the street.
He walked a few yards deeper into the alley then stopped. From the kitchen behind him came a clatter of dishes and Hart emerged, wearing the cap again and casting quickly up and down the alley. Paul backed further towards the bins and crates and waved Hart towards him.
The man looked at Paul quizzically and glanced over his shoulder as if expecting to find someone else standing there. When he saw there wasn�t he turned to Paul again, smiling.
�We�re quite alone here,� Paul called. �It�s Hart, isn�t it? Cumm� I mean C told me to expect you.�
Hart�s smile broadened revealing uneven teeth beneath his heavy moustache. He approached Paul and, a few paces from him, lifted the umbrella. He grasped the fabric and pulled it free of the handle. A stiletto protruded from the wooden stock.
Paul stared at the weapon. There had been a mistake. That much was obvious. Having taken two pieces of information, he had added them together and come up with the wrong answer.
He dropped the Gladstone bag. His revolver was in it but beneath his clothes and the man would be on him before he could reach it. Paul retreated a step, bumping into the dustbins. The man advanced taking two quick paces and lunged with the stiletto. Paul raised himself on his toes, turning like a bullfighter as the blade slid by his stomach. He edged along the line of bins, eyes on the weapon and holding the greatcoat in front of him. The man lunged a second time and Paul swung the coat through the air, the weight of the gold Imperials taking it out in a wide arc between them. The man tried to brush it aside but caught the blade in the cloth. As he twisted his hand free Paul rushed him, bundling the greatcoat over the man�s knife-arm. The man spat a curse in Russian, stumbling back as Paul pushed against the bundled coat. Paul swung his free arm, managing to land a fist on the man�s face. It was no more than a glancing blow but it made the man blink, giving Paul enough time to make a grab for the stiletto. The greatcoat fell to the ground and Paul leaned his weight on the man, twisting the knife back as the tip of the stiletto grazed his sleeve. The man stepped away, his feet tangling in the greatcoat. He staggered and fell, dragging Paul down with him, faces close enough for Paul to smell the Waldorf Hotel�s tea on the man�s breath. They hit the ground hard and the man�s eyes opened wide with astonishment. He gave a sharp cry and stiffened. Then he went limp.
Paul scrambled to his feet. An expression of surprise was fixed on the man�s face. The stiletto was protruding from his stomach.
Paul stood over him, breathing hard. If he wasn�t Hart, then who was he? He had said something in Russian although Paul hadn�t managed to catch the words. Was this then the agent Kell had warned about?
Paul knew he ought to get away, get to the station, catch the train and his boat, but shouldn�t he try to find out who had wanted to kill him? Cumming would want to know, surely�
Paul knelt and reached towards the man�s jacket to look for identification. But the stiletto had pinned the coat to his body. Paul took hold of the stiletto�s handle and pulled it out. The blade came free, followed by a spurt of blood. So much from so small a hole, Paul thought absently as it soaked into the man�s jacket. He was reaching into the inside pocket when it occurred to Paul that dead men don�t bleed. He had seen enough of them to know. The heart stops and the blood ceases to flow.
He looked up into the dead man�s face and saw the look of astonishment fade as if thawing. The eyes fluttered then locked onto Paul�s. The man reached up, grabbed Paul�s lapels and pulled him down until their lips were almost touching. The man began mouthing silent words. Then something gurgled in his throat and a river of blood gushed out of his mouth.
Paul pushed himself away. The man�s blood was all over him. He wiped at it ineffectually, getting it on his hands. He was reaching for a handkerchief when the door to the neighbouring building along the alley opened and a woman stepped out. She saw him, then the dead man. Then she screamed. And screamed and screamed�
Paul grabbed his bag and tugged the greatcoat free from beneath the inert body. The woman had now been joined by a second who took up screaming as well. Paul ran down the alley. He had just reached the hotel kitchen door when that, too, opened and a porter carrying a bin full of trash stepped out. Paul stopped. The porter stopped. The porter looked at Paul and at the women beyond and then finally at the body lying on the ground.
He was a stocky brute, Paul couldn�t help noticing, muscled from humping all those bins around, he supposed. Ugly too, and looking at Paul as if he were weighing up the odds.
Paul turned again. Deciding the women were a safer bet, he ran at them. They scattered, their faces filled with horror. One retreated through the door she had come from and Paul followed, into a room filled with startled seamstresses sitting at sowing machines. The screaming woman had taken to cowering in a corner and Paul ran past her, dodging down an aisle between tables. The Gladstone bag banged against them and knocked over a dressmaker�s dummy.
�Sorry!� he called as he went. �Sorry��
Through another door and he found himself in a changing room at the rear of a shop. To his left a heavily corseted lady grabbed her clothes in panic, her mouth frozen open. He rushed past her into the shop, side-stepping mannequins in flowing Edwardian frocks. A young sales lady shuffled in front of him, one way then the other, trying to avoid him. Paul swung around her and collided with the shop counter. Then he saw the street door and a second later was outside. From somewhere he heard the shrill of a police whistle and, turning the opposite way rounded a corner before stopping to catch his breath.
Across the street he saw a gentlemen�s outfitters and he hurried over and slipped inside. Finding a secluded corner at the back of the shop, he bent his head and began examining a rack of hacking jackets. Looking sideways, he caught sight of his reflection in a mirror, a wild-eyed stranger looking like a civilian caught in no-man�s-land.
He saw the dead man�s blood had stained his jacket and had the idea of exchanging it for one on the rack. But, as he began pulling one off, remembered that his own jacket had his name sewn into the collar. His mother again. He pushed the hacking jacket back onto the hanger and pulled on the greatcoat instead, examining that for blood as a sales assistant stepped towards him. He was a thin elderly man with expectations and both eyebrows raised. Paul shook his head and sidled off towards a rack of ties, sorting through them with a bloodied hand. The assistant watched him from a few feet away, his eyebrows having descended into a perplexed furrow.
Given enough time, Paul supposed the man would eventually make a connection between a new, overdressed customer with blood on his hands and the police whistles that could be clearly heard outside on the street.
Paul forced himself to smile.
�Not today, I think,� he said to the assistant. �Thank you very much,� and made a run for the door and Liverpool Street Station.
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�They�re good boots,� said Pinker. �Warm and durable.�
�I�m sure they are.�
�No,� Pinker insisted, �take a look.�
Paul took the boot, tweaked the leather uppers and examined the sole.
�They look excellent quality.�
Pinker, small, moustachioed with receding hair, nodded enthusiastically.
�Top of our line. They�re bound to sell well.�
Paul had found Pinker in his cabin, having discovered only then that he was expected to share, only why not with Hart he couldn�t imagine. Busy searching his pockets for a sixpenny tip for the sullen steward who had carried his bag, Paul hadn�t seen Pinker behind the cabin door until the steward had departed gracelessly as soon as the coin had crossed his palm. Paul, pushing the door open, had knocked Pinker against the bunks that took up one side of the cramped cabin. The other side consisted of a chair, and cantilevered table and a gimballed wash basin and water jug. Edging into the cabin he found most of the remaining space taken up by Pinker and his various bags and cases.
The ablutions Pinker explained�� rubbing his barked shin while Paul apologised�� were a shared facility along the corridor.
Once the door was shut the two performed a cramped waltz as they attempted simultaneously to stow their luggage. After a series of collisions and several more apologies, Paul as last man in, conceded the field to Pinker. He took the greatcoat and leaving his bag on the lower bunk climbed back on deck for a cigarette.

There was an east wind blowing and after the stuffy cabin Paul pulled the greatcoat on once more.
It had been almost seven-thirty before the train from London reached Yarmouth. Once he�d arrived he had locked himself in the station lavatory and sponged off his jacket with a cloth. In the dim reflection from the clouded mirror his suit looked even cheaper than before and no doubt would have dropped him even further down the social ladder in his mother�s eyes. Having made himself as orderly as possible, exchanging the blood on his jacket for damp patches, he had made his way to the quay.
There were still crowds thronging the waterside stalls, being harangued by costers shouting their wares. Men in uniform strolled arm in arm with girls; women and children walked along the piers. The evening air was heavy with the aroma of bloaters and the smell of the sea.
He found the steamer easily enough, tied up alongside the few pleasure craft that despite the war still plied the coastal towns and up the River Yar. But the boat was an unprepossessing sight. Streaked with rust and grimed with soot, it leaked a thin trail of grey smoke into the air like the contaminated breath of a tubercular patient.
The name on the stern, Hesperus, gave him a sudden sense of foreboding as the Longfellow poem he had studied at school came back. He couldn�t have recited a single line of The Wreck Of The Hesperus now, only vaguely recalling a story of a captain�s hubris, a huge storm, and a girl lashed to a mast. It had not turned out well. He remembered that much. The ship had sunk and the captain�s daughter had washed ashore, drowned. Not an ending to dwell upon, he decided. He hung around the quayside for a while awaiting the elusive Hart, but no one seemed to be hanging around waiting for him so eventually he passed under the stern of the ship toward the gangway.
The officer to whom he passed his ticket welcomed Paul aboard, addressing him as Mr Filbert which made Paul stare at him blankly until remembering who he was supposed to be. Then he passed his bag to the sullen cabin steward and followed him below to encounter Pinker.
Now, back on deck, Paul found a spot aft to sit where through the deepening gloom he could see the quay. A dim light on a bulkhead shed almost sufficient light for him to read the evening paper he had bought at the station and he looked through it for any report of murder in London. There was nothing, though, only the usual amalgam of hopeful news from the front and fatuous articles about the sterling work being done at home.
He saw two men carrying bags approach the gangway and put the paper down and stood at the rail. They were dark and dapper and wore brown suits and bowler hats. As they climbed the gangway he saw they both wore beards, one full but short and trimmed, the other man�s worn as a goatee, pointed beneath pince-nez balanced on a thin nose.
They looked familiar�� but then he had thought that about the man in the cap. He put it down to their superficial resemblance to Lenin and Trotsky. The omen momentarily gave him an odd turn, but the pair looked more like music hall impersonators than the real thing and he decided it was nothing but a coincidence. Still, he was reminded again of Kell�s admonition. Despite the likelihood, he shouldn�t suppose the agent he had been warned against was the man he�d left dead in the alley and resolved to take the appearance of two ersatz Bolshevik leaders as a reminder against taking anything for granted. Doing that had almost got him killed once already.
That thought brought home once again the enormity of what it was Cumming expected of him.
Paul�s only experience of Intelligence work had, till then, been the odd occasion at the front when some staff officer or other would arrive to throw his braided weight around. But that had always been the colonel�s business. By the time information had trickled down to his level, anything that remotely related to intelligence had been stripped out. All that ever reached him was couched in the sort of plain language even a junior officer could understand: in the morning you�ll be doing this or they need you to do that. And he�d do as he was told, not worrying about where the information had come from.
But he suspected that hadn�t been the sort intelligence with which Cumming dealt. Back at the front, it was more likely to be the result of simple observation or, as Paul often supposed, wishful thinking. No doubt they had other, more nefarious means of procuring information although he had never bothered himself over that. Not the kind that Cumming and Browning dealt in. A gentleman on a walking holiday might keep his eyes open for useful tid-bits; and it was one thing for Baden-Powell to draw butterflies out of Boer defences, or for Winston Churchill to pick up this or that piece of information while employed as a journalist. But the other kind of spying had always seemed to Paul to be somehow underhand. At least, not the sort of thing in which a gentleman would engage.
Such people existed, of course. Everyone had heard of Mata Hari, and poor Nurse Cavell, who probably hadn�t done anything at all but had still been shot for her pains. Yet even then he found it difficult to equate people like that�� noble or ignoble�� with someone like the man he had left in the alley. He could hardly be called a �spy�. To Paul�s way of thinking he was more akin to the kind of anarchists and socialists who had plagued Europe before the war, tossing their bombs at innocent passers-by in pursuit some unattainable pie-in-the-sky. But hadn�t it been exactly this sort of person who had turned the Russian order on its head? Perhaps the pie wasn�t as unattainable as he had thought.
The two bowler-hatted men disappeared below and the crew were readying to cast off. There was still no sign of the mysterious Hart and it dawned upon Paul that he was on his own. There was still time to bolt for the quay, but how would he explain that away? The ship�s officer had taken Paul�s ticket so Cumming would know he hadn�t missed the boat�� and, more pertinently, taken Cumming�s money and not missed the boat.
The steamer�s engines began to turn and after a moment she slid away from the quay. Yarmouth receded and within a few minutes had sunk, like his stomach, into the water behind them. There were no lights to watch fade. Yarmouth had been blacked out. There might not have been any recent Zepplin raids but Yarmouth, he remembered, had suffered under the first attack back in 1915. People had been killed and they weren�t tempting providence by lighting an airship�s way for a second pass.
He turned away from the rail. It was always possible Hart had boarded the steamer before Paul had arrived or, failing that, planned to catch up with it in Hull. But if not�� always assuming they didn�t get sunk by a German U-boat (for all he knew drowning through enemy action might be a hereditary trait)�� Paul was going to have to make his own way from Helsingfors to the Russian border. And then to Petersburg. Or Petrograd, as he better get used to calling it. If he ever managed that, he would somehow have to find his cousin, Mikhail, a man he hadn�t seen for thirteen years and hadn�t cared much for when last he had.
Assuming Mikhail was still in Petrograd.
That his cousin had been paddling in political waters came as no surprise to Paul. It took no stretch of the imagination to superimpose the bigoted opinions of the boy Paul remembered onto a grown man, although he did wonder if Mikhail�s sister, Sofya, shared her brother�s views. It wasn�t quite as easy for Paul to picture Sofya as being anyhow different from the golden haired child of his memory. Paul�s uncle, Ivan Nikolayevich, would have been as reactionary as ever and just the sort of man Cumming could have used. But he was dead, so it had to be Mikhail or nothing. If Paul couldn�t find him, he supposed he would have to make for the nearest unit of the Czech Legion he could find.
He was aware that none of this left much room for manoeuvre. Cumming had seemed to think there was always the chance, given the fluid nature of the situation, that the Bolshevik regime might fall before Paul even got there. That would make things easier, of course, but then present him with a new set of circumstances. It had been made plain that he was expected to think on his feet, an idea he hadn�t much cared for. He had never possessed any great capacity for initiative. It hadn�t been required at school, and certainly not in the army. In the military one was told what to do and one had better do it, and sharpish. It didn�t do to stand around asking why, or suggesting that there might be a better way of doing it. He had got into the army�s way of doing things, and quite easily, and had assumed that was they way it always was. Now, after talking to Cumming and Browning, despite both men holding military rank, he wasn�t so sure. Their approach seemed to Paul barely coherent. He didn�t so much mind their attitude�� exemplified by the sort of expressions they tossed across the desk like, that�s actually confidential and you must take this on trust, as he was quite willing to accept that one had to expect that sort of thing; they were brass, after all, and could be expected to guard jealously whatever secrets had been vouchsafed them. Some things weren�t for him to know. That was a prerogative of rank. What he did mind was his suspicion that the whole thing hadn�t been properly thought through. It all had the air of having been worked out on the back of an envelope. To begin with, having made the elementary mistake of confusing him with the other Paul Ross, one had to wonder what else they had got wrong. After all, he was carrying a sealed order requesting the Legion to act against the Bolsheviks. Bad enough to be caught with that at any time, he would have thought. But the country hadn�t been at war with the Bolsheviks when the plan had been devised; Intervention in Murmansk and the proposed landing at Archangel had changed that. Now they were at war and if he was caught he supposed he would be shot. That alone seemed to epitomise the back-of-an-envelope air of the whole scheme. No allowance made for a changed circumstance (why weren�t they thinking on their feet?) and too many suppositions made. If Paul�s time in the army had taught him anything, it was how the vague suppositions of military men, repeated often enough, had the capacity of firming up into what were seen as hardened facts. Given what he�d witnessed, he saw no reason to suspect that the same didn�t hold true for spymasters.

Wrapped in his greatcoat he moved to the bow once the dark outline of Yarmouth had disappeared. The coast, somewhere to port as they steamed north, was lost in the twilight. Now and then he saw a light, a farmhouse or some other building he supposed. Despite there not being much of a sea running, judging by the speed at which these lights passed, the steamer didn�t seem to be making much headway.
A crewman told him a meal was to be served in the dining room but that there�d be no formal dinner until the following evening, after they left Hull. The captain would join them then. That suited Paul. The fewer people he met the better. Cumming had told him to keep his head down and that�s what he planned to do.
Pinker was still fussing with his luggage in the cabin. It had occurred to Paul that Pinker might actually be Hart. Even though the man said he was a commercial traveller and looked like Paul�s idea of a commercial traveller, not a secret agent. He was rather thin, balding and wearing a moustache, perhaps to compensate. His face had the colour of early primroses which, nice enough on the flowers, seemed to Paul too yellow on skin to look healthy. Not yet too old for conscription, Paul suspected Pinker�s jaundiced complexion and hollow-chest had kept him out of the army. Without entirely abandoning the thought that Pinker could be Hart, Paul decided it best to let the man broach the subject first. If he wasn�t, then whether Pinker fitted Cumming�s criteria as someone �to watch� was altogether a different matter.
�Harold Filbert,� Paul said awkwardly as he had neglected to introduce himself earlier.
Pinker, volunteering for the top bunk and having finally finished putting away his gear, dropped onto the lower and pulled a sample of his wares from a box beneath it. Paul took the chair and examined the boot Pinker gave him.
He was from Northampton. �The home of good boots�. His company, convinced of an imminent German defeat, had despatched him to take advantage of the countless subjugated Teutons who would be in need of good boots.
�The Hun�s finished,� Pinker insisted, �but following up behind the army�s no good. You have to be on the spot. Have your operation up and running before anyone else. That�s where we�re one step ahead of our competition.�
Pinker�s plan�� or his company�s, to be exact�� was to be based on the Danish-German border in the region of Schleswig-Holstein, from where they would be able to sell to a captive�� or at least conquered�� market. Paul had never been one to dampen another�s enthusiasm, but he did wonder why Pinker expected the Germans to buy English boots rather than those of German manufacture if they needed them.
�They won�t have any choice, will they?� Pinker argued. �It�s common knowledge that an obligation to buy British goods will be part of any terms of surrender.�
�Will it?�
�Stands to reason. Besides, there�s the quality. He might be the �beastly Hun� and all that, but no one has ever suggested that your average German on the Clapham omnibus, so to speak, doesn�t know a decent boot when he sees one.�
Paul didn�t know. The only Germans he had ever encountered hadn�t been on omnibuses going to Clapham or anywhere else. But something was worrying Pinker. A series of furrows creased his balding forehead.
�Never been there, that�s the only thing. Learned a bit of German but it�s not the sort of thing a man can go around practising at the minute.�
�No,� Paul said. �I suppose not.�
�Have you been there by any chance? Schleswig-Holstein, I mean?�
�I�m afraid not.�
The only thing Paul recalled about Schleswig-Holstein was that the last century it had been the centre of some infernally complicated political question or other. There had been a remark of Palmerston�s he remembered from school that said of the three people who did understand the Schleswig-Holstein question, one was dead, one had gone mad, and the other� well, he didn�t remember that bit. He knew where Schleswig-Holstein was, being to the south of Denmark, but he had never been there. The closest he had ever got was hundreds of miles away, in the mud they�d called Passchendael and, given what had happened to him there, he wouldn�t want to get much closer.
�Pity,� Pinker said. �But if a man wants to advance himself he goes where his company sends him, doesn�t he though? And jolly lucky to get a berth, by all accounts. This service has been suspended since the beginning of the war. My office has been trying to get a toe into Denmark for two years. Don�t mind telling you it was all a bit of a rush when we got the nod about this sailing. General opinion was nothing would start up again till after the war. The fact is, old chap, up to now a man couldn�t get permission to travel to the continent for love or money if he wasn�t in uniform.�
�I suppose not,� Paul agreed absently.
Pinker nodded at him. �Not in it yourself then, Filbert, if you don�t mind my asking.�
Paul wondered if, like the woman on the train, Pinker took him for a shirker as well.
�Medical discharge,� he said.
�Best out of it if you want my opinion,� Pinker agreed.
Paul hadn�t particularly so he said nothing else.
Pinker, oblivious, rubbed his hands together. �Well, Filbert, how do you feel? Got your sea legs yet? What about a bite to eat?�
Paul actually felt fine, despite discovering he was a bad sailor the last time he�d been on a ship. Odd given his parentage, he supposed. Although just because his father had joined the navy didn�t necessarily mean that he had been much of a sailor either. He certainly hadn�t been much of a swimmer.
�So far so good,� he told Pinker, and followed him out of the cabin.
They went on deck. What Paul had seen of the rest of the steamer hadn�t altered his first impression of the boat. The superstructure, he had been alarmed to find, seemed little more than metal hung together by a skein of rust. He wondered if it was cynical to think that when the War Office had released the vessel specifically to get him and Hart to Russia, they had taken the opportunity to rid themselves of a rusting tub no longer fit for service. It didn�t fill him with much confidence for the voyage ahead, particularly if they needed to out-run a U-boat. In fact the whole outlook looked gloomy. A thought that made him think of Hart again. Where on earth was the man? Paul was on his way to Finland and, contrary to Cumming�s assurances, on his way alone.
Hartless.
Which at that moment just seemed to sum up the entire business.

The wind had freshened. The steamer�s engine vibrated through the deck as it made headway into a swell. Paul followed Pinker into the dingy saloon. A sofa and a few worn armchairs circled a threadbare rug, all illuminated by dim lights. Small side tables had been bolted to the floor beside the chairs. As they entered a bar steward approached them, feet braced against the rising sea.
Paul asked for a whisky and soda; Pinker a bottle of beer.
�Better make the most of it, sir,� the steward said. �She�ll be a dry ship once out of British waters. Being Finnish we have to observe their prohibition on alcohol.�
Paul cast around for somewhere to sit. All the chairs were vacant although none looked very comfortable.
�Didn�t I see two other passengers come aboard?� Paul asked the steward as he placed the whisky on one of the tables, making Paul�s choice for him. �Dark fellows. Bearded.�
�Very likely, sir,� the steward said, his skin pockmarked, as if he�d had a brush with smallpox. His name was Turner, he told them.
�Anyone else expected?�
�In Hull, sir. A gentleman of the cloth, I believe.�
�A priest?�
�A parson. A reverend gentleman.�
�Going to Finland? What on earth for?�
�Couldn�t say, sir. To convert the �eathen Finn, perhaps. Cold cuts and a cheese platter in the dining room, when you�re ready, sir.�
Paul suspected Turner was being insolent but couldn�t tell from the expression on his cratered face. Not that he wasn�t used to insolence; men under his command had often been insolent. It had irritated him and he�d frequently lost his temper with them at first. Until they had started dying. After that it had seemed as if suffering a little insolence was a cheap price to pay for not being among their number.
He had another whisky before eating then decided to push the boat out if it was going to be a dry ship after Hull. He ordered wine to drink with the cheese and, by the time he�d drunk most of the bottle, was amused to think that he wasn�t really pushing the boat out since he was already in it. Pinker joined him in a glass and he ordered another bottle.
The boat began to roll.
�Are we far out do you think?� Pinker asked. Some of the primrose yellow had drained from his face.
�I shouldn�t think so,� Paul said. �Not with the U-boats.�
He felt relaxed. He even regarded the thought of U-boats with equanimity. The rolling of the steamer and the heat of the dining room had a calming effect. Looking at the dull light playing on the wine in his glass, he wondered what it was he had been worrying about earlier.
�Bit of a swell,� Pinker said.
Paul dragged his eyes off the mesmeric tilt of the wine. �Might be a rough crossing,� he said.
�Too rough for U-boats, do you think?�
Paul shrugged. �I don�t think it matters if you�re under water.�
�What?�
�The U-boats�� under water.�
�Oh,� said Pinker. �I thought they had to come up to�� to, you know��
�Use their torpedoes? Oh, I should think so.�
�Then it might be too rough for them, perhaps.� Pinker offered a weak smile. Colour had returned to his face although now it had a tinge of green.
Paul poured himself some more wine. It seemed to him that if the man was afraid of U-boats he shouldn�t be travelling by boat. It wasn�t as if he was in the army and was obliged to take orders. Not like he was. Except he wasn�t exactly in the army anymore. Still taking orders, though. Tricky position to be in. Might have talked it over with Pinker�� he didn�t seem a bad sort of chap even if he was in a bit of a funk over U-boats. But he couldn�t talk it over with Pinker. It was hush-hush and Cumming wouldn�t like it. Could have talked it over with Hart if the damned man had shown his face like he was supposed to�
He turned to say as much to Pinker but the commercial traveller was no longer there. His plate was, along with a few dried cold cuts and a piece of cheese that still bore his teeth marks. But the man had gone.
Paul became aware of feeling suddenly unsteady. He looked around and saw the steward, Turner, smiling at him. For a second, Paul�s head began to swim and the steward managed to duplicate himself. He needed some air, he thought. It had all been too much on an empty stomach. A couple of scones and a piece of cake was no way for a soldier to embark upon a sea voyage. The cold meat and the cheese hardly counted.
Pushing himself up from the table, he decided it might be as well if he didn�t finish the bottle. He made a vague gesture at Turner then walked unsteadily back through the saloon and out on deck.
The wind hit him like a bucket of seawater. He staggered a step and lurched towards the rail. The boat began to spin as if caught in a maelstrom. He closed his eyes tightly for a moment or two before cautiously opening them again. He breathed deeply. He was drunk. �Not very clever,� he said aloud. Left himself wide open. Could have been tipped over the side like a sack of potatoes if Kell�s agent had spotted him. Could have done nothing to stop it. Just as well he�d left him in the alley. If he had.
Bed. Sort it out in the morning. Get up early and watch for the other passengers coming on board.
A priest, that steward Turner had said. Now how likely was that?
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His head ached. In the fog of half-sleep he took it for the throb of the engines. Until he realised that the engines had stopped.
The boat wasn�t even moving.
U-boats? He freed his arm from the sheet and looked at his watch. It was nine-thirty and sun was streaming through the porthole. He groaned and flopped back on the bunk. They had been due in Hull before first light. They must have been tied up for hours. The other passengers would already be on board and he hadn�t seen them. He could picture Browning�s reaction, eyes to heaven, shaking his head.
Paul pushed the blanket aside. Cheap wine, obviously. The thought of alcohol made his chest heave and he had to steel himself momentarily against the nausea. He needed air. Coffee�
Pulling on his clothes he saw the top bunk was empty. Pinker�s bed was made and his belongings were tidily stashed away. Make a good soldier, Paul muttered to himself as the train of the previous evening�s thought ran on through his head of its own volition. He splashed water from the jug into the basin then on his face. He filled a tumbler and drank it down. He didn�t know if it was potable but how much worse could he feel?
On deck several large steam trawlers were tied up against quay. Beyond the dock he could see railway goods yards. Below, dockers were craning goods in roped slings over the side of the ship and into the hold. He tried to remember what they were supposed to be carrying but couldn�t. His head felt as if it had been stuffed with cotton wool while he�d slept. He breathed deeply for a few minutes, the air redolent of fish and cattle. Around him a couple of deckhands were scurrying about. The officers and crew, he had found, were Finnish except for the English Turner and one or two others. An officer leaning down from the bridge saw Paul and gave him an encouraging nod. Paul wondered what there was to be encouraged about. He trudged off to the saloon in search of coffee.
Pinker was there, sitting in one of the armchairs with a sheaf of paper on his knees, working his way down a column of figures. He looked up as Paul walked in and smiled brightly.
�You were dead to the world, Filbert. Thought I might wake you for breakfast then decided to let you sleep it off. You didn�t half put it away last night.�
Paul dropped into the chair beside him.
�Three whiskies and two bottles of wine,� Pinker said.
�Three?� The man couldn�t count. Probably couldn�t add up his columns correctly, either. �Two, surely,� Paul said. �And I didn�t finish the wine.�
�I�m afraid Mr Pinker�s right, sir,� Turner said appearing at Paul�s elbow. �I was going to keep the second bottle for you but it was empty.�
�Coffee,� Paul said. �Black.�
�You missed a good breakfast, Filbert,� Pinker chirped as Turner left to fetch the coffee. �And he was right about the parson. The name�s Pater and a queer old stick his is. All fire and brimstone if I know anything about parsons.�
�And do you?� Paul asked tartly.
�What? Oh. Well I�ve met a few in my line of work. Not a cheery sort of chap, anyway.�
�Who else?�
Pinker leaned towards him confidentially.
�Two ladies. Aunt and niece. The old girl�s a dry old bird, if you know what I mean, but the daughter�� He nodded suggestively and raised his eyebrows.
Paul wasn�t sure what he was supposed to infer and couldn�t summon the interest to ask. His coffee arrived and he sipped it, burning his tongue.
�There was another chap expected,� Pinker went on, �but he didn�t turn up. Your other two did, though. Bearded like you said and Russian or I�ll eat my hat.�
�Russian?�
�Couldn�t understand a word they said. All ovs and skis� Guttural sort of language.�
�You didn�t catch their names, I suppose?�
�Didn�t catch anything, old chap. They did say they were on their way back to Russia, though.�
�How did you��
�English,� Pinker said, anticipating Paul�s question. �They speak English all right. Don�t know why they don�t talk it all the time. Said now that the revolution had come their place was in Russia. Got the impression they thought themselves pretty important. Looking for a couple of comfortable billets in the Russian government, I dare say.�
�Bolsheviks?�
Pinker grimaced. �Couldn�t say, Filbert. Anyone�s guess.�
Paul thought about Kell and took another cautious sip of coffee. If the two beards were foreign agents they were hardly likely to go around telling everyone they were Russian. He might be new to the game but that much was obvious. So, aside from the two women, that left the priest and the other fellow Pinker said hadn�t turned up.
�Anyway,� Pinker was saying, �you�ll see them at lunch. We�re due to get underweigh again later this morning.�
�Let�s hope the weather improves then,� Paul said, feeling marginally better for the coffee. �Choppy last night, wasn�t it? You looked a bit queasy after dinner.�
�Me?� Pinker countered, sounding offended. �Not at all, Filbert. Not at all.�
Paul squinted at him over the top of his coffee cup. He�d had the distinct impression Pinker had gone a bit green around the gills the previous evening.
�Anyway,� Pinker announced curtly, �I�ve got some work to catch up on if you�ll excuse me.� The salesman went back to his figures.
Paul sat a while longer then took a turn around the deck, watching the dockers until his head stopped throbbing. He still felt fragile and, with nothing else to do, decided he might as well go back to the cabin and lay down until lunch.

He was dozing when Pinker returned and sat himself in the chair and began fussing with his boxes once again. Pulling boots from their packing, he examined the size numbers stamped on the soles and jotted them down in a notebook.
�Wake you up, old fellow?� he asked, re-packing the footwear and pushing the boxes back under Paul�s bunk. �Just had a word with the first officer, the big blond chap. Been some sort of delay, apparently, and we�re going to miss the tide. Won�t be leaving until tomorrow morning now.�
Paul sat up, banging his head against the upper berth.
�What sort of delay?�
�Didn�t say. They won�t be serving lunch, though. We�ll have to go ashore. All a bit thick in my opinion, having paid all-found. I�ll have to get my office on the blower otherwise I shan�t get my money back. You game for a recce? I was told there are pubs and a hotel by the market that do a good lunch. Reasonably priced. I suppose you�ll have to get on to your office about expenses, too, or are they decent about that sort of thing?�
Getting on the blower to his office was just what Paul would have liked to do. But Cumming, needless to say, had neglected to give him a number. Expenses were the least of his worries�� as long as one discounted having to lug the greatcoat around in the middle of summer. He was in two minds whether he ought to stay holed up on the boat, though, rather than chance it on shore given what had happened in London.
�The first officer didn�t say if the delay was because one of the passengers was late, did he?� he asked Pinker. �I mean, they finished loading this morning so I don�t see why we have to wait.�
�Can�t help you there. The man�s Finnish and hasn�t got much English. All I know is there�s a delay and he said something about the tide.�
�But it�s a steamer,� Paul objected. �What�s the tide got to do with it?�
Pinker shrugged his thin shoulders, disclaiming all knowledge. �Too shallow? Some nautical reason, no doubt. Coming ashore then?�
Paul begged five minutes in the bathroom down the corridor and spent ten trying to wash the excesses of the previous evening away. Then he followed Pinker onto deck where the first officer repeated what he had said to Pinker earlier and, through a mixture of French, German and English, managed to tell them that they had until first light if they wanted. The ship wouldn�t be leaving till then.
Paul wondered if Cumming would know about the delay and tried to pump the officer for more information. But the man�s grasp of English was restricted to a few basic words, most of them seafaring terms, and he employed an irritatingly smile to fill in the gaps. Paul gave up and trooped down the gangway behind Pinker, keeping his eye out for policemen.
The port was alive with ships and men. An overwhelming aroma of fish drifted on the breeze from the boats docked by the piers. Boxes of the things had been landed and stacked on the quayside and were being loaded onto trolleys and wheeled into the quayside wharves. Inside, lines of chattering women with hair tucked under headscarves and bodies shapeless behind aprons stood at long tables gutting the fish with quick deft movements. Paul followed Pinker, dodging the porters with stacked wicker boxes balanced on their heads. The lowing of penned livestock from the cattle depot drifted across the river on the wind as they made their way along the quayside and up Humber Street.
The Cross Keys Hotel in the market offered a secluded snug and while Pinker went off in search of a telephone Paul slid onto a settle by a vacant table. The smell of fish had followed him in, mixed now with tobacco smoke and the hoppy tang of beer. He had left his greatcoat stashed behind Pinker�s boxes under his berth while Pinker was relieving himself in the bathroom and, wearing his shabby jacket and trousers, Paul felt he blended in quite anonymously with the other drinkers.
He asked a fat barmaid what they had to eat and was given the choice of herrings and cheese. Not fancying cheese again, he plumped for the herrings and a glass of beer, ordering the same for Pinker.
�What ho, old chap,� Pinker said, his return coinciding with the herrings, �this looks good.� He stabbed at the inert fish with his fork and began prising bones off its carcass. Then he leaned conspiratorially across the table. �Didn�t like to say anything on the boat, Filbert. About the delay, that is. But I was wondering if there wasn�t more to it. Like you said.�
�Like I said?� Paul began a tentative autopsy of his herring, wondering just how much he might have told Pinker the night before.
�It�s that other passenger who hasn�t turned up yet.�
�What about him?�
�Well, the chap in our office who made the booking arrangements for me said how odd it was that a passage came up like it did. Given how difficult it had been getting any sort of information before, if you follow.�
�No, not really,� Paul said.
�What about your company?�
�My company? Oh, my passage, you mean. I left all that to head office.�
Pinker pulled a herring bone from between his teeth.
�You don�t think there�s something funny about it?�
�Funny?�
�Those two Russians for instance?�
Paul�s fork stopped halfway to his mouth.
�What about them?�
Pinker raised a suggestive eyebrow. �Why are they on board?�
�You said this morning that they were going back to join the Revolution.�
�Exactly!� said Pinker. �Why would our chaps let a couple of revolutionaries go back? Hardly in our interest, is it?�
In his view, being offered a berth on the Hesperus was highly suspicious. He said his company had been trying to get him to Copenhagen for months and had been repeatedly fobbed off with the excuse that it was too dangerous for civilians to travel. So what had changed? he wanted to know.
�The situation in Russia,� Pinker said, answering his own question. �Now the Bolsheviks have made peace with the Hun, our chaps are all in a sweat about it. So what do they do?�
This time the question wasn�t rhetorical and Pinker was waiting for an answer.
�I don�t know,� Paul said at length. �What do they do?�
�Send some politico or other.�
�A politico?�
�And allow civilians to travel as well, to cover his mission.�
Paul�s dropped his fork, scattering herring across the table. He stared at Pinker. Either the commercial traveller was possessed of an unsuspected degree of perspicacity, or he really was Hart. Was it possible? Was he testing Paul out in some way?
�What kind of mission do you mean exactly?� he asked cautiously.
Pinker seemed irritated by Paul�s inability to keep up. �The two Russians,� he hissed forcibly. �They�re go-betweens.� When Paul made no obvious sign of comprehension, Pinker spelled it out. �Talks with the Bolsheviks, old chap. About them doing a deal with the Hun!�
�You mean they�re going to talk to the Bolsheviks on our behalf?�
�No, no. That�s why we�ve been delayed. Our chap, whoever he is, will be travelling with them. Only he hasn�t turned up yet. He�s incognito, you see. Otherwise they�d had sent them on a warship.� Pinker inclined his head towards the quay. �Bit of an old tub, the Hesperus. But so much the better if it�s all undercover. Don�t want to alert the Beastly Hun�� look what had happened to Kitchener. So mum�s the word,� he winked.
�Mum,� Paul echoed.
�Of course, the politico might turn out to be the parson, but my guess is that it�s the fellow we�re waiting for.�
�Not you or me, then?� Paul said, watching closely for a reaction.
�Us?� Pinker laughed. He looked up from his herrings. �You�re a card, Filbert, and no mistake. Us! That�s a good �un.� He drained his glass and looked at Paul�s. �Well, my round, I think. Now I�ve got the nod from my office I can put it on expenses. We�ve got all day while we wait at His Majesty�s Pleasure, so we might as well enjoy ourselves. Same again?�

The day dragged interminably. Paul had another glass of beer with Pinker then made an excuse about having to telephone his company. He wandered around the market for a while, riding up and down on the electric tramway, then crossed the river and walked through the docks. It was a Sunday and everything beyond the riverfront was shut. He hadn�t even been able to buy a newspaper. At the quayside there were still ships moving in and out and, thinking he might be less conspicuous in a crowd, he�d hung around there where he could keep an eye on the Hesperus in case she slipped her moorings unexpectedly. Late in the evening, having eaten again at a stall on one of the piers, he�d finally gone back aboard, dropping by the deserted saloon for a night-cap before turning in. Turner was still on duty but, despite being asked, couldn�t give any better explanation for the delay in sailing than had Pinker.
It made Paul suspect Pinker had been right and they were waiting for someone in particular. The man had been right in much else of his supposition, even if he had got the details wrong. The steamer had been laid on for political reasons�� for Paul and Hart to be precise, because the War Office had refused to stump up for a warship. And since Paul was there the delay could only be because they were waiting for Hart. The damn man must have missed the boat in Yarmouth! That meant, of course, that Pinker wasn�t Hart. Not that he�d really considered the possibility seriously. But it was still all very confusing. Nothing quite as it seemed and yet, on the other hand, transparent enough for a man like Pinker to see right through it. He speculated as to what Cumming would make of that. If nothing else it would put Browning�s back up. And, amusing as that might have been to see, looking at it dispassionately Paul was beginning to think that this line of work was not going to suit him. At bottom, he was the kind of man who preferred to know exactly where he stood. Even if that meant in the mud of Flanders.

Pinker was snoring on the top bunk giving off a beery aroma when Paul went down to his cabin. He undressed and folded his clothes away and climbed into bed. Some faint light from the dock filtered through the porthole and he could hear a faint grinding of machinery, almost drowned by the guttural purr issuing from the bunk above. He closed his eyes and waited for sleep but it didn�t come. He shifted one side and then the other and finally lay on his back and listened to Pinker. The hours crept by. It wasn�t the snoring keeping him awake; he heard that as an underlying leitmotif, the theme accompanying the helter-skelter of thoughts running through his head: Cumming, Mikhail, Hart, the man with a stiletto protruding from his chest� They turned, twisted and fused in different combinations and he didn�t realise he had fallen asleep and was dreaming the same thoughts as he had had awake. Until he woke. With a start.
No trace of light showed at the porthole. He felt a vibration and realised the ship�s engines had started. They were underweigh and the last chance he had of not going on the mission had disappeared. It felt like a loss. The ties that joined him to all he had known had been severed. He lay in the dark, eyes open. Above him Pinker had fallen silent. The leitmotif had faded. All that was left in its place was a void.
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The rhythm of the engines and the sway of the boat had finally lulled him to sleep and it was light again when next he opened his eyes. Yet, despite having slept, he felt exhausted.
�Rise and shine, old chap.�
Pinker was standing in the middle of the cabin. He held a toilet bag in one hand and a towel in the other, his face the colour of his name.
�Time for breakfast, Filbert. I�ve been up top and taken a turn round the deck. Sun�s shining. Calm as the proverbial mill pond.�
Paul grunted and turned over.
�No? Suit yourself.�
Paul heard him fussing for another minute or two then the cabin door closed and everything was silent, except for the throbbing of the ship�s engines. He wondered whether he should get up. He wasn�t hungry and was sure he could wait until lunch, although a cup of tea would have been nice. On any decent ship the cabin steward would have brought one. Not that he had ever been on a decent ship. The last time he�d been at sea had been on the hospital ship coming back from France and he hadn�t known much about that. The time before, going out to France, he�d been as sick as the proverbial dog. Nothing to do with rough weather; his nausea had been due to his apprehension at the thought of having to go over the top once at the front. He wasn�t a professional soldier. He had been far from sure he was even going to make a decent amateur. He had volunteered, but only because the rest of the male population had and he had felt conspicuous out of uniform. Initially he had thought himself fortunate to have been commissioned. Volunteering, it turned out, had found favour with some bachelor member of his mother�s family with �pull� for whom the lack of male progeny and having �young so-and-so� at the front, left him without bragging rights among his peers. By then though, the horror of what Paul had let himself in for had begun to dawn on him; stories about the attrition of inexperienced subalterns had filtered back home, and confirmation of it as plain as day in the newspapers� casualty lists every morning.
If the thought of it happening hadn�t been so shaming he might have hoped to fail the training. Although in that case he supposed they would have taken him into the ranks, and the infantry soldier�s chances of survival weren�t much better than a subalterns. As it was, he had the impression that he had only just squeaked though officer training. The trick of the thing, he had found out belatedly, was not in being able to tell others what to do, but in getting them actually to do it. In the end he had got his commission, not in one of the better regiments, of course, but in a decent-enough line regiment. One, at least, that would provide bragging-rights for his mother�s relative. And it hadn�t taken him long after moving up the line to discover that bragging-rights in London drawing rooms were far preferable to the mud-filled trenches and the pervasive stench of death in France.

With the smell of death in his nostrils�� if only imagined�� Paul knew he wasn�t going to get any more sleep. He climbed out of the bunk and took the opportunity of Pinker�s absence to retrieve his greatcoat from behind the man�s boxes. He checked the imperial roubles were still in place and decided upon a bath.
It was while soaking and letting his mind run over events that he began to consider once again how the man whom Kell had warned against had known Paul would be on the steamer. Paul hadn�t known himself before going to see Cumming, yet the fellow in the cap was already following him. How had he known who Paul was?
He sat up abruptly, slopping water onto the floor. Where had they got their information from? Not him, obviously. Paul had broached the question to Cumming but had been side-tracked by everything else. Now it was evident to him that the information must have come from Cumming�s office. Or Kell�s. Or from Hart, come to that.
Paul climbed out of the tub and dried himself off. Why hadn�t this occurred to Cumming? Paul would have liked to ask him again only it was too late now, of course. He sat on the side of the tub and tried to think it through.
Did it mean there was a spy in Cumming�s office? Or in Kell�s? Was Hart the spy himself? No, that wouldn�t work. Why would Hart want to betray Paul and have him killed in London when he could get the Bolsheviks to do the job for him in Petrograd? Or even the Germans in Helsingfors? He could even tip him over the side of the boat himself once they were aboard. Although that would require some sort of explanation for Cumming later. And, of course, Hart would have to be on the damned boat to do it.
Paul dismissed that idea and speculated as to whether the man in the cap had been watching Hart while Hart was watching Paul. That would explain how the man in the cap had got onto him, but not why Paul had spotted the man but hadn�t spotted Hart.
It was too confusing and the threads kept slipping out of his grasp as he tried to follow them. He gave up, shaved and dressed and went back to the cabin.
Pinker hadn�t returned and Paul dropped into the chair and lit a cigarette. The man�s attach� case lay on the top bunk and he wondered if he ought to take a quick look through it. It wasn�t something he would have dreamed of doing under other circumstances, but supposed Cumming would expect it of him if the opportunity arose. Paul looked down the corridor to see if the coast was clear, then locked the cabin door.
The case was a cheap leather affair, the corners bumped and the stitching coming undone in places. Pinker hadn�t locked it, which suggested there�d be nothing inside worth looking at but, having taken the thing down, Paul sat it on his knees and opened it, supposing he�d better make sure.
There was some paperwork concerning Pinker�s boot company in Northampton, a book of invoices, a catalogue listing various wares and their prices, and a couple of books. He�d noticed Pinker reading a cheap novel earlier but these weren�t novels. He flipped through the pages. One was a German primer and the other a German-English dictionary. There was also a school exercise book in which Pinker had written some German words. Paul didn�t know any German beyond the few insults the men had learned to shout across no-man�s-land whenever the trenches were close enough and, out of curiosity, looked up the words Pinker was trying to learn in the German dictionary. He had just found the verb, to buy, and saw how Pinker had conjugated it when the door handle began rattling.
Paul hurriedly stuffed the books back in the attach� case and closed the clasps.
�Just a minute,� he called.
He pushed the case onto the top bunk, pulled his own shirt out of his trousers and unlocked the door. Pinker looked at him questioningly.
�I was dressing,� Paul said, his face flushing.
�Right-you-are, Filbert,� said Pinker.
�I�ve had a bath,� explained Paul. �Good breakfast?�
�Not bad, not bad. The Russians were there and the ladies. Oh, and the Reverend Pater, breathing fire and brimstone over everything.�
He looked around the cabin, his eyes falling on his attach� case, not quite in the same position as Paul had found it.
�Well, Paul said quickly, �Time for a turn around the deck,� and hurried out before Pinker had chance to say anything else.
He found the saloon empty except for the steward, Turner, who Paul could see through the open doors of the dining room clearing away after breakfast. The man looked up at Paul and stopped what he was doing.
�Sorry, Mr Filbert, but the cook�s finished serving breakfast. Is there anything else I can get you?�
�A pot of tea, if you would,� Paul said.
He sat down and lit another cigarette, wondering if Pinker would realise he�d been through his case. He�d left the contents in a bit of a jumble, stuffing them back in like that, but perhaps the man wouldn�t notice. If he did, Paul supposed he�d just have to deny it.
Some newspapers lay on the table next to him and he picked up The Times. It was that morning�s issue, Monday 22nd July, and he supposed they�d been brought on board first thing before they sailed. He glanced out of habit at the casualty lists on the front page, tucked away as they always were amid the personal columns is if it might be hoped they would pass unnoticed. He was checking that he knew no one among the recent dead when Turner arrived with his tea.
�Just put it down,� Paul said. �I�ll see to it.�
�Right sir,� Turner said, laying the tray on the table. �Wonderful news this morning, isn�t it?�
�News?� he looked up but the steward had already turned back towards the dining room.
Paul poured himself a cup from the pot, added the milk and stirred in the sugar. Taking a sip, he returned to the paper and looked down the index to see what the steward meant. It caught his eye immediately:
Page five, Nicholas II. Memoir.
The hairs on Paul�s neck bristled. He put his cup down and turned to page five.
The ex-Tsar of Russia has been murdered by the Bolsheviks. The Russian account of the crime appears in the next page.
Dazed, he read quickly on through details of Nicholas� birth and accession to the throne and an account of his reign. Frustratingly it said nothing about his death.
Paul skimmed through to the end where it concluded with a trite story about how the new Tsar�s sceptre had fallen to the ground during Nicholas�s coronation and how one of the Grand Dukes had referred to the incident as �an omen�.
Paul had never believed in omens and was reaching for his tea before turning the page when he saw that the article following the memoir to Nicholas was headlined:
THE CZECHO-SLOVAK ADVANCE.

His teacup clattered over onto the tray, spilling tea. The story was by-lined Vladivostok, July 18th.
Forty thousand Czecho-Slovaks hold the railway lines between Samara and Irkutsk, detachments occupying Novo-Nicolaievsk, Tomsk and Krasnoyask, where it is assumed the Bolshevists have been overthrown. It is presumed that the Czech-Slovaks are moving eastward, as their rear is secured in the direction of Irkutsk�
The rest seemed to be a confused account of the opposing forces and their deployment. A political summary followed, couched in the usual opaque language of The Times� the Siberian Provisional Government were pledged to convoke a Siberian Constituent Assembly once the country was cleared of the Bolsheviks� they opposed the Legion�s advance under General Horvarth towards Vladivostok�
�Are you feeling all right, sir?�
Paul jumped. Turner was standing at his elbow and began mopping the spilt tea with a dishcloth.
�Shall I fetch you another cup?�
Paul turned to page six.
EX-TSAR SHOT
OFFICIAL APPROVAL OF CRIME

The report had been taken from a statement issued by an organisation called the Presidium of the Ural Regional Council. They had decided to shoot the tsar, they explained, as Ekaterinburg was being threatened by Czecho-Slovak �bands� and because a counter-revolutionary conspiracy had been uncovered. There was a further paragraph or two of self-justification, ending with the announcement that �the wife and son of Romanoff have been sent to a place of security�. The date of execution was given as July 16th.
Paul read through it all once more. There was no indication given as to when the news had first reached England, and there was nothing more in the paper about the tsar or the Legion, only a piece reporting news of Allied landings on the Murman coast and the blustering threats made by Trotsky to counter the move.
And a story of a cholera epidemic in Moscow.
Paul crumpled the paper into his lap.
�Good news, isn�t it sir,� Turner chirped, returning with a fresh cup and filling it from the pot.
�What?�
�The Germans.�
�What about them?�
�We�ve pushed them back over the Marne again. Looks like we�ve got them on the run at last.�
Paul leafed back through the creased paper and saw a headlined column on page five he hadn�t noticed:
Marne Line
Regained
Enemy Driven Over
The River
20,000 Prisoners And
400 Guns
British Gains
Near Reims

�Wonderful,� he muttered. �Wonderful.�
Paul left the paper and his tea and went back out on deck. The sea was oddly calm with a dark oiliness to its surface, as if all the shipping sunk during the war had slowly leaked its fuel and contaminated the water.
He leaned on the rail and stared at it.
The tsar had already been dead for five days while Paul had stood in Cumming�s office listening to a plan to procure Mikhail�s help by convincing him the Legion could free Nicholas if they turned west. According to The Times, although the Legion had secured the Trans-Siberian line they were still headed for Vladivostok. Mikhail was hardly going to be interested if the tsar was already dead. Now what bait would Paul use to enlist his support? Revenge against the Bolsheviks? The Imperial gold reserves? Paul had only just got into the game yet it was difficult not to believe the Bolsheviks had trumped his king before he had even examined his hand.

He didn�t know how long he stood staring into the sea. He was finally roused by the sound of voices. Looking up, he saw the two Russians approaching. They were deep in conversation and didn�t appear to notice him standing at the rail as they passed into the saloon. Behind them were the two women Pinker had mentioned. The first followed the Russians without stopping but the second woman, dressed in black, paused for a moment. A veil flapping around her face in the freshening wind hid her features but Paul was sure she had noticed him. A moment later she followed the others.
Paul glanced at his watch and saw it had gone noon. He supposed they were serving lunch. He flicked his cigarette over the side. The wind had indeed freshened, breaking up the oily surface of the sea and flecking the waves with foam. The horizon had begun to rise and fall with the movement of the boat.
Pinker came along the deck and spotted him.
�Filbert, there you are. Still taking the air?�
�Are you going into lunch?�
�Certainly, old man. Wouldn�t feel I�d done my company justice unless I used everything they�ve paid for. Did I just see the ladies go in?�
There were some still minutes before the doors to the dining room opened. The two Russians were sitting, heads together, as they talked. Still dressed alike, they looked to be in their forties and glanced up as Paul and Pinker entered. Paul saw that his earlier impression of them being a Lenin and Trotsky double act was off the mark by some distance. The Trotsky character was too big, jowly in fact, and didn�t resemble Trotsky at all judging by the photographs Paul had seen of the revolutionary in the newspapers. Lenin was a closer match, as both he and the man in the armchair had a slightly oriental cast to their features. It lent the man an expression of intelligence, the slant of the eyes conveying the notion that the object of his appraisal�� Paul in this case�� was being assessed and that impressions were being formed.
Paul nodded to them and received an acknowledgement from Trotsky in return. Lenin merely stared at him.
The two women were sitting next to each other on the sofa. He now saw that it was the elder of the two who was wearing black. A plain mourning dress by its appearance, with none of the frills and adornments that had been popular before the war. She had removed her veil and he could see that she was probably in her fifties, with a sharp nose that gave her face the impression of tapering to a point and concluding with disapproval. She peered at Paul through a lorgnette as if she might be wondering if he had just been washed aboard by a passing wave. Her companion, by contrast, was young with rather a pretty face to which the sea air had imparted some colour. A pair of intelligent brown eyes just stopped her prettiness from appearing vapid. Though not dressed in full mourning, she wore a black choker and some black lace on her sleeves to impart the fact the she, too, had lost someone. A book lay open in her lap and she had begun to read as Pinker stepped towards them.
�Good morning, ladies. Sleep well?�
�Satisfactorily, Mr Pinker, thank you,� said the elder of the two.
Her voice bore a trace of an accent Paul couldn�t place. She gave Pinker a sour smile which remained on her lips as her gaze fell on Paul. The young girl looked as if she was about to speak, but then said nothing and she dropped her eyes to her book again.
Paul took a chair and lit another cigarette, only then spotting the other man in the room. The dog collar would have given the Reverend Pater away even if Pinker�s description of him had not. He sat ramrod-straight, his face chiselled from granite. His iron-grey hair had been clipped severely short, except for a single tuft which protruded from the top of his head in a manner reminiscent of a sprouting root vegetable. The man�s attitude, Paul thought, exuded the impression of someone waiting for Judgement Day, the expression on his face intimating he didn�t think he had long to wait. The reverend�s gaze took in the two new arrivals and didn�t change. Paul nodded to him curtly, more to demonstrate a lack of fear of damnation than out of any attempt at cordiality. Pinker though, perhaps harbouring a greater concern for salvation, went over and took the chair next to Pater, saying something to the reverend to which he didn�t deem to reply.
The Russians, conversing in their own language, were making no attempt to keep their voices down. Paul assumed they thought no one else would understand them. The fat Trotsky was talking about the now defunct Russian Constituent Assembly but the other cut him short, and made an obvious reference to Pater, peering in the reverend�s direction to see if it had any effect. Pater, obviously not understanding, didn�t bat a granite eyelid. Lenin turned to Paul.
Afraid they were going to ask his business aboard the boat and that he would have to say something to them about pit props, Paul began searching his jacket in the pretence he had forgotten something and to use the fact as an excuse to leave. He had meant to spend some time making a few notes on lumber to flesh out his assumed character although, with so much else on his mind, every time it occurred to him all he was able to do was resurrect visions of the endless Russian birch and conifer forests. All Paul knew about timber bracing was that if a trench collapsed someone would shout for the sappers to come and shore it up again. Beyond that, the thought of being buried in a collapsed dugout or, worse, go tunnelling with the men who laid mines under the opposing trenches, was enough to bring him out in a cold sweat.
Going through his jacket now, he found a piece of paper in an inside pocket and gratefully pulled it out to use as a diversion. It had been some while since he�d worn the coat and he had no idea what the paper was but, as he unfolded it, found after reading a few lines that it contained the notes he had made while listening to Valentine expound on the process of extracting radium from pitchblende. He had not understood Valentine at the time and had thought taking notes might be a good idea. Looking at them now he found an incomprehensible jumble of words and odd diagrams. Still, since the whole business had been a confidence trick, he supposed there was no reason at all why any of it should make sense.
He glanced surreptitiously at the Russians and saw they had gone back to talking to each other again. Pinker was still making little headway with Reverend Pater, and the women both had their noses in books.
Paul put away the piece of paper, stubbed out his cigarette and took another from the packet. He struck a match as the door to the deck opened again and a man paused on the threshold. Squinting up through his cigarette smoke, Paul glanced at him idly and froze. His jaw, hanging open, spilled the lighted cigarette onto the chair between his legs. The burning match followed it.
�Good afternoon,� Valentine said cheerily, stepping into the saloon.
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The acrid aroma of singing fabric jerked Paul back to his senses. Jumping out of the chair he began flicking at his trousers. The cigarette fell onto the floor and he ground it out with his shoe, leaving a smudge on the threadbare rug and the smell of burnt wool in the air. Looking up he saw the other passengers staring at him. A gong sounded and the doors to the dining room opened.
�Something up, Filbert?� Pinker asked.
�I dropped my cigarette,� Paul said, examining his trousers for holes.
�Steady on. Ladies present.�
Paul took a moment to snuff out the smouldering chair fabric and followed the others into the dining room. He saw the captain sitting at the head of the table and the first officer at the foot. Valentine had taken the seat next to the younger of the two women and Paul, last to be seated, took the last chair next to the podgy Trotsky. The Reverend Pater sat across the table from him glowering like the wrath of God.
Paul stole a glance at Valentine while the steward, Turner, circled the table with the soup tureen. Paul thought there was something different about the swindler and it took a moment for him to realise that Valentine was no longer wearing glasses. While selling the wonders of pitchblende extraction Valentine had adopted an air of a studious scientist�� glasses, slight hunch of the shoulders, lank blond hair a little too long� Now he was well-groomed, his fashionable clothes immaculate, hair trimmed and fastidiously parted; the epitome of urbanity.
�Darling,� he said to the astonishment of the young lady sitting next to him. �Peter Darling.� He smiled at the seated company. �I don�t believe I�ve had the pleasure. I was rather late getting aboard last night, I�m afraid.�
Paul�s brain belatedly engaged a neglected gear. Valentine� Darling� Hart� synonyms and pseudonyms. He didn�t know why he hadn�t seen through it. Cumming had assumed he knew Hart which meant the pitchblende business had been a ruse to put Paul in debt and in a position where he was unlikely to refuse their offer. Had that been Cumming�s idea or Valentine�s? It hardly mattered. They had made a fool of him and worse�� they had thought it necessary to entrap him, as if they had already decided that an appeal to his patriotic instincts wouldn�t be enough to secure his compliance. An opinion formed courtesy of the other Ross and his card-sharping, Paul supposed.
�Can we thank you for our delay?� Lenin asked, tucking a napkin into his collar.
Valentine remained unruffled. �I had planned to join the ship at Yarmouth but was unavoidably detained. Something came up at the last minute.�
�Something of importance obviously,� Lenin remarked, �if Captain Nordvik delayed sailing to accommodate you.�
Valentine inclined his head towards the captain. �Government business,� he said to Paul�s amazement. �I�m going to Sweden to consult with their diplomatic service. A matter of prisoner of war welfare. Captain Nordvik was good enough to wait for me.�
This remark, to the accompaniment of the clattering of dishes as Turner began serving the soup, brought forth a round of introductions from Captain Nordvik for those who had not yet met.
The Russians were named Solokov and Korbelov, although Paul never caught which was which. They were Social-Revolutionaries�� or Democratic-Socialists, as they intimated they preferred to be called�� returning to Russia to support the Revolution. The first officer, Arnie Gunnarson, was a Swede in his thirties and was clean-shaven and well-presented in a spotless white uniform that contrasted sharply with his captain�s dark blue naval jacket and roll-necked sweater.
The women were Mrs Hogarth, the Danish widow of a British major who had been killed at Mons, and her niece Miss Andresen. Mrs Hogarth was returning to Denmark to live with her family.
�I was an Andresen before my marriage,� she explained, waving a self-deprecating hand before adding, �the family are titled landowners although I am nothing more than a poor cousin. My niece, Ragna, has kindly agreed to accompany me.�
Mrs Hogarth had removed her veil to reveal a face sketched in deep lines arranged geometrically around a hard-set mouth. Her small eyes were like a rodent�s, Paul thought, and he could feel them on him when he wasn�t looking at her. Her niece, Ragna, was by contrast and as he had thought earlier, attractive in a vacant way. Slim and wearing a simple and tightly buttoned Edwardian dress, her hair had been cut unfashionably short. She had regarded everyone at the table with interest but did not speak.
Turner finished serving the soup and there was a general movement towards the cutlery. Valentine turned to Paul who he had�� pointedly, Paul thought�� ignored until then.
�I don�t believe I caught your name, sir.�
Paul scowled at him. �Filbert, Harold��
The Reverend Pater�s voice drowned the rest as he launched unexpectedly into a loud recitation of the Latin Grace.
The company froze, spoons in mid-air. They fell silent as Paul glanced around the table. The captain and first officer had bowed their heads; the Russians followed suit�� oddly to Paul�s way of thinking as he had assumed they would be atheists. Pinker, to the captain�s left, was mouthing silently along with Pater as if his soul depended upon it. Mrs Hogarth, sitting between Valentine and the captain, had taken the opportunity of the hiatus to clean her spoon on her napkin. Ragna Andresen, to Paul�s astonishment, had made a start on her soup. Valentine grinned and winked at him.
Pater�s voice tailed off on a note of disharmony, sounding like a pipe organ that had run out of air. He caught sight of Ragna Andresen with her spoon to her lips and cleared his throat noisily. She ignored him.
The conversation resumed, swinging between the dangers of U-boats, the possibility of rough weather, and the inadequacies of small cabins which necessitated half of the company having to climb over the other half to get into an upper berth. Pinker made a joke of taking the top bunk in his and Paul�s cabin and a clumsy point of asking Ragna Andresen if she was in the upper berth. Miss Andresen smiled at Pinker but neither confirmed nor denied the fact.
Captain Nordvik, a grizzled Scandinavian of indeterminate nationality, exchanged a few words with his first officer in a language Paul didn�t recognise. The first officer�s knowledge of English, as Paul had discovered, was restricted to no more than a handful of words, all delivered with emphasis as if strength of delivery made up for a narrowness of vocabulary. Nordvik made an initial effort to translate his first officer�s remarks then appeared to tire of the task and abandoned the job, leaving Gunnarson marooned on a linguistic island. After a few fitful attempts at conversation in halting German with the Russians, the man lapsed into silence.
�And are you travelling to Denmark, Mr Filbert?� Mrs Hogarth suddenly enquired of Paul as she finished her soup.
�Pit props,� he said, running for cover without thinking. �Finland, don�t you know. Mines. I�m in mines.� Then added, �Pinker�s in boots. Schleswig Holstein isn�t it Pinker? Mrs Hogarth can probably tell you all about the place.�
�As a matter of fact�� Pinker began, and promptly succeeded in monopolising Mrs Hogarth well into the next course: a rather grey lumpy affair that Paul took for boiled beef as it arrived accompanied by carrots.
Captain Nordvik, caught at the net behind Pinker�s parabolic questions and Mrs Hogarth�s terse returns, found himself as isolated as his first officer.
�I saw a report in The Times today,� Valentine remarked out of the blue to Korbelov, or possibly Solokov, �that you�ve shot your tsar. Do you have any details about the matter by any chance?�
An expectant silence fell over the table. Lenin put down his knife and fork, as if expecting to need both hands to defend himself.
�We know no more than you, Mr Darling. As a functionary of the British government do you not have the latest news?�
Valentine appeared unabashed. �Not my corner of the service, old boy,� he said. �I�m at the charitable end of things, I�m afraid.�
�Having news from home is difficult since October Revolution,� the fat Trotsky said.
�That would be in our November, correct?� Valentine asked. �Now remind me, did the Social-Revolutionaries support or oppose the Bolshevik seizure of power?�
The two put their heads together and whispered in Russian for a moment; to co-ordinate the Party line, Paul supposed. He stopped chewing on the beef to eavesdrop, picking up the words, calendar and November, before the podgy Trotsky noticed him and nudged his colleague in the ribs.
�We were not opposed to the formal assumption of power, Mr Darling,� Korbelov, or possibly Solokov, said, �as it was the Soviet of Workers� and Soldiers� Deputies who already held power in all but name. We did not agree with the�� he conferred with his compatriot again, ��with the nullification of the Constituent Assembly election but we are confident that since there is a majority of other parties in the Petrograd and Moscow Soviets we will be able to control any undemocratic ambitions the Bolsheviks might have.�
�And shooting the tsar,� Valentine persisted, �would that have been put to the vote?�
�Whether it was or not, Mr Darling, I can assure you we shed no tears for the death of a tyrant.�
�Would it not have been more democratic to have put him on trial? For the crimes he was said to have committed? What do you think, Miss Andresen?� Valentine asked, turning to the younger woman. �Surely any man deserves a trial if accused of a crime?�
Miss Andresen�s intelligent eyes narrowed and she appeared to be on the verge of saying something when her aunt spoke for her.
�My niece does not speak English very well, I�m afraid, Mr Darling. And we have no opinions on the matter, do we Ragna? Russian politics are no concern of ours.�
�Ah well,� Valentine said, looking at Paul, �the tsar�s death will change nothing as far as I can see. The die is cast and matters must run their course. What do you say, Filbert?�
�I wouldn�t know,� Paul said. �I go where my company sends me.�
�Here here,� Pinker piped up. �What else can a working man do? All the same, tyrant or not, it seems to me a man deserves a fair trial. After all, the French tried their king when they had their revolution.�
�Before executing him,� said Lenin.
�And we tried Charles the First�� Pinker continued before obviously remembering that that matter had been settled in much the same way. �Nevertheless,� he finished determinedly, �it was put to the law.�
�Law of Ural Regional Council,� offered the podgy Trotsky.
�And who might they be when they�re at home?� asked Pinker.
�Representatives of the working classes, apparently,� Valentine said. �Isn�t that right, Korbelov?�
�Exactly, Mr Darling,� said Lenin. �They have taken control into their own hands. It is why the new government in Moscow has concluded a peace agreement with the Central Powers.�
�I was under the impression,� Valentine said, �that the Social-Revolutionary Party opposed a separate peace.�
�Only members who give support to bourgeois Kerensky,� Trotsky interjected.
�War,� the other Russian resumed, �is nothing more than a capitalist weapon with which to oppress the working classes.�
�From what I�ve seen,� Valentine observed, �they�re always keen enough to join in whenever it�s in the wind. What do you say, Pinker? As a working man do you feel oppressed by the war?�
�Well,� said Pinker, �a working man I may be but whether I can be called a member of the working class is another matter. Take Filbert here, is he working class?�
Filbert didn�t want to be taken anywhere, particularly to Russia with Valentine and had half a mind to say so. Solokov though, who Paul had finally identified as the fat Trotsky and whose English was not as good as Lenin�s, replied first.
�If proletariat always �keen to join in� as you say, is because they are victims of bourgeois propaganda.�
�Proletariat or bourgeois,� Mrs Hogarth interrupted trenchantly, �the world is at war yet I see no one at this table in uniform.� She bowed slightly to the captain. �With the exception of the ship�s officers, of course.�
Paul reddened while Pinker at the other end of the table said something about a dicky chest. Captain Nordvik cut him off.
�For trade it has been a disaster,� he said and launched into a account of how the Hesperus, along with nine other vessels belonging to the fleet of the Finland Steamship Company, had been caught outside the Baltic upon the outbreak of hostilities.
�The British Admiralty,� he said, �seized them for their own use and refused permission for me to serve on my own vessel.� He signalled Turner to serve dessert and commenced a tirade against the war and every nation involved in it.
�It is outrageous, Captain,� Valentine agreed to Paul�s surprise, �how one country can impinge upon the trade of another. Particularly a neutral non-combatant.�
�Finland was not neutral,� Mrs Hogarth announced knowledgeably, despite the fact she had maintained earlier that Russian politics were no concern of hers.
�Part of Russia, old chap,� said Pinker quickly mopping his empty plate with a piece of bread before Turner took it away, demonstrating that a dicky chest was no bar to a healthy appetite.
�Of course she was,� Valentine said, as if the fact had slipped his mind. �How do things stand,� he asked, addressing the two Russians rather than the captain, �now the Bolsheviks have signed the recent treaty accepting the present status quo? As an anti-imperialist, I suppose Marx would have no doubt welcomed Finnish independence.�
Solokov and Korbelov conferred briefly in their own language once again.
�Finland presently occupied by Germany,� Solokov observed.
�Russia�s new ally,� said Valentine.
�Russia has no allies,� Korbelov said. �As you may have noticed, The Times also reported that English and French detachments have landed on the Murman coast��
�According to Trotsky,� said Valentine. �But perhaps the reports were unreliable. After all, they also said that the Bolsheviks have agreed to allow several hundred Germans into Moscow. Can that be true?�
�To guard German embassy,� said Solokov.
�From whom? Not the British on the faraway Murman coast, surely?�
�I think, Mr Darling, that you are being�� what is your English word?� Korbelov asked, �disernger��
�Disingenuous?� Paul suggested, looking pointedly at Valentine. But Valentine, as if he had not heard, merely turned his attention to the bread and butter pudding that had just arrived.
�Disingenuous,� Korbelov finished.
Valentine smiled disarmingly at him, �If so, I am afraid it is through ignorance rather than intent. My grasp of Marxism is tenuous to say the least.�
�An atheistic creed,� the Reverend Pater announced unexpectedly, �born of envy and avarice.�
All faces turned towards him. He had not said a word since grace and even now was looking down at his pudding.
�Our party regard God as a concept designed to keep the masses in subjugation,� Korbelov countered mildly.
Pater lowered his spoon and glared at the Russian with contempt.
�Is this your rationale for closing churches and destroying religious property?� Pater shook his head. �I believe the Orthodox church is misguided in its liturgy theologically, but God�s house has many mansions. His compassion is infinite. But so is His vengeance. You will find, sir, that in their vainglorious attempt to build their Godless workers� paradise your Bolshevik government will succeed only in constructing a hell on earth.�
Silence fell over the table while everyone waited for a Russian response. From what Paul could see, the party line appeared to favour unconcern. Solokov and Korbelov resumed eating as if damnation were a course they had neither ordered nor expected to see served up any time soon.
Pater, too, returned to his pudding as if he had said all that he intended to upon the subject.
Valentine seemed reluctant to let the matter drop.
�But you aren�t Bolsheviks, are you,� he said, �and perhaps not as Godless as the Reverend Pater fears? I do have to admit, though, that I�ve never been quite able to fathom the differences in ideology that you fellows seem to delight in arguing over. I mean, as Social-Revolutionaries��
�Democratic-Socialists,� Korbelov reminded him.
�Left Democratic-Socialists,� Solokov amended.
�As Left Democratic-Socialists,� Valentine resumed, �you�re not Social-Democrats, who�� as I understand it�� are divided into Bolsheviks and Mensheviks. That leaves the Right Social-Revolutionaries, not to mention the Kadets and the Trudovniks, and the Populists� And I believe you�re not even all Marxists.�
Korbelov waved his spoon playfully at Valentine as if threatening to crack his skull like the shell of a boiled egg.
�I think you know more about us than you want us to believe, Mr Darling.�
�Ah well, even in my position one can�t help picking up stray titbits now and again, Korbelov. But seriously, are you really going to tow Lenin�s line once you get back to Russia?�
Korbelov gave it a moment�s thought as if considering just how serious Valentine�s question was.
�With certain reservations,� he said, �we concur with the theories of Marx even if we do not accept the interpretation placed upon them by Lenin and the other Bolshevik leaders. We did support the October coup against the bourgeois Kerensky�s Provisional Government although we do not recognise the Bolshevik assumption of power.�
Solokov took over, smiling pleasantly at Valentine.
�We will assess political situation as we find. You understand our difficulty to keep abreast of events exiled as we are in London since outbreak of war. When tsar abdicates we make strenuous efforts to go home but British government refuse same assistance German government give Lenin.�
�Wasn�t there some talk that Lenin was in fact a German agent?� Valentine asked. �Considering the ease with which he found his way back.�
Korbelov dismissed the idea with a flick of the hand.
�False accusations based on forged documents. More of Kerensky�s bourgeois propaganda.�
The ship chose that moment to slide alarmingly into a trough, propelling the dishes on the table towards Paul�s side. He grabbed as many as he could to stop them falling into his lap. The rest crashed to the floor. The faces around the table visibly whitened. Even Valentine adopted an attitude of grim immobility. Mrs Hogarth gripped the edge of the table as if she expected to find it on top of her at any moment. Ragna Andresen, by contrast, had taken the sudden lurch from the perpendicular in her stride and was looking through the window of the dining room at the mountain of water climbing on the starboard side of the ship with an expression of studied nonchalance. For a second or two all motion ceased. The steamer held her list as if caught in two minds: whether to right herself or continue to roll over. Then she slowly began the long roll back towards equilibrium. They began to breath again. Paul glanced at the first officer who looked unperturbed, having firmly gathered his dish in his left hand and was using his right to finish his pudding.
�Maybe we will have a gale,� Captain Nordvik observed phlegmatically. He nodded at the first officer who stood and made his excuses in halting English before leaving.
�Care must be taken on deck,� Nordvik told them. �Even in summer the water is cold and a man overboard will not survive long. Even if he is fortunate enough to be found.�
It seemed to Paul that there was not a lot of fortune in being found if that was the case. He felt compelled to offer a remark to that effect until he had a sudden vision of his father floating in the waters of Tsushima.
In the excitement of the moment the dispute concerning the German government allowing Lenin to cross their country to reach Russia seemed to have been forgotten. Turner having disposed of the broken crockery served coffee. Conversation began again, fragmented like the broken dishes. Pinker once again began pressing Mrs Hogarth about the geography of Schleswig-Holstein and Valentine asked the captain if they were still likely to reach Copenhagen on schedule. Nordvik shrugged economically in the Scandinavian way and told him it would depend upon how bad the weather might be. Pater attempted to engage Ragna Andresen in conversation over religious observance but she seemed as impervious to any form of observance as she had been to the Latin grace and answered him, where a shake of the head would not suffice, in monosyllables that Paul could hardly catch.
Paul observed her surreptitiously. Her countenance had not altered in the face of danger�� real or perceived. She was either remarkably cool, he decided, or remarkably unimaginative. Even the captain�s observation that a man overboard would not last long in these waters had made no impression. It made him wonder if, despite the intelligent light in her eyes, she was not very bright at all and had taken Nordvik�s statement to apply only to men. Perhaps she thought that survival in cold water didn�t signify in the case of women; that while a man would sink a female might sit daintily on the surface waiting for the circling boat to pick her up again.
Caught up in the picture this engendered, Paul forgot he was looking at her and when she glanced his way she noticed that he was staring at her. Flustered, he smiled. To his surprise, she smiled back. Then she turned towards the Reverend Pater as if to make sure he had noticed the fact.
A few moments later Mrs Hogarth said, �Come Ragna,� and rose from the table. The Captain, too, stood and excused himself, leaving Pinker apparently engaged in trying to sell Korbelov and Solokov a pair of boots each. Paul followed the Captain, threw a meaningful look at Valentine and announced that he might take a stroll around the deck. As he passed Pater, hunched in his chair, Paul heard the reverend in muttered communication with his God once again. Having already thanked Him for what they were about to receive, Paul�� working with his tongue at a somewhat durable sliver of beef lodged between his teeth�� hoped that the reverend, whilst in touch, might find the time to request an improvement in the menu.

On deck Paul took up a station by the rail where he could see the saloon door through which Valentine would have to emerge. Ten minutes later, though, he was still waiting. When the door finally did open it was Pater who stepped out. Looking rejuvenated from his tête-à-tête with his maker, the parson spotted Paul lurking amid the superstructure and started towards him with the air of a man with something to say.
Paul assuming that whatever it might be, it would bear a religious aspect, wasn�t interested. The Red Room in Petersburg had early cured him of any attachment to faith, holding connotations for him of corporal punishment rather than spiritual grace. The few vestiges of belief that had remained, clinging to his intellect more in the manner of a stubborn stain than unconscious certainty, had vanished in the shell-hole. Paradoxically, he had thought later lying in hospital and counter to the old saying that there were no atheists in foxholes, that is precisely what there had been. Jacobs�� atheist, Marxist and all-round sceptic�� had been in the hole alongside Paul, and had died. Paul had not and supposed the godly would have seen this as some sort of divine intervention. Although to Paul�s way of thinking, and obviously to Jacobs�, praying wouldn�t have made any difference. Paul hadn�t prayed and had lived. The whole episodes had nuances which, at another time, he might have liked to talk over with Pater. But not now. It was straight answers from Valentine he wanted now, not some oracular mumbo-jumbo courtesy of a Delphic intermediary like Pater.
Nodding curtly at the reverend, he walked off smartly in the opposite direction.
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Rounding the stern of the steamer to avoid Pater, Paul walked along the starboard side toward the bow. As he neared the front of the ship he saw a figure at the rail, swathed in a dark coat and staring into the sea. It was Ragna Andresen and something about the way she stood at the rail alone made him stop rather than approach her.
The sea had risen, the swell running from the north-east with heavy grey cloud thickening before a stiff wind. Ragna Andresen was staring straight ahead, motionless. As it began to rain she turned her face to the sky, holding it briefly to the worsening weather before turning away towards the bow and the port side of the vessel.
Paul waited for few moments and was about to follow when a hand shot out from between the lifeboats and grabbed his arm. He yelped in surprise.
�Quiet,� Valentine hissed. �Get in here where we can�t be seen.�
Rough canvas sheeting scraped against Paul�s face as he was yanked into a gap between the boats.
�I�ve been waiting for you.� Valentine said.
�That�s a coincidence,� Paul replied, touching his fingers to his grazed cheek, �I was waiting for you back in my room after you disappeared with my money.�
�Keep your voice down,� Valentine warned. �The others might be around.�
�What others?�
�The Andresen girl was standing at the rail.�
�She�s gone,� Paul said.
�We have to be careful. What was she doing? Was she behaving suspiciously?�
�Miss Andresen? Are you mad? She was looking at the sea. As far as I�m concerned, you�re the only suspicious person on board this ship, Valentine. Or Darling, if that�s your name. Or should I call you Hart?�
Valentine peeked out between the lifeboats.
�I didn�t want to alert you before you got on board, so I kept my distance.�
�If I�d known you were Hart I wouldn�t have got on board. Where�s my money?�
�Perfectly understandable for you to feel a bit miffed under the circumstances, but we haven�t got time for that now.�
�Oh, why not? Why did you think it necessary to trick me into this business? Did you think I wouldn�t do it without being blackmailed?�
�Not blackmail, old man, never that. Coercion, perhaps. After Burkett gave us your name��
�Burkett? Burkett from my club?�
�He�s one of our scouts. Didn�t you know? Tips the wink on chaps who might be up for our game, that sort of thing.�
If he had known, Paul would have thought twice about tipping the man anything never mind the wink.
�After he suggested your name I had a word with one or two of the officers in your battalion and they told me about the sharping. C thought��
�That wasn�t me!� Paul said, tired of having to keep repeating the fact. �You had the wrong battalion. That was the other��
�Yes, I know that now,� Valentine said quickly. �C explained the mix-up. But given the character we thought you had, we came up with the pitchblende business. Personally, I didn�t think someone capable of sharping would be gullible enough to fall for that line, so you could have knocked me down with a feather when you swallowed it.�
Valentine seemed barely able to suppress a grin, as if he found the whole thing a lark.
�So it was Cumming�s idea,� Paul said.
�C, old man. We don�t use his name.�
�C,� Paul repeated wearily.
�Then when Kell got the low-down on your Russian background we thought we�d scored a bull�s eye.�
�Kell again. You don�t seem to mind using his name.�
�Oh, he�s the other lot. We don�t worry about them. Browning thinks��
�And what do you mean by the �low-down�?� Paul interrupted, past caring what Browning thought. �Is it quite necessary to talk like an Edgar Wallace character?�
�Edgar who?�
�Never mind.�
�As you like, old man. Actually, I told C we�d be better off coming clean from the start, above board don�t you know. But he does love intrigue. After all, you�re an officer with a decent record�� well, apart from the sharping�� doughty fellow and all that� I told them you�d be only too happy to stand up for King and Country once we�d told you what was needed. All right, it�s risky, but that�s all part of the fun, isn�t it? That why we do it��
Paul concluded Valentine was as mad as the others. His eyes were gleaming through the gloom of the afternoon, lit by some inner light. There was a flush of enthusiasm on his cheeks that Paul had seen before, both at school and in the army. It was a glow of eagerness that came over some individuals whenever something above and beyond was called for. One could always guarantee there would be a fool like Valentine there, ever ready to stick his thick head above the parapet�
Looking at him now at close quarters, crammed between the lifeboats, Paul began to wonder which of them was truly the gullible one. But he couldn�t deny that Cumming had been right. If they�d spelled it out to him beforehand he would have run a mile, scuttled back to the trenches without a murmur. A man knew where he was there, what he had to do� who the enemy was�� which fellow was on his side and which wasn�t. The only way Cumming would have got him to agree to this fool�s errand was to do what he did�� trap him in a corner from which the only way out was to take the offered bait. He didn�t know if the other Ross had been a head above the parapet type, or if his was screwed on the correct way. He suspected he wouldn�t have fallen so readily for the ingredients in Valentine�s chemical process, but then again a man prepared to cheat at cards might have been too greedy to refuse the sugared confection Valentine offered. But it was no use speculating that the other Ross would have seen it coming�� after all, he hadn�t seen the shell that killed him coming�� and it was all a bit late now for speculation anyway; no point Paul wishing himself into another man�s shoes, particularly a dead man�s. And as it turned out, Valentine�s ruse hadn�t been the only half-baked pudding; as far as he could see the whole scheme was up for grabs now the bait Paul was supposed to offer Mikhail was dead.

�Of course, you�re right,� he lied to Valentine. �There wasn�t any need for deception. I would have been only too happy to volunteer.�
�There, I knew it, old man.� He slapped Paul on the shoulder.
�The only thing,� Paul said, �is that now the tsar�s dead there�ll be no reason for my cousin to help me. The Legion is already fighting the Bolsheviks according to the newspapers and we�re going to land troops up near Archangel. I can�t see there�s much I can do. I mean, this is your line of work. I wouldn�t want to get in the way and mess things up. Not that I�m not keen to box a Bolshevik ear or two��
�Never fear on that score, old man,� Valentine assured him. �Two heads are better than one.�
Not if you were going to stick them both under the guillotine, Paul thought. One would tend to get in the way of the other.
�I was right behind you at Yarmouth,� Valentine went on, �but I had to check in with C before we sailed. I telephoned the office and Miss Henslowe told me they�d got a report from Lockhart in Moscow that the tsar had been shot and I was to get the first train back.�
�And what about me?�
�If the game was to be dished we�d have pulled you off in Hull. Don�t worry yourself on that score, old man.�
�So I assume it hasn�t been dished,� Paul said.
�No,� Valentine said. �Now the troops are landing in Archangel C says it�s imperative we gather as much intelligence as possible. So we�re in luck. We go ahead and see how things are on the ground.�
�What about my cousin?�
�It�s more important than ever we make contact and co-ordinate the opposition to the Bolsheviks. We�ve also heard from the French liaison officers with the Legion that after that business at Chelyabinsk they took the towns of Novonikolaevsk and Penza. Omsk, too.�
�Omsk in Siberia?�
�Apparently two weeks ago the Czech leader in the west, a Lieutenant �e�ek, was ordered by the executive-committee of the Penza group of armies to change objective and stand fast.� Valentine beamed at him, eyes alight. �They�ve turned west.�
�Sorry, who are the Penza group of armies and why is a lieutenant in charge?�
�Anti-Bolsheviks, old man. Before the Bolshevik coup the regional Soviets were made up of all sorts of socialist parties. They weren�t all Bolsheviks�� pretty few of them were, actually.�
�What about �e�ek? Who�s he?�
�Haven�t the foggiest. But they elect their own officers and I suppose it�s a case of the cream rising to the top.�
�But if the Legion�s already turned west and the tsar�s dead, what can I do? Or are Mikhail�s friends looking to put the tsarevitch on the throne?�
Valentine�s eyes dulled.
�Of course,� he said, �you don�t know.�
�Know what?�
�They shot the whole family.�
�What, all of them? The girls, too?�
�Sorry, old man, having to break it to you like this.� He gripped Paul�s shoulder. �It shows you what sort of people we�re up against. To kill those pretty young princesses, and their brother��
Paul shrugged Valentine�s hand off. What made him think the tsar and his family meant anything to him? Paul was English not Russian. Even so, the news was shocking. Nicholas might have deserved it even if, as Pinker had said, the man should have had a trial. But those girls and that invalid brother of theirs�? What had they done to deserve being shot? Simply because of an accident of birth they had inherited privilege and wealth they hadn�t lived long enough to repudiate? It was monstrous. Inhuman.
�And the tsarina as well, I suppose?� he asked.
�Well yes,� said Valentine, �although she wasn�t as pretty, of course��
�What�s that got��
�The point is,� Valentine said quickly, �now is the time to act. When everyone can see them for what they are.� His expression had turned grim, the gleam in his eyes replaced by a dull steeliness. �You�ve got the letter, of course?�
�What letter?�
�From Masaryk. The one C gave you from the Czechoslovak National Council.�
�Oh, that. Yes, of course.�
�I mean it�s all very well the local Soviets giving the Legion orders,� Valentine said, �but they�ll only obey them if it�s in their interest. They want to get to Vladivostok or Archangel and out of Russia. If they receive orders from their National Council, directly from Masaryk and Bene� they�re more likely to do what we want.�
�Fight the Bolsheviks.�
�Exactly.�
�Do you want the letter?�
�Not me, old man,� Valentine said. �C gave it to you. It�s your responsibility. Just don�t lose it or let the Bolsheviks get their hands on it.�
�We�ve got to get past the Germans in Finland first.�
Valentine laughed. �We�re not going to let a few Hun stand in out way, are we?�
�Aren�t we? No, I don�t suppose we are.�
�C mentioned something else, too.�
Paul wondered how much worse it could get.
�What?�
�He�d got a report about a chap�s body being found in an alley behind the Waldorf Hotel. Turned out to be a Lithuanian who went by the name of Yurkas. Kell had a file on him. A kitchen porter from the Waldorf and some seamstresses saw this Yurkas attacked and murdered. Their description of the assailant tallies pretty closely with you.�
�It was me,� said Paul, �But he attacked me. He�d been following me. And the porter and those women didn�t see it happen at all,� he added for good measure.
�Browning said you thought someone was following you. He said you were under the impression it was me.�
�That was his idea. I didn�t think it was you. I know you. You stole my money. I thought it was Hart. I mean, that�s the impression I got from what Browning said. I didn�t know you were Hart then, did I?�
�I didn�t steal your money,� Valentine stressed, sounding offended at the suggestion. �I wish you wouldn�t keep saying that.�
�Where is it then?�
�No need to worry on that score,� Valentine assured him. �We�ve paid it into your mother�s account. C�s idea. He thought if worse comes to worst she�ll not have the bother of wills and all that rot.�
Paul groaned. So it really was gone. He could envisage his mother�s surprise at being in funds again. She�d never be able to resist the temptation to fritter it away at the Waldorf, or scatter it like confetti over Russian ne�er-do-wells�
�The point is, it seems Yurkas was sent to stop you getting on the ship.�
�So there isn�t an agent on board, after all, like Kell thought.�
�I don�t think we ought to jump to conclusions,� Valentine advised.
Just at that moment a crewman walked by and saw them wedged between the lifeboats. He paused, frowning, then carried on past.
�Look, we don�t want to be spotted talking like this. Why don�t we meet later and compare notes on the other passengers. After dinner, say. What about your cabin?�
Paul shook his head. �I�m in with Pinker. What about yours?�
�I�m having to share with the Holy Joe� Pater. He�s forever on his knees. A chap can�t move without tripping over him.� He stuck his head round the lifeboat to see if the coast was clear. �We�ll sort it out later.�
Valentine started to leave. Paul held his arm.
�I was thinking,� he said. �How did they know I was going to be on this ship? This Lithuanian, Yurkas, and his friends.�
Valentine shrugged. �They must have got wind that the Admiralty had released the steamer and it was going to Helsingfors. After all, it�s taken a week or more to arrange.�
�No,� Paul said, �not the ship. Me. How did they know about me? I didn�t know anything about it myself till lunch on Saturday. Yet this Yurkas fellow was already on my tail.�
Valentine slid back between the boats.
�Good point,� he said.
�Who else knew about me? Apart from you, C and Browning?�
Valentine stroked his chin thoughtfully.
�Well there�d be Burkett, of course, since he�s the one who suggested you in the first place. Then there are the girls in the office dealing with the paperwork. They had to get the tickets and your identification sorted out. Kell, of course, since we needed what he had on you and your mother� and his office staff. Then there�s Lockhart in Moscow and anyone��
�Good God!� Paul exclaimed. �I thought this was supposed to be a secret operation? Was there anyone who didn�t know? Apart from me, of course.�
�Steady on, old man. One can�t do this sort of thing in isolation.�
�That�s all very well but someone spilled the beans and damn near got me killed. I can�t see Burkett being a closet revolutionary, but what about someone on C�s staff, or Kell�s?�
�It would have to be someone who didn�t want you to reach Russia.�
�Obviously. Bolsheviks?�
�Or the French,� Valentine suggested.
�The French? They�re out allies, for goodness sake. Why would the French want me killed?�
�Well they�re pretty jealous of their influence on the Legion, you know. Browning�s always had a down on them. Perhaps they�re a bit of an outside chance, I admit. More likely to be the Bolsheviks. Any counter-revolutionary front put up by the Legion and Kolchak in the east could squeeze them between the allies in the north and Germany in the west. They�d be out to stop anyone who might make that threat a viable one.�
Paul couldn�t quite see himself in those terms although he had to concede that the Bolsheviks wouldn�t know that.
�Of course Kell didn�t know what we were planning,� Valentine said.
�C�s office then?�
�Well, he�s pretty rigorous about who he employs. You know, only our sort of chaps. And the girls all come from good families.�
Paul wasn�t sure that knowing whoever betrayed him had come from a good family would have been much of a comfort if he�d been the one bleeding to death in the alley.
�Can�t say the same about the class of fellow we�ve recruited in Russia, of course,� Valentine went on. �Lockhart and Ransome are first class but��
�Who�s Ransome?�
�Arthur Ransome. He�s over there for the Daily News.�
�You mean S76.�
�I say, you have got the hang of this haven�t you? Yes, S76. S and St are codenames for Stockholm, our regional station. The numbers all get a bit confusing though so we call him Ransome. He�ll know, of course, as well as Lockhart. Lockhart certainly wouldn�t have told anyone else. I know at home they think he�s a bit too close to the Bolsheviks and now he�s got himself mixed up with another woman, but he�s sound. And there�s Sidney Reilly, of course. He might know. But he�s got no love for the Bolsheviks at all.�
Valentine had brought something said in Cumming�s office to mind but Paul couldn�t quite remember what it was.
�You were right to bring it up though,� Valentine went on. �If they got wind of you there�s a chance that they�ve fielded a long stop in case Yurkas missed you.� He squeezed Paul�s bicep. �We need to be on guard and play a straight bat. What d�you say, old man, play up, play up?�
But Valentine wasn�t waiting for an answer. He slipped away leaving his cricketing metaphors ringing in Paul�s ears. Telling Paul to �play up� was all very well but he was beginning to feel like a rabbit at the wicket, a tail-ender put in before he was ready, and with the other side closing in all around him.

15

Paul remained at the rail for some time after Valentine had gone. The steamer had now taken to pitching and yawing in the face of the bow-on swell, rather like a child�s rocking horse champing at the bit to get going but forever restrained by its static rockers. He fumbled for a cigarette and spent three matches trying to light it in the wind. He recalled the old trench warning about snipers and lighting three cigarettes from the same match and wondered if three matches on the same cigarette counted.
After a while he walked around the deck, circulating first one way then the other. He didn�t want to go below. It was stuffy down there and Pinker would be in the cabin full of his mundane chatter. The Russians, Korbelov and Solokov were in the saloon, so that was out too. To believe they might be Kell�s assassins seemed eccentric in the extreme given that they weren�t trying to hide what they were, but he supposed one shouldn�t eliminate the double-bluff. After all Valentine, as Darling, was passing himself off as some sort of civil servant which�� in a way�� was just what he was. At least Valentine seemed to have drawn the short straw this time: Pinker was far preferable to Pater. Paul might have to put up with Pinker�s luggage cluttering up their cabin but at least he wasn�t underfoot like Pater, forever communing with his God. Paul wondered who�s soul the man was praying for, his fellow beings� or his own? If he was anything like the chaplains Paul had come across in the army, Pater was probably more concerned for his own skin�� or the spiritual equivalent�� than the men�s. They had only ever seemed comfortable with the enlisted men when they were dead; or at some irretrievable point close to it.
Looking at the overcast sky Paul realised it had been some years since he had given much thought to his own soul. With death all around he had usually been more concerned with staying alive than with thoughts of what there might lie beyond. Granted, under a bombardment he had chanted �God, oh God�, as often as the next man. But that had been not so much a request for help as a simple incantation which, had it any possibility of working, was as good a thing to mutter to oneself as anything else. After the enforced religiosity of his childhood�� mostly in the care of priest-ridden servants�� he had found that, with age, secular considerations had obtruded. To the extent where he could now speculate that if he still had a soul by this time it had probably shrivelled through inattention to the size of a walnut. Or some equally compacted object, impervious anyway to half-forgotten religious ritual.
His mother still followed the Russian Orthodox faith, if in later years he suspected rather more through social behaviour than religious mores. She had entered that church upon her marriage�� or whatever form of conjunction she and his father had undergone. On arrival back in London she had even chosen a house for its proximity to an Orthodox church, to facilitate, he assumed, her growing desire born of recent widowhood for holy renewal. His as well as hers, as it had turned out. She had dragged him�� religiously, he supposed one could say�� to every service and that first year or so, he remembered, had been filled with the smell of incense and the sound of chanting. Whether, in his mother�s case, it was faith or a nostalgia for the mystery of an altar secluded behind the iconostasis and its array of holy icons, he couldn�t say. For him it had become a natural part of life. Until, by the time the liturgy had just about become second nature, he had found himself shipped off to a boarding school, one that didn�t cater for foreign notions like Orthodoxy. There he�d been fed the standard Anglican fare that the rest of the school were given for divine sustenance. At first he had found it akin to eating stale bread after being accustomed to the staff of life. And, looking back, he supposed that that might have been the point at which his appetite for that sort of thing�� along with his soul�� had begun to shrink. Which had withered first, appetite or soul�� chicken or egg? He couldn�t say, but once both had shrivelled to the dimensions of the indiscernible, the matter was beyond consideration. The critical point now was that if the need for salvation arose, how long would he have to stay on his knees to make any impression on a shrunken soul?

Later in the afternoon, tiring of the novelty of being doused by sea-spray, he passed back through the companionway into the saloon. It was still empty except for Korbelov and Solokov, ensconced in a corner, the one writing furiously before passing each page as it was finished to the other who read through and amended it. The pages, Paul saw, were covered with Cyrillic script and he was struck by how alien it looked and how long it must have been since he had read anything in Russian. His mother had the great novels in the original, Tolstoy and Dostoevsky, Gogol, Turgenev and all the rest, but he had not looked at them since he was a boy. It would all come back, he supposed, in the manner they said riding a bicycle does to one who hasn�t been in the saddle for some time. And, in truth, he was counting upon the fact. There would be no English spoken where he was going. If he knew what was good for him he�d refrain from attempting to use it.
�Good afternoon,� he said to the pair as he entered.
They both nodded to him, amiably enough, and he ventured to remark, �You look busy,� before wishing something a little more intelligent had come to mind.
�We are writing our address to the Petrograd Soviet of Workers� and Soldiers� Deputies,� said Korbelov.
�Really?� said Paul. �You expect to give a speech, then?�
The Russians exchanged glances as if the fact should have been self-evident.
�But of course,� Solokov said, his goatee bobbing up and down like the rear end of a pied wagtail. �They will expect our view of British socialists following Russian example in casting off imperialist yoke.�
�Oh yes,� Paul said, �I suppose they will,� trying to imagine Trotsky�s reaction to having a fatter version of himself in the Soviet. Perhaps he would take it as a case of the sincerest form of flattery. It might even be that the place was full of imitation Trotskys and Lenins. �That�s Russian, is it?� he asked, pointing at Korbelov�s script.
�You speak our language?� asked Korbelov.
�No, not a word, it�s just that I don�t think I�ve ever seen it written down before.�
�You speak Finnish?�
�I�m afraid not.�
�Then how will you conduct your business, if you speak neither Russian nor Finnish?�
�A translator,� Paul decided. �My company have arranged for a translator.�
�This company works for British Government?� Solokov asked.
�Oh, no,� Paul said quickly. �That is, we have government contracts, of course. In time of war and all that. Absolutely.�
�And workers? They have labour unions?�
The conversation had taken a turn Paul had not foreseen. He had worked up a few responses concerning pit props, and had decided to stick to coal as the product of his fictitious mines. At least knew what that looked like when it came out of the ground. Labour relations were a seam he hadn�t investigated. He decided it best to back out before the roof caved in.
�Would you mind?� he asked, gesturing at the page Korbelov was holding. �It�s only curiosity.�
�Of course,� said Korbelov handing it to him.
Written Russian script, Paul remembered, varied slightly from the printed form of the language, which complicated matters, and Korbelov�s execrable handwriting could have been Arabic for all he could tell. He recognised a word or two: справедливость and товарищ, which were justice and comrade, but beyond that the speech was a meaningless scribble.
Korbelov was observing him closely.
�My handwriting is careless, Mr Filbert,� he apologised.
�Even so,� Paul admitted, �I couldn�t make head nor tail of it.�
�Perhaps you will meet some Russians on your travels and learn something of our language.�
�You never can tell,� he said, excusing himself.
He went below. Pinker was standing at the porthole staring out at the sea as it rose and fell beyond the thick murky glass.
�Filbert! I was wondering where you�d got to,� he said as Paul opened the cabin door.
�Oh, just walking around the deck. Then talking to those Russians. I thought I might lie down till dinner.�
�Feeling all right?�
�What, you mean the weather? It�s starting to blow a bit but so far so good.�
�As long as it keeps the U-boats away,� Pinker said, �it can get as rough as it likes.�
Paul rolled onto his bunk and Pinker went back to staring out of the porthole. Looking for periscopes, Paul supposed. He closed his eyes and wondered if he would be sick if it got any rougher. The boat out to France had been a nightmare. They had embarked at Portsmouth, packed in like the proverbial sardines. Between the choppy water and the thought of action the decks had been awash with vomit before they�d cleared the harbour. Standing in it, being sprayed by it, smelling it, had been enough to start off even those not normally susceptible to seasickness. He�d been below but feeling queasy had been forced to abandon his section for the crowded deck. It hadn�t been any better up there but at least one had the wind in one�s face. He�d still been sick, however, and had only been able to console himself that whatever he�d find in France couldn�t be any worse than the hell of the troopship. Well, he�d soon been disabused of that notion. Within a month he would have taken sliding around in a little vomit as welcome light relief.
Pinker interrupted his train of thought.
�Thought I�d go up top before dinner,� he said, standing over Paul in the lower bunk.
The colour had drained from his face again leaving it wan and oddly pinched. Paul became aware that the ship was canting to one side, the gimballed basin and jug sitting at an odd angle to the cabin bulkhead.
�Are you all right?� Paul asked, leaning on an elbow.
�Right as rain,� Pinker replied looking anything but. �Just thought I�d get some air before dinner.�
�Dinner?� He looked at his watch. �Have I slept? Well, I�ll see you up there, I suppose.�
The cabin was too warm, heat rising through the floor from the boilers below. What it must be like for the stokers he couldn�t imagine. Something like hell no doubt�� hot, acrid with coal dust, and with the added discomfort in rough weather of being tossed around like a cork in a river. He wondered if they thought much about U-boats.
He washed his face and put on his only clean shirt, sorting out the rest of his soiled laundry for the cabin steward. He didn�t feel much like eating, he had to confess, and supposed he was beginning to feel the effects of the weather. All he really felt like at that moment was a stiff whisky and wished he�d had the foresight to buy a bottle in Hull. He considered passing up dinner altogether and not eat until he got his sea legs, reasoning there was little point in eating at present to lose the benefit in a woozy future. Still, perhaps a little light broth wouldn�t hurt. He grabbed the greatcoat to wear against the wind and made his way up top again.
Pinker was in the saloon, grey-faced and staring at the floor. Next to him and trying to converse despite getting no response sat Pater, seemingly quite unperturbed by the worsening conditions. The Russians looked less composed, perched on the edge of their chairs in a manner suggestive of a readiness to leave at short notice.
The door opened behind him and Ragna Andresen entered followed by Valentine.
��feeling better soon,� he heard Valentine say but since Miss Andresen looked as unruffled as she had at lunch he assumed Valentine didn�t mean her. She walked straight past Paul, opened the door to the dining room and walked through.
�Filbert,� Valentine said to Paul by way of greeting. �Miss Andresen�s aunt is feeling under the weather. She won�t be joining us.�
�Pinker�s none too well either by the look of him,� Paul said.
�Pater on hand for the last rights?�
Paul couldn�t see much humour in the situation. His own stomach had suddenly adopted a movement counter to that of the ship and he wondered if he ought to excuse himself. But Valentine appeared as fresh as a man from a good night�s sleep and Paul was determined not to lose face in front of him.
�I wonder what�s for dinner,� he said, caring neither one way nor the other. Then, as if in answer, the dining room doors opened again and an aroma of mutton stew wafted out followed by Ragna Andresen, striding back with a crewman in tow carrying the broth to which Paul had aspired.
�Just what your aunt needs,� Valentine said as Ragna Andresen passed, studiously ignoring him.
Pater glared at her and the captain turned up, issuing them through to the dining table like a shepherd chivvying his flock.
They had just seated themselves when the steamer encountered the first of a series of large rollers. Lifting and swaying sideways, it seemed to stop for a moment, levitating above the water. Then it began a sickening descent, hitting the bottom of each trough with a thunderous clap. The boat began to vibrate, shaking like a dog fresh from a river.
Pinker stared in alarm. His chest convulsed and he scrambled out of his chair and rushed back into the saloon.
�Heavy weather,� Captain Nordvik commented.
The meal proved more subdued than had lunch. The first officer did not appear, having to remain on duty, Nordvik explained. The captain then proceeded to regale them with morose descriptions of the worst North Sea weather systems he had had the misfortune to encounter.
Paul stopped listening. In lieu of the broth he had glimpsed earlier, a limp salad appeared, remaining lifeless despite the provocation of being harried by Paul�s fork. The steamer alternately pitched and yawed, throwing in an occasional roll for variety. The mutton stew arrived and Solokov left. Korbelov and Pater, neither looking well, faced each other across the table in a battle of attrition between God and Marx as the champion of human endurance. Indifferent to religion and philosophy, Paul spooned at his stew, avoiding the pools of oily liquid accreting upon the surface.
The remainder of dinner was conducted in silence. Sometime before pudding, with a last despairing groan, Reverend Pater conceded the future to the new scientific theory of history and retired, despondent, to his cabin. Korbelov, his pallor having taken on a viridian hue, remained long enough only to assert his victory. Soon after it turned Pyrrhic and he vomited by the door into the saloon.
Turner, taking advantage of a brief moment of equilibrium, began collecting dishes before an abrupt cant to port brought him up short by the sideboard. He slewed the dishes in his hand for a moment, like a juggler spinning plates, then dropped them. They crashed to the floor and were joined a second later by Turner himself as he slipped on the spilled residue.
Nordvik, watching the performance with the air of an old hand who had seen it all before merely observed once more: �Heavy weather.�

It had been dark for an hour. All Paul could see of the water was a slight white frill of foam by the hull, illuminated by the ship. Clinging to a stanchion, he gulped air, tasting the salt that ringed his lips like a rime. It brought a hint of astringency that helped settle his stomach and, slowly, the miasma of nausea that had settled over his brain like a fog cleared. He made his way gingerly along the deck and collapsed onto a wooden bench situated, optimistically in his opinion, for passengers to appreciate the aesthetics of sea travel.
He sat dozing for a while wrapped in the greatcoat, until the discomfort and the cold sent him below. He found Pinker asleep, snoring in Paul�s lower bunk, despite having volunteered to take the upper and using that one the previous evening. The man�s bag lay on the floor where he had discarded it, clothes hanging out, and, slopping back and forth at the bottom of the basin, a couple of inches of discoloured bile.
Paul looked down upon it, grateful at least that Pinker hadn�t stayed at dinner long enough to consume the stew. There was a faint aroma to the fluid but not one strong enough to compel him to empty the basin. That was the cabin steward�s job, after all, and he was no doubt used to such things.
The rolling of the boat had tempered a little and catching one leg in his half-divested trousers while undressing Paul managed to bruise no more than an elbow and a kneecap. Spurning the basin, he walked down the corridor to the bathroom to clean his teeth only to find that Pinker�� or perhaps one of the other passengers�� had beaten him to it. The basins were swimming with vomit, as were the pans in the two stalls. The excess washed back and forth across the floor. Tiptoeing back to the cabin he ran a regretful tongue over his neglected teeth. But it wouldn�t keep him from sleep; he had become accustomed in the trenches to going without the small luxuries of attending to one�s toilet with any sort of regularity.
He stood looking at Pinker who alternately snored and gargled some watery residue in his throat that he had failed to expel earlier. The man�s case lay on the floor, open and disregarded, and Paul picked it up and laid it on the chair. There were a few papers inside that Paul had seen earlier, a letter with a Northampton address and an empty paper bag that might once have held sandwiches. He shut the case and hauled himself into the upper bunk, turning out the light. It had been a long day and full of surprises and he hadn�t realised how tired he was until he was stretched horizontally. His stomach seemed to have settled and, if he was able to ignore Pinker�s snoring, expected to sleep well. There remained the possibility that despite leaving the Lithuanian assassin, Yurkas, in the alley, the man Kell had warned about might still be on board. He yawned. That was something he was happy to leave for Valentine to worry about. It was his line of work, after all. At least they could rule out Pinker. It was inconceivable, he decided with one of the last cogent thoughts to pass through his head before sleep, that any secret agent could make as much noise as Pinker did in his sleep�
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A persistent tapping disturbed him. Half asleep, he imagined someone was trying to get into his skull and rolled over to get away from them. He came up hard against the bulkhead and woke up. The tapping continued. It wasn�t in his skull. It was somewhere in the cabin. He opened his eyes and made out the pale outline of the porthole. The hollow thrum of the engine vibrated the ship. He fumbled for the electric light switch above the bunk.
The tapping was coming from the door.
He pushed the blanket aside and manoeuvred his legs over the edge of the bunk, remembering he was in the upper berth. Pinker, seasick, had taken his bunk. Paul felt for the ladder with bare toes and climbed down.
The tapping persisted.
�Coming,� Paul muttered.
Pinker had rolled over, showing his back.
Paul reached for the bolt but found the door already unbolted. Pinker, he assumed. Going to the lavatory and forgetting to lock the thing when he came back. Anyone could have got in.
Valentine stood in the corridor in his dressing gown, blond hair tousled.
�I heard a noise.�
There�s a revelation, Paul said to himself. The damned ship was nothing but noise.
�Didn�t you hear anything?�
�I can�t hear anything through the racket Pinker�s making.�
�What racket?�
Paul turned around. Pinker was silent.
�Someone was in the corridor,� Valentine said.
�Go to bed for God�s sake.�
�You didn�t hear anything?�
�No. It was probably Pinker going to the lavatory. He�s sick.�
Valentine peered over Paul�s shoulder.
�What�s he doing in your bunk?�
�I found him there when I came to bed,� Paul said. �Too sick to climb into the top one, I suppose. I didn�t want to wake him. What does it matter?�
What he�d really thought was that there�d be Pinker�s vomit on the sheets and he hadn�t fancied sleeping in it.
�Go to bed,� he said again and began to close the door. He stopped halfway. �How did you know it was my bunk?�
�Pinker was talking about bunks at lunch, remember? He made a joke of being in the upper.�
�No.�
Valentine pushed past him and started shaking Pinker�s shoulder. Paul slumped. He felt exhausted.
Pinker didn�t stir.
�Leave him alone, for God�s sake,� Paul said, shutting the door. �It�s the first time he�s been quiet all night.�
Valentine rolled Pinker onto his back. The handle of a knife protruded from his chest.
Paul jumped, suddenly wide awake. �Good God!�
Pinker�s face still looked pinched but now in effigy, eyebrows knotted and lips pursed as if he were considering some kind of choice. Whether to live or die? The matter seemed to have been taken out of his hands.
�This was meant for you,� Valentine said.
�Me?�
�It�s your bunk, isn�t it?�
If Valentine had heard a noise, why hadn�t he? He had been sleeping right above Pinker when it happened.
Valentine pulled Pinker�s wallet from beneath his pillow and started going through it.
�He was from Northampton,� Valentine said.
�I told you that.�
Valentine stripped off the bedclothes. Pinker was still fully clothed, his shirt and waistcoat and the bed sheets stained with blood. Valentine began rolling him this way then that, as if looking to see what else he might find. Paul thought it was a disrespectful way to treat the little man. He�d seen a lot of corpses over the past couple of years and although many of them had necessarily received short shrift, one had tried to do one�s best for the poor fellows. He was about to say as much when Valentine said:
�This is a bit sticky.�
�It�s more than a bit sticky for poor old Pinker.�
�What I mean is, whoever killed Pinker thinks they�ve killed you. As soon as they see they haven�t they�ll want to have another go.�
�Do you think so?�
�Bound to.�
�We�d better call the captain, then.�
Valentine gave him a withering look. �So the Danish police can detain us when we get to Copenhagen? You shared the cabin with him. If I know anything about the police they�ll assume you did it. Anything for an easy life.�
�Why would I want to do it?�
�I know that, old man,� Valentine said with studied patience. �But how can we explain to them why someone else did? That they had meant to kill you because you�re on a secret mission to Russia? What do you think they�d say to that, pat you on the head and say, �That�s all right, Mr Filbert, go right ahead?��
�There�s no need for sarcasm.�
�No point in not facing facts, either.�
�Perhaps if we tell Nordvik about the mission he�ll keep it under his hat until we get to Helsingfors�?�
Valentine didn�t favour that with a response. Grunting instead, he pulled the knife out of Pinker�s chest, wiped it on the dead man�s clothes then drew the bedclothes back over him.
�It�s a kitchen knife.�
�Does it matter?�
�Look.�
Valentine handed it to him. Paul saw the handle of the knife was impressed with the design of the Finland Steamship Company. The same design was all over the ship.
�From the galley,� Valentine said.

They had been silent for a while. Valentine was smoking, sitting in the only chair and leaving Paul no option but to climb back into his bunk unless he was to sit on the dead Pinker. He was waiting for Valentine to speak, unwilling to interrupt the man�s thought process.
�Whoever did it will be expecting Pinker to raise the alarm,� Valentine said eventually. �They�ll assume he�ll find you in the morning with a knife in your chest and start crying blue murder.�
�And when he doesn�t?�
Valentine didn�t seem to hear. �It seems to me,� he went on, �that whoever did it wouldn�t have tried for you this early unless they�d planned to get off at Copenhagen.� He pulled on his cigarette and exhaled a stream of smoke. �The logical thing to do would be to push you overboard rather than use a knife. That�s the puzzler.� He peered at Pinker as if expecting the corpse to sit up and provide the answer.
�Maybe they were afraid they wouldn�t get the opportunity,� Paul said. �After all, if this weather keeps up it�s not likely I�d be found strolling around on deck. Perhaps they took the first chance that offered.�
�There is that,� Valentine accepted. �And we have to remember we�re dealing with revolutionary fanatics here, not logical thinkers like you and me.�
It occurred to Paul that since arriving at his club last Saturday morning, he hadn�t actually seen too much logic demonstrated by anyone.
�Logical or not,� he said, �I still don�t understand why they�re not worried about my body being found. Even a sick Pinker would be expected to make a fuss when he found me in the morning.�
�It�s reckless of them,� Valentine agreed, �but they must be counting on the fact that Nordvik can�t do anything till we get to Copenhagen. There�s no Marconi wireless telegraph on this ship. That means he has no way of alerting the authorities in Copenhagen until we dock.�
�Even so��
�And whoever it is must feel pretty confident of not being suspected. Perhaps using a kitchen knife was meant to throw suspicion on the crew.�
�Look,� Paul suggested. �Everyone knows Pinker was seasick, if we do nothing they might think he�s stayed in bed and didn�t find me. It might buy us some time and if I keep my head down��
Valentine didn�t look convinced.
�How long can we get away with that?� he asked. �We�ll reach Copenhagen the day after tomorrow and Pinker was due to get off. When he doesn�t surface they�ll come looking for him. Then they really will think you did it.�
He took one last thoughtful pull on his cigarette and dropped the butt into the basin. It hissed unpleasantly in Pinker�s vomit.
�No,� he said. �There�s only one thing to do.�
�What�s that?�
�Pitch him over the side.�
�We can�t do that!�
�Why not?� Valentine shrugged. �No body, no murder. Imagine their surprise when you turn up and Pinker doesn�t.�
�They�ll try and kill me again, won�t they?�
�We�ll cross that bridge when we come to it.�
Paul stared at him. It was all very well for Valentine to take a laissez-faire attitude. It wasn�t his skin they were after.
�Then how do we explain Pinker�s absence?�
�We don�t have to. Not us, anyway. Nordvik�s already warned us against going on deck because of the rough weather. He�ll assume poor old Pinker went up to get some air, lost his footing and heigh-ho��
�That�s a bit cold-blooded, isn�t it? What about his people? Without a Marconi we can�t even get in touch with C to pass on the bad news.�
Valentine started to laugh.
�I don�t see what�s so funny.�
�C would throw a fit if we tried to get in touch over something like this. He�d be ripping his trousers to shreds. You know what he�s like.�
�What do you mean?�
�Didn�t he pull his parlour trick with you? The paperknife?�
Paul vaguely remembered the paperknife on Cumming�s desk; how he had grabbed it in a rage when he discovered the person he was trying to recruit wasn�t one man but two and that half of them was dead. Browning had calmed him down. He said something then about trousers�
�What was that all about?�
�His party trick. More of a music hall turn really.� Valentine laughed again. �He pretends to get mad and stab himself in the leg. Disconcerts a fellow if he doesn�t know his leg is wooden, I can tell you.�
�Wooden?�
�Didn�t you know?�
�I could see he had a gammy leg,� Paul said. �I assumed that�s why he used that scooter of his.�
�Goes through trousers like billy-o,� said Valentine.
�Did he lose it in the war?�
�The leg? No, a motoring accident in the south of France. The car turned over and killed his son. C was trapped underneath. The story goes that he cut his own leg off with a penknife to get out.�
�A penknife?�
�I don�t think it�s true,� Valentine said. �Just a story they tell to show what kind of man he is.�
�Apocryphal, you mean.�
�Do I?� Valentine frowned.
�From the Greek.�
�Ah, bit of a duffer in the classical stakes, I�m afraid.�
�You made all that up about us going to the same school, didn�t you?� Paul said. �An invention, like the rest of that pitchblende business?�
Valentine smiled shyly, brushing aside a hank of blond hair that had fallen across his forehead.
�All part of the ruse, old man. I mugged up on some of the fellows you would have known and you assumed I�d been there.�
�So what school did you go to?�
Valentine flushed a little. He looked at Pinker again and glanced at his watch.
�Hadn�t we best be getting on? If we�re going to pitch old Pinker over the side we�ll need to do it before anybody starts to stir. It�s gone three-thirty now. It�ll be light in an hour.�
He stood up and stepped to the cabin door.
�You get him ready. I�ll pop up and make sure the coast is clear. Back in a jiff.�
Valentine poked his head into the corridor and slipped out. Paul climbed off the top bunk and looked down at Pinker. He could see blood on the sheets and supposed that they would have to dispose of them as well. He rolled Pinker over and wrapped the sheets around him. He had just finished parcelling the boot salesman up when Valentine returned.
�Here,� he said, grunting with the effort of getting his hands under the dead man�s shoulders, �grab his feet, will you?�
Wrapped in his shroud of bed sheets there seemed nothing to get hold of. It always amazed Paul how much a dead man weighed, so much more it seemed than a live one, as if death was fattening. Together they heaved the body off the bunk and laid him on the floor.
�We�ll have to get him out of the sheets,� Valentine said, �or we�ll never get him up the stairs.�
�I�ve only just wrapped him up.� It seemed the poor man wasn�t even going to be allowed the respectability of being buried in a shroud. �What about his people?�
�Was he married?�
�He didn�t say.� Paul looked down at the shrouded body. �He was a decent little fellow, really. There must be someone. Can�t something be done? After all, he was killed because of me.�
Valentine shook his head. �There�s no room for sentiment in this game, old man. Casualties of war and all that. You�ve been in the trenches.� He looked at Paul, sighed and relented. �Still, we�ll keep his papers. Go through his things before the balloon goes up. I�ll send anything relevant on to C. He can get on to Pinker�s employer and give them some sort of story for the benefit of the chap�s people if he�s got any.�
Paul began unwrapping the body again then went through his trousers.
�And you�d better put some clothes on yourself,� Valentine added. �I�ll take another look up top.�
Paul put the contents of Pinker�s pockets on the bunk. He still found it all a bit heartless despite what Valentine had said. Pinker hadn�t been at war. He�d been looking forward to the peace and getting the chance to sell his boots. He straightened the man�s clothes and, as an afterthought, jammed his trilby on his head, wondering what anyone would make of him it he were ever washed up.
Valentine slipped back into the cabin.
�All clear. Let�s get him up.�
They heaved Pinker to his feet and took an arm each around their necks.
�If we see anyone he�ll look as if he�s drunk,� Valentine said.
�It�s a dry ship.�
�Seasick then.�
Heaving the dead weight to the door, Paul thought he looked exactly what he was, dead, particularly with the blood staining his waistcoat.
�What�ll Cumming tell his people?� Paul persisted.
�C,� Valentine said, �it�s C!�
�Sorry, I forgot.�
They manoeuvred Pinker down the passage and to the foot of the companionway.
�I�m sure they�d appreciate your consideration if they knew,� Valentine said keeping his voice low but heavy with sarcasm. �We�ll tell them he died of a heart attack and is buried in Copenhagen, how�s that?�
�Yes,� Paul said, �but�� then thought better of it.
The companionway was steep and narrow and although the sea had moderated the steamer was still pitching, making it difficult to take the steps without a free hand for the handrail. Valentine had to climb backwards, holding Pinker beneath the shoulders while Paul took his feet. Now there was no question but that he looked dead.
Bent double, Valentine lost his footing as the boat gave an unexpected lurch and he toppled forward, over Pinker�s body and falling on top of Paul, knocking the three of them to the ground.
Paul gasped, winded as Valentine�s elbow dug into his chest.
�Quiet!� Valentine hissed, picking himself up. �Here, turn him round. Let me get his feet.�
They upended Pinker and Valentine began climbing the companionway again, more or less upright with Pinker�s feet high above the head. Paul couldn�t help thinking that he�d seen bodies strung on the wire in no man�s land with more dignity than poor Pinker had at that moment. He found it difficult to keep a grip on the dead man�s shoulders, finding the lower he bent to keep his arms around him, the closer his face was pressed against Pinker�s. The smell of stale vomit around the man�s mouth was beginning to turn Paul�s stomach. Halfway up the companionway he had to let go. His chest heaved and he began to wretch. Valentine, unprepared for the halt kept pulling, and Pinker�s head bumped sickeningly against the steps.
�What�s the matter?� he whispered.
�Not feeling too good,� Paul said.
Valentine sighed. �Wait here. Don�t let him slip.� He took the last few steps up to the deck and disappeared.
Paul waited, wondering how his pit prop story would stand up if he were found in a situation like this.
�All clear,� Valentine whispered, coming back. �Let�s get him out.�
They manhandled the body to the top of the companionway and through the door onto the deck. Paul could see the first faint light of dawn streaking the sky to for�ard. A murky half-light had crept over the grey, chopping swell.
�Come on, quickly,� Valentine said.
They pulled Pinker towards the starboard rail. His trilby fell off and rolled along the deck. The bridge was for�ard, out of sight. Paul glanced towards the stern. The deck was empty. They heaved Pinker to the rail and hung him on it, doubled over like a sandbag.
�All right, said Valentine, �together��
The took a leg each and lifted Pinker over the side. His body turned as it fell and the last Paul saw of the boot salesman was a disconcertingly reproving expression on his face as he hit the water. The splash he made was loud enough to be heard over the ship�s engine and Valentine grabbed Paul�s arm, pulling him back towards the companionway door. He nudged Paul down the stairs and along the corridor. Back in the cabin he dropped into the chair again and took out his cigarettes. Paul perched on the edge of the bunk Pinker had been murdered in, leaning over the tangle of bloody sheets on the floor. He took the cigarette Valentine offered.
�I suggest you lie low until this evening. Our killer will be getting pretty edgy by then if neither you nor Pinker turns up.�
�Won�t he come back to check?�
�Keep the door locked. I�ll let you know when it�s me. In the meantime I�ll see how the rest of them react to your non-appearance. They�ll give themselves away, don�t worry.�
Valentine finished his cigarette and dropped his butt in the basin to join the first.
�We�ll have to get rid of these sheets,� Paul said.
Valentine bundled them up.
�Leave them to me.� He opened the door and looked out. �I�ll be back later.�
Paul locked the door behind him and looked around the cabin. Pinker hadn�t been on board more than a few hours yet had managed to leave his belongings all over the place. There was a writing case on the table, his bag, a small stack of books, a little box camera, a muffler against the night air�
He picked up the book Pinker had been reading�� a novel by H.G.Wells�� read a few lines and put it aside for later. At least it would pass the time. He looked through Pinker�s bag, yawning. It was gone four and light was showing at the porthole. He�d have plenty of time later to go through Pinker�s belongings; what he wanted to do now was sleep. He climbed back into the top bunk and switched out the light. He closed his eyes, thinking of Pinker and of how the man would now never get to Schleswig-Holstein. Unless the tides and the currents conspired to wash him up there.
What, he wondered as he dozed off, would the retreating Germans do for boots now?
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He was standing by a window in the manor house on their estate in the south. It was a big house, nestled in a wooded glade, wheat fields beyond and the dusty road along which the peasants would come trudging, scythes and sickles over their shoulders, singing as they walked. Outside on the veranda, Sofya Ivanovna, pretty in her yellow dress with her long hair gathered in ringlets, was giving a tea party for her dolls� But someone kept knocking at the door and no servant came to answer it. Then, he realised vaguely, it was Valentine tapping again, and that he�d fallen asleep and he was now going to get up once more, open the door then discover Pinker dead, and that the whole nightmare was going to repeat itself, on and on�
�Can I do the cabin now, sir?�
Paul sat up abruptly. The cabin steward had unlocked the door and was standing inside with a fresh jug of water, a mop and a bucket.
�Shut the door!�
The steward stared at Paul.
�The door.�
The man shut the door.
Paul climbed out of his berth. �I�ve been a bit seasick,� he said.
�Yes sir.� The man peered morosely around, his eyes falling on the empty bunk.
�Mr Pinker, too,� Paul explained. �He had a bad night. He must have gone up to get some air.
�Taken his bedding, has he?�
Paul looked at the stripped bunk.
�He was sick on it. Perhaps he�s taken it to the laundry.�
�Should have given it to me.�
�Yes. But let�s not worry about it now.� He caught sight of the mess in the basin and Valentine�s cigarette butts.
�Leave the bunks but you can clean that out if you would.�
The cabin steward looked at the basin and sighed. He changed the jug, kicked his buckets under it the basin and tipped its disagreeable contents into it, running his mop around the floor. He poured some fresh water into the basin, gave it a cursory wipe with a cloth then tipped that out, too.
Paul took a florin from his jacket pocket hanging at the end of the bunk.
�I won�t be going in for breakfast.�
�You�re too late anyhow,� the cabin steward said.
The thought of missing breakfast made Paul realise how hungry he was. He hadn�t been able to manage much of the previous evening�s mutton stew.
�Perhaps you could leave a tray out for me? Could you do that?� he asked, giving the steward the florin.
The man pocketed the coin.
�And can you take this?� Paul passed him his bundle of laundry. �Leave everything else till later.�
�As you like, sir.�
�Did Mr Pinker�s have breakfast?� Paul thought to ask, laying down an alibi for himself.
�Don�t know, sir. Haven�t seen him.�
�What about the other passengers?�
�I done their cabins, sir. You�re the last.�
�Right,� said Paul. �Don�t forget the tray, will you?�
He closed and locked the door behind the steward, looking at his watch. It was gone eleven. He had slept for six hours but didn�t feel rested. Unable to risk using the bathroom along the corridor, he stripped off his shirt, cleaned his teeth and washed as best he could at the gimballed basin. Drying himself, he looked round for a clean shirt but his only other one was now in the laundry. He went through Pinker�s bag and found a freshly laundered one. Trying it on, he found it frayed at the collar and too tight to button. He took it off again and picked up the dirty one he�d just discarded.
Then he sat in the chair for a while, wishing he could tell the absent Pinker how sorry he was for the way things had turned out. Getting up again he went back to rummaging through Pinker�s luggage. The man had brought several changes of clothing but all were rather shoddy and none likely to fit Paul. There were some trade journals and a Baedeker for Norway, Sweden and Denmark that he thought might prove useful. He put it on one side. He found some invoice books and other company papers but no photographs or anything else of a personal nature that might have given a clue to Pinker�s family.
His sense of relief was quickly followed by pangs of guilt; he had felt relieved, Paul realised, not because the unfortunate man had left no family but because, if he had, Paul knew they would have been on his conscious too.
He came to this conclusion while staring at a pair of Pinker�s socks. He stuffed the things back into the bag and followed them with everything else of Pinker�s he could find spread around the cabin.
Last were the boots. They really did look good, he found himself thinking as he sorted through the samples. Finding a pair his own size, he tried them on, pacing up and down the cabin. They were comfortable and would probably be of more use than his own Oxford brogues. He took the boots off again and stuffed them into his own bag, stubbing his fingers as he did so against his service revolver. He pulled it out, spun the Webley's chamber and pulled back the hammer. He gently dropped the hammer back then pushed the revolver under the pillow on the upper bunk.
A knock at the door made him jump.
�Yes?� he called, affecting an indeterminate tone of voice.
�A tray, sir, as you asked.�
�Just leave it there, will you?�
He listened to the footsteps recede along the corridor then opened the door and pulled the tray inside. There was a pot of tea and four small quartered sandwiches. Even assuming a lack of appetite from seasickness it seemed hardly adequate. He poured the tea, wondering if he could get another tray at lunch, and had just picked up one of the sandwiches when there was another knock a the door.
�It�s Darling,� Valentine hissed.
Paul opened it and Valentine slipped inside. Seeing the tray he picked up a sandwich.
�Egg,� he said. �My favourite.�

�They all turned up for breakfast,� Valentine told him, dribbling crumbs of hard boiled egg down his vest front. �Except for Pater. I left him in bed.�
Paul had eaten his sandwich as quickly as he could and grabbed a second. But he still wasn�t quick enough to prevent Valentine from bagging the last.
Paul watched Valentine brush the vestiges away with the back of his hand.
�Your absence was noted. I said you looked pretty iffy after dinner and everyone saw Pinker was sick last night. The trouble is the sea�s so much calmer that either one of you would have to be more or less comatose not to notice that the other�s dead.�
�What are we going to do?�
�Play it by ear,� Valentine replied vaguely. �I�ll not be far away so there�s no need to worry on that score.�
Paul didn�t find the thought particularly reassuring.
�I asked the cabin steward if Pinker had been at breakfast. If he doesn�t turn up for lunch, won�t they get suspicious?�
Valentine ran a hand through his hair.
�Why don�t you turn up and pretend to be surprised that Pinker isn�t there? Can you manage that?�
�Feign surprise? I don�t see why not.�
�Don�t get there early,� Valentine warned. �You might run into whoever killed Pinker before the rest of us turn up. Although it would certainly flush him out.�
Less than comfortable with the idea of being bait, Paul changed the subject.
�My cousin,� he said, �do you think he�s still in Petrograd?�
Cumming had repeatedly told him that Valentine�� Hart�� would fill him on the details. So far Valentine had hardly said a word on the subject.
�Wouldn�t know, old man. We didn�t exactly move in the same circles in Petrograd. Mind you, if he had any sense he�d have got out after the Kornilov fiasco. Now the Bolsheviks are running the show he�ll be a marked man.� He smiled coldly at Paul. �But that�s why we�ve got you, isn�t it? To find Mikhail?�
�What about my uncle, Ivan Nikolayevich? Do you know how he died or what�s happened to my aunt? Or their daughter, Sofya?�
�Not the foggiest. Your uncle was shot after the Bolshevik coup. There was a lot of trouble on the streets then, although they�re playing the fact down now. Things were still sticky when I left in January and they pulled the ambassador out.�
�When Lockhart arrived? He�s in Moscow, isn�t he? C told me I wasn�t to contact him.�
�That�s right, old man. Even I can�t directly. The problem is he�s too well-known to the Bolsheviks. They watch him like a hawk. Knowing Lenin and Trotsky as he does actually ties his hands.�
�What�s he like?�
�Never met the fellow,� Valentine admitted. �Sound man, by all accounts but a bit of an individualist. Something of a ladies� man, I hear. Bit of a track record in that department. He was recalled the first time for getting too close to some fellow�s wife. Now the rumour is Lockhart�s got a yen for Moura Budberg.�
�Who�s she?�
�Gorky�s mistress.�
�Gorky the writer?�
�Yes. Gorky�s well in with the Bolsheviks although not above criticising them if he feels like it. He�s got a big reputation. Very popular with the workers and peasants�� well, those that can read, I suppose�� so the Bolsheviks have to watch their step with him. Even so, we had a report that they�ve closed down Novaya Zhizn, his newspaper.�
�So how would you get in touch with Lockhart? If you needed to?�
�Either through Ransome or Sydney Reilly.�
�The journalist, Ransome?� The memory that had eluded Paul the previous day now came back. �Browning said Ransome was having an affair with Trotsky�s secretary. Are you sure we can trust him?�
�Arthur?� Valentine laughed. �Of course. That�s just the way the game�s played. You have to chum up with people who can be useful no matter how distasteful you might find it. He�s pretty chummy with Lockhart, actually. Lockhart�s arranged a British passport for her. Shelepina, Ransome�s girlfriend.�
Paul was wondering if, since both Lockhart and Ransome were involved with women close to the Bolsheviks, the same sort of behaviour would be expected of him as well. No doubt the kind of women that moved in Bolshevik circles were the outspoken, forward types; the kind that the newspapers said advocated free love and that sort of thing. Just the kind he�s never been comfortable with. He always preferred to be properly introduced and have time to get to know a girl.
�Reilly�s an odd bird,� Valentine was saying. �Not Irish at all. He�s a Jew from Armenia or somewhere. A useful cove to know if it�s skulduggery you�re up to.�
�And is it? What exactly was it you did there?�
�I worked at the Putilov factory.�
�Where�s that?�
�South of the city. It�s an armaments factory. A useful place to get inside. I�m known there as Olyen, by the way, if you can remember that.�
�Olyen? Isn�t that Russian for a deer?�
Valentine grinned. �Or a Hart. It was C�s idea that I got a job at Putilov. He was rather hoping I could get myself elected as a workers� deputy to the Petrograd Soviet. Perhaps I laid it on a bit thick but some of the men got suspicious. Salt of the earth, your average Russian, but you don�t want to make him suspicious. It�s the peasant in him, it makes him wary.�
�What happened?�
�Thought I�d better make myself scarce. When the powers that be decided to recall the ambassador and send Lockhart out again, I took the opportunity to go home.�
�Are you�re going back to the factory?�
�I�ve got this story about being in the army. I�m going to try to pass myself off as a soldiers� deputy. The thing is, back before the Bolsheviks took power, anyone could just wander into the Soviet off the street. They were based in the Tauride Palace then and all sorts of people drifted in and out all day. The Bolsheviks have tightened all that up now. The government�s in Moscow, of course, and the real power in Petrograd is at the Bolshevik HQ. They appropriated a palace on the Petersburg side from some ballerina. She was once the tsar�s mistress, apparently.�
�Kshesinskaya?�
�Yes,� Valentine said, �that�s right. Did you know her palace?�
�You could see it from where my family lived,� Paul said. �Across the Neva.�
�Better show my face up top,� Valentine suddenly decided, looking at the empty plate of sandwiches and then at his watch. �Someone must be wondering why no alarm has been raised yet.� He went to the door. �Remember, not too early for lunch.�

Paul hung around the cabin for a while until, bored, he convinced himself it was safe to go up top. The weather had moderated although a strong swell was still running. To aft a deckhand was securing a coil of rope but no one else was on deck. He peered in through the dining room window and between the faded curtains saw the captain and Mrs Hogarth at the top of the table. The Russians were there, one sitting in Pinker�s seat and, across from them he glimpsed Valentine. He was trying to angle his head to get a better view when the Reverend Pater walked around the corner of the deck house.
�Mr Filbert,� he said. �Up and around.� He bent towards Paul like a predatory bird.
Paul stepped back warily.
�Did I startled you?� Pater asked. �Are you coming in to lunch?�
Paul�s stomach growled. �I was feeling a little delicate,� he said, �but I thought I�d better try a little something.�
�Nourishment for the body and the soul,� intoned Pater. �What about Mr Pinker, is he feeling better?�
�I presume so. Did you not see him at breakfast?�
�I rarely eat breakfast,� Pater said. �I find one meal a day usually sufficient for my needs. Gluttony is one of the seven deadly sins, after all.�
Somewhat further down the list than murder, Paul thought, then remembered that was the Ten Commandments. He put a little more space between himself and Pater.
�I�ve not seen Mr Pinker since yesterday evening,� Pater said. �Are you not sharing a cabin?�
�Yes. He was sick last night. By the time I got up though he�d already gone.�
�Feeling better, no doubt. It�s a little calmer today. Shall we?�
Pater led the way to the saloon door and through into the dining room. Everyone looked up as they walked in. Paul studied their reactions although by the time he had looked at every face they were merely looking back at his expectantly. He thought Ragna Andresen looked a little uncomfortable but he suspected that was more to do with Valentine�s proximity than any sense of surprise.
�I say,� Paul said, feigning his own as arranged, �anyone seen Pinker?�
�Pinker?� Valentine replied, on cue. �He wasn�t at breakfast, was he? I assumed he still felt unwell.�
�He wasn�t in our cabin when I woke up,� Paul said taking a seat, �and I didn�t see him on deck.� He looked pointedly at the two Russians. �He must have been feeling rough last night because he slept in my bunk.�
The Russians remained unmoved.
�Well he wasn�t at breakfast,� Valentine said again, looking around for corroboration.
�You say you haven�t seen Mr Pinker since last night?� Captain Nordvik asked.
Paul shook his head.
�Anyone?� Nordvik addressed the assembled company. Receiving a negative response he stood up, dropping his napkin on the table. �Mr Gunnarson,� he said to his first officer, �please check below decks. We will look up top.�
He started for the door followed by Gunnarson and Valentine. The Russians glanced at each other, stood, and were joined by Pater.
Mrs Hogarth turned to Paul. �It was so rough last night� you don�t think�?� She took her niece�s arm. �Oh Ragna, I don�t believe I could eat another thing. Please, take me to our cabin.�
Turner, who had just entered carrying a serving dish, turned on his heel and returned to the galley.
Paul remained at the table by himself but no lunch was forthcoming. He looked in the bread basket for a roll although it held nothing except crumbs. There were no serving dishes on the sideboard. In frustration he got up and followed the others out.
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The steamer circled for several hours. The crew searched below deck while the rest of them milled about on top, Paul staying close to Valentine. The only trace of Pinker to be found was his trilby hat, wedged between the raised edges of the for�ard hold and a ventilation shaft. How it had got that far Paul couldn�t imagine.
�What do you think?� he asked Valentine standing at the rail and staring down into the grey water after the search had been abandoned. �Did any of them react?�
Valentine kept his eyes on the water as if he half-expected to spot Pinker. �No, I�m afraid not. Whoever he is, he�s a cold-blooded devil. Not so much as a twitch out of any of them. Of course,� he added, �Pater knew that you were alive since he�d already seen you. Did he looked surprised?�
�Not in the slightest.�
�I suppose we might have it wrong and our man�s one of the crew.�
�The crew? How could they have got a man on the crew so quickly?�
Valentine turned around and leaned against the rail.
�If they got wind of the Admiralty releasing the steamer for Helsingfors, they might have got a man to join just to cover all eventualities. It might be that they needed to get one of their own back to Russia. Some Chekist who�s cover has been blown in England. Like your Yurkas.�
�Chekist?�
�Chrezvychaynaya komissiya, old man,� Valentine said in Russian. �Cheka, for short. They�re the Bolsheviks� political police. Nasty crowd, best avoided.�
If they were anything like Yurkas, Paul was sure they were.
�How long are we going to circle around looking?� he asked, not caring to dwell on the thought. �I mean, we don�t want to find the body do we. Or attract U-boats.�
�Protocol, old man, that�s all. The captain has to show he tried. Not that there�s much prospect of spotting poor old Pinker now. He�ll be miles away.�
�I suppose we�ll be late getting to Copenhagen now,� Paul said, imagining that if the sea kept running the way it was Pinker might beat them to it.
Pater approached and Valentine leaned towards Paul.
�Here comes that bible-thumper. I�ll keep you in sight in case he tries anything,� he said, then abruptly moved past the lifeboats hanging on their davits and around the corner.
�No sign,� Pater intoned, �no sign�� although he seemed to be paying more attention to the departing Valentine than the missing Pinker. �God bless the poor man�s soul,� he finished.
�Difficult to believe,� Paul muttered for the wont of something more pertinent.
�A tragedy, a tragedy indeed. Did he have family?�
�I don�t think so,� Paul said. �That is, he never mentioned anyone to me.�
�You had the opportunity to talk to him?�
�A little. We both boarded at Yarmouth and there was the delay at Hull.�
�And you shared a cabin.�
�Yes.�
�Although,� opined Pater, �that is no guarantee of cordiality.� He leaned closer. �I saw you talking to Mr Darling. I share with him but we have not talked to any degree.�
�No?� Paul edged away and took a firm grip of the rail, looking to see where Valentine had disappeared to.
�He keeps the most odd hours.�
�Oh?�
�He was not in his bunk for most of last night, for example. What do you make of that?�
�Make of it? I don�t know what to make of it,� Paul said.
The Reverend Pater gazed out across the water to where sombre cloud had fused with the leaden sea lending a hazy indistinctness to the horizon.
�I am afraid I am of the opinion that he has formed an attachment to that young girl.�
�Miss Andresen you mean?�
�What kind of an attachment I would naturally hesitate to put into words,� Pater went on. �I was wondering if Mr Darling has said anything to you on the matter, Filbert. I believe some men are wont to discuss these things.�
His eyes had fixed on Paul�s like a buzzard�s on its prey.
�No, nothing. Nothing at all.�
�He is never in his bunk, you see,� said Pater, as if the implication was he must be in someone else�s.
�I am concerned for the girl�s moral well-being, you understand,� Pater droned.
�Well, he�s said nothing to me. And I haven�t actually spoken to the girl at all. Keep myself to myself, don�t you know.�
�Do you, Mr Filbert? Ah, if only it were as easy to keeps one�s soul as isolated as one�s flesh. But souls are prone to contamination even isolated from flesh. And I fear,� he suggested, inclining his avian head towards Paul, �that our Mr Darling does not practice isolation with your zeal, Mr Filbert.�
Paul edged further away. �I might take a look on the other side,� he said. �For Pinker,� and he moved along the deck.
�Ah yes,� said Pater, seeming to remember why they were steaming around in circles. �Lost, I�m afraid.�
Pater went for�ard so Paul walked towards the stern. He ducked behind a canvas-covered lifeboat but Valentine was no longer there. Mrs Hogarth and Ragna walked by, neither looking out to sea nor talking, and Paul waited until they had gone into the saloon then made his way below again. He was somewhat bemused by Pater�s suggestion that there was something between Valentine and the Andresen girl. They had been sitting next to each other over the lunch table but each time Valentine had tried to start a conversation she seemed to ignore him. In fact, she ignored everyone. But had Valentine been paying her particular attention? Perhaps this kind of work attracted womanisers� Lockhart and Maura Budberg� Arthur Ransome and Trotsky�s secretary. Who knew who else might be at it? Browning had seemed rather taken with Miss Henslowe�
Paul opened his cabin door and found Valentine stretched out on Pinker�s bunk, leafing through the H.G.Wells novel.
�This yours?� he asked looking up as Paul walked in.
�Pinker�s.�
�Oh? Well he won�t need it,� he said, slipping it into his jacket pocket. �I like a good story.�
Paul was about to say he had started it then let it go.
�Pater thinks you�re carrying on with Miss Andresen,� he said instead. �Kept on about the flesh and your soul.�
�It�s a quirk of the religious mind,� Valentine explained. �Can�t keep their minds off the carnal. My father was much the same. Played havoc with my mother�s health.�
�Your father?�
�A vicar. They�re the worst sort for that kind of thing.�
�I�m sorry,� Paul sympathised.
�Water under the bridge, old man. Her own fault. She must have known what he was like when they married. But then she had a religious bent herself so I wouldn�t be surprised if her mind didn�t run along the same lines.�
Paul felt embarrassed listening to Valentine talk about his mother in such a way. He may have often conjectured as to whether his own parents had been married but he had never taken his speculation as far as their bedroom. He washed his face at the basin until his colour had subsided.
�I didn�t have any lunch,� he said, drying his face on a towel.
�No, everyone seemed to lose their appetite,� Valentine agreed. �Never mind. They�ll be ringing for dinner in a few hours. You can wait till then.�
Paul supposed he would have to. It occurred to him that there wasn�t much in the way of regular hours in the spying business. It wouldn�t have suited the chaps he had known in the army. By and large, they�d been pretty keen on having their grub at the allotted time.
There was a knock at the door and Valentine swung his legs off the bunk.
�Who is it?� Paul called.
�The steward, sir.�
Paul opened the door. The steward glanced at Valentine then turned his usual hang-dog expression on Paul.
�The Captain says Mr Pinker�s lost, sir, and that I�m to pack up his bags ready for when we dock tomorrow.�
�I�ll see to it,� Paul said. �I know what was his and what�s mine. You can pick the bags up later.�
�As you like, sir.�
�I�ll give you a hand,� Valentine offered as Paul closed the door behind the steward.
He began rummaging through Pinker�s gear like a buyer at a jumble sale.
�Didn�t have much, did he?� He looked critically at Pinker�s clothes as he sorted through them. He stuffed them haphazardly back into the salesman�s bag and picked up the wallet still lying by Pinker�s pillow. There were some banknotes in it, an invoice or two and some calling cards. Valentine took the money out and folded it into his own pocket.
�For King and Country, old man,� he said when he saw Paul�s expression. �It�s of no use to Pinker anymore and the steward will only take it.� He cast a jaded eye over the rest of Pinker�s possessions. �Well, I�d better get up top and scout out the lie of the land,� he said. �You can finish up here.�
Paul locked the door and sat disconsolately in the chair looking at the mess Valentine had made of Pinker�s belongings. Paul had already been through them once and found nothing of value or interest, so he packed everything away again and stood the bags by the door for the cabin steward to collect. He lay on the top bunk and, in lieu of Pinker�s novel to read, drifted off to sleep. The steward woke him, returning Paul�s laundry. The man left with Pinker�s bags and Paul locked himself in the bathroom along the corridor. He washed and put on a clean shirt and underwear. There was still an hour before dinner but he couldn�t stand the cabin any longer so went up top to the saloon.

�It is my opinion,� the Reverend Pater said at dinner, �he was taken ill and leaned over the rail, losing his balance.�
�Is that how you think it might have happened, Mr Filbert?� Mrs Hogarth enquired, as if his loss was greater than the others. �Such a nice man,� she added.
Paul nodded, lips pursed in the hope his reticence might be taken for British fortitude. As far as he could remember, Mrs Hogarth had done her best to evade Pinker�s conversational gambits. But then, as he had often noticed, death warmed the character of most people in memory.
He had moved up a chair in Pinker�s absence and now found himself sitting at table directly opposite Ragna Andresen. Valentine was late and the Reverend Pater had been faced with the dilemma of whether to occupy the chair between the two women, or stay in his original place on Miss Andresen�s right. Given whichever he chose still left Valentine in a seat next to the object of Pater�s concern, he eventually settled for his original chair between the girl and First Officer Gunnarson.
When sitting down, Pater had cleared his throat loudly, looked pointedly at Valentine�s vacant chair and had suggested they say a prayer for the soul of Pinker. He intoned some words on the subject of God�s mercy, which in Pinker�s instance obviously hadn�t stretched as far as a case of mistaken identity, and had then assured them all of the dead man having attained everlasting life in heaven. A destination, Paul couldn�t help thinking, that for Pinker, had he been given the choice, would have run a poor second to Schleswig-Holstein.
There was a moment�s silence while they waited for Pater to give them the all-clear before a general movement was made towards the napkins.
With the loss of Pinker, Captain Nordvik�s weathered face had dropped closer towards the sombre end of barometric emotion and with slumped shoulders, he had announced: �Care must be taken on deck even in calm weather,� before resuming his wallow in the low of Scandinavian introspection.
At the other end of the table his first officer briefly tried to raise the tempo of the conversation but soon foundered on the shallow reef of his linguistic incompetence. Paul for his part offered no assistance to a seafarer in distress, being more concerned as he was with the prospect of dinner.
Hunger had tuned his expectations to a pitch that would have made even last night�s greasy mutton stew acceptable. The soup, when it finally arrived�� a clear, thin liquid of indeterminate provenance�� represented the only food he had had in twenty-four hours, if one ignored the half-sandwich the cabin steward had brought him earlier. He finished his soup along with two bread rolls before Miss Andresen had barely started hers. He still caught her watching him�� as had Pater who, Paul feared, might now add his name under Valentine�s on his list of dangers to Ragna�s moral health. On the few occasions Paul was able to observe her unnoticed, he found something audacious in her manner towards everyone. She had a habit of staring, of invariably ignoring remarks addressed to her, and, when finding that having to say something was unavoidable, used hardly more than a monosyllable in reply. Just why Pater regarded her as susceptible to Valentine�s blandishments was beyond him; she might look slightly cherubic in a bland north-European way, but Paul suspected that beneath it lay the frigidity of a Danish winter.
Where was Valentine anyway? Given his appetite, Paul thought him an unlikely candidate for missing a meal.
�Is Mr Darling not dining with us?� he enquired generally.
When no one answered he turned to Solokov. The Russians had been in the saloon when he had arrived, still assiduously pouring over their speech to the Petrograd Soviet as if they might be under the delusion that posterity was going to regard it as a Russian Magna Carta.
�Have you seen him since we��, he was about to say since we gave up on Pinker, but caught himself in time, ��resumed our course?�
Solokov lifted his chin towards the door.
�Do not worry, Filbert. We do not lose Darling. He comes now.�
Valentine took his seat apologising for his tardiness.
�Dropped off, don�t you know. All that fresh air.�
Turner placed a bowl of soup in front of him. Valentine ran a spoon through it, asking after the women either side of him while he did so. Paul sat waiting. Now there would be a delay in serving the main course while they waited for Valentine to finish. He seemed to be forever waiting on Valentine.

The prayers for Pinker�s soul and Valentine�s late arrival proved the highlight of dinner. The death cast a pall over the meal and conversation was sporadic. After coffee in the saloon first the women and then Pater said goodnight, followed by Valentine who theatrically stifled a yawn. Paul sat with Korbelov and Solokov for a while but they talked guardedly in Russian between themselves, pausing every time they noticed Paul listening. Finally he made his excuses and returned to his cabin.
Closing the door behind him, he discovered that the lock was broken. He stared at it, trying to get the thing to hold but couldn�t make it work. Something or someone had broken the mechanism. It was deliberate, he was sure. He tried jamming the chair up against the door but that wouldn�t work either as every time he applied the slightest pressure on the door the chair slid across the floor. He sat on it and wondered what to do next.
Had it been done to allow someone access in the night? Who? He had locked the door that afternoon so it could only have happened after he had gone up to dinner. But that meant it could have been anyone. They had all appeared after him except the Russians, and even Solokov left for several minutes after Paul arrived on the pretext of getting more paper from their cabin. Pater and the women had turned up next and Valentine had been later than any of them.
Valentine?
The thought was nonsense. Wasn�t it? But he knew there had to be a spy in Cumming�s organisation, someone who knew exactly what their plans were. Why not Valentine? He was the one who overheard Pinker say he was sleeping in the upper bunk. But he had had all sorts of other opportunities, so why stab Pinker in the middle of the night? And having failed he could have done for Paul after they had tipped Pinker over the side. No one would have been any the wiser. No. Not Valentine, surely. Who then? Whoever it was, he couldn�t risk falling asleep in his bunk with the lock broken. Not if he wanted to survive the night.
He took his revolver from under his pillow and checked the mechanism. Then he looked through the rest of his things for any indication of their having been searched. The greatcoat was untouched, his gold imperials still in the hem, and he carried the letter for the Legion from Masaryk on his person. Everything else looked in order. And why not? After all, if they came in the night and did the job properly this time they�d have hours to search the cabin. He leafed through Pinker�s Baedeker for half an hour or so, then took off his brogues for the sake of stealth and placed the chair facing the door. He turned out the light.
Sitting with the Webley revolver in his hand he would have any intruder silhouetted against the corridor lights as soon as they opened the door. It might take several hours, but Paul was now sure that before the night was out he was going to find out who the agent was that Kell had warned against.

His revolver hitting the floor woke him.
Paul started violently, heart pounding in his chest. He scrambled in the dark to retrieve the gun and fell off the chair. He found the weapon, picked it up and jumped to his feet, holding it towards the door. But everything was silent except for the rumble of the ship�s engines.
Cautiously he opened the door and looked into the corridor. It was empty. He went back inside and turned on his light. He had just fallen asleep, that�s all. He looked at his watch and saw that only three-quarters of an hour had passed since he had turned out the light. How was he going to last all night if he had fallen asleep so soon?
He thought about waking Valentine so that they might keep watch in turns, but began to wonder again if he really could trust him. He decided he would have to do this on his own. If he could get through the night he could get the door repaired in the morning.
Not trusting himself to stay awake in the cabin, he decided he needed to find somewhere else. He laced his shoes on again, slipped into the greatcoat and made his way onto the deck.
The night was moonlit. Scudding cloud ran before the wind. The sea had steadied and the steamer hove gently first one way and then the other with an almost metronomic oscillation. He crept aft, the Webley in hand. Cloud shrouded the moon and he picked his way by the faint illumination of the steamer�s running lights. The deck was black with rain and slippery.
Stopping where the lifeboats hung by their davits, he pushed the tarpaulin aside and tested the feasibility of clambering into one. He was looking for a foothold when he head a cry.
His hand froze on the combing of the lifeboat, foot raised on a stanchion. He peered in the direction from which the noise had come. As cloud drifted clear of the moon, he saw by its sliver light a huddle of clothing lying on the deck. He crept towards it.
The clothing moaned.
Paul knelt down, laying his revolver on the deck. It was Ragna Andresen. Her skirts were rucked up exposing her laced boots and a pair of shapely little ankles. She stirred and he took hold of her by her shoulders and lifted her gently, sliding an arm beneath her neck.
�Miss Andresen,� he said. �Are you all right?�
Ragna Andresen�s eyelids fluttered then her eyes opened wide in alarm.
�Steady,� Paul said. �You must have fainted. Breathe deeply now. Shall I fetch your aunt? What are you doing on deck at this time of night?�
Ragna Andresen sat up, drawing her legs beneath her.
�Do you want to try to stand? Easy now��
She got slowly to her feet and, stepping away from him, kicked Paul�s revolver aside. It clattered along the deck.
Paul stared at her. In her hand she held a small automatic pistol. It was levelled at him.
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�You are Rostov.�
She spoke in English but her voice was flat, each word clipped by a heavy Russian accent. She waved the pistol at him.
�Go to rail,� she ordered.
The moonlight lit her pale face. Her jaw was set firm, her eyes as black as night.
�Rail!� she said again, waving the gun.
Paul scanned the deck for his Webley. He couldn�t see it.
�What do you want? The letter?�
She jabbed the pistol at him. �Move!�
He edged back to the rail.
�Climb.�
�What?� Paul said. �Are you mad? Do you think I�m going to jump overboard?�
She stepped towards him. �I will shoot.�
Paul laughed, the wind snatching the sound away.
�I�ll be dead either way,� he cried. �Why should I jump?�
�Dead,� she agreed.
�I won�t do it,� Paul said adamantly. �You�ll have to shoot me. If you can.�
Ragna Andresen raised the pistol.
�What will you do with my body?� Paul said desperately as he saw she meant to do it.
�You go over side. Dead or alive.�
She extended her arm, aiming.
�Heavy things, dead bodies,� said a voice from the shadows.
She whirled around but the man was behind her. He looped his arms around her, pinning her arms and the gun to her sides.
�Valentine!�
�You�d never pick him up,� Valentine said into Ragna Andresen�s ear. �A little thing like you.�
She struggled, trying to raise the gun. Valentine hugged her closer, squeezing the air from her lungs.
�Valentine�?� she gasped.
�It seems none of us are who we�re supposed to be,� he said to her. Then glancing at Paul: �We didn�t expect a woman, did we?�
Ragna Andresen wriggled, trying to twist the snout of the gun towards Valentine�s legs.
�Take it from her will you, old man, before she does one of us some mischief?�
Paul wrenched the automatic out of her hand. She squealed as her finger caught in the trigger guard.
�What about her aunt?�
�I doubt they�re related, old man,� Valentine said. �I took a look through their cabin earlier but they must carry their papers on them. I did find her gun, though. That�s why I was late for dinner.�
�Bourgeois pig!� the girl croaked.
�I had to leave it loaded, I�m afraid,� he said to Paul, ignoring the insult. �I knew she�d check it before trying for you again and couldn�t risk her tumbling me.� He loosened his grip slightly and she drew a breath.
All very well, Paul thought. Valentine wasn�t the one at the pointed end.
�Where is she anyway?� Valentine asked the girl. �This so-called aunt of yours? Waiting in your cabin until you�ve finished the dirty work? What are you, a Chekist? I suppose she�s your handler. You�re the assassin, aren�t you, my pretty little thing?� He raised a hand and put it around her throat, spanning her delicate neck between thumb and forefingers. She tried to turn her head.
�What�s your name?�
�Ya nye paneemayoo,� Ragna Andresen said in Russian.
�She says she doesn�t understand,� Paul translated without thinking. Valentine threw him a look of forbearance.
�Kak vas zavoot?� Valentine hissed in her ear.
The girl pressed her lips together. Valentine tightened his grip on her throat.
�Vy gavaryoo pa-roosky?� she finally gasped.
�Oh yes, we both speak Russian, my little dyevushka. Tipped your hand, killing Pinker like that.�
�He was in wrong bunk,� she said.
�Ah,� Valentine grinned, �so our little assassin speaks English.�
�When she has a gun in her hand,� Paul added.
�Pig,� she said.
Valentine laughed. �So poor old Pinker was just an unfortunate casualty of the class war,� he said. �Is that it?�
�He was not important.�
�No, I suppose not. Lucky for Rostov, though. But to you and your kind we�re all just pawns in the game, aren�t we?
�Makes no difference,� she said. �They know he comes.�
�Do they? Or are they counting on you to stop him?�
She didn�t reply.
�I wonder how much you really know,� Valentine said.
Valentine lifted her off her feet and carried her to the steamer�s rail. He pushed her against it.
�Do you know why Rostov is going to Russia? Why did you have to kill him?�
Her eyes widened as she stared over the rail into the water. She started to struggle. Valentine turned her around deftly so she faced him. Their lips were an inch apart.
�Rostov killed your man in London. Yurkas.� He was smiling in her face and for a second Paul thought Valentine was going to kiss her. Instead, he bent her back over the rail.
�Valentine�?�
�Don�t worry, old man. All part of the game.�
Ragna Andresen�s toes were scraping the deck as she tried to keep her footing. She kicked at Valentine�s shins.
�Our London office,� Valentine said. �Rostov says you�ve got someone on the inside.�
The girl lifted her chin defiantly.
�Won�t speak?� He pressed her harder against the rail.
�Minya zavoot Oblenskaya,� she said quickly. �Tamara.�
�Wrong answer, old girl,� he laughed. �Your name doesn�t matter. I was only being polite. One does like to know one�s adversary, even if the acquaintance is short-lived.�
�Valentine�� Paul started again.
�One more chance, then,� Valentine said. �How did you know Rostov was coming?�
�I am told what to do only,� she said. �Olga Volokoskaya tells me no more. This is truth.�
�I�m sure you�re right,� Valentine said. �The old girl�s the one I should be talking to.�
Tamara Oblenskaya�s shoulders relaxed, relief half-closing her eyes.
Valentine sighed. �Such a shame. Nothing personal.�
And without another word he lifted her over the rail and dropped her into the dark sea.
An embryonic scream died, swallowed by the steamer�s engine. Paul heard a faint splash as she hit the water then nothing except the wind and the waves. He rushed to the rail, staring down at the water churning white in the wake of the ship�s screw. Then that too was lost in the darkness. He swung back to Valentine.
�You threw her overboard!� he said, voice squeaking. He couldn�t quite believe it had happened.
Valentine glanced over the side. �Nothing for it, old man,� he said equably. �She didn�t know anything and we couldn�t leave her running around to boat, could we? You shouldn�t feel too bad about it. After all, it�s only what she was going to do to you.�
�But she was a woman,� Paul protested.
�Guns don�t come in sexes, old man. Just as lethal no matter who pulls the trigger.� He held out his hand for the girl�s pistol. Paul handed it to him and Valentine examined it. �It�s the one I found in their cabin. German. Oh, by the way.� He reached into his pocket. �Here�s your revolver. I�d try and keep hold of it in future if I were you.�
Paul took his gun.
Valentine regarded him sympathetically. �I know it�s distasteful,� he said, �but these things sometimes have to be done. The greater good and all that sort of thing. You�re not to worry. She�ll be a gonner by now, I should think. You remember what the captain said the other evening. Wouldn�t have suffered. No worries on that score.�
Paul imagined himself over the side, hitting the water, going under� coming up and seeing the lights of the ship fading as it steamed on. Wouldn�t have suffered�?
�Were you following me?�
�Just keeping an eye on you, old man. I saw her standing at your cabin door before dinner. After she�d gone up I had a look and saw the lock was broken. That�s when I took a look around their cabin and found the gun. After dinner I hid in an empty cabin and watched your door. She was about to go inside when she heard a noise. Took off like a startled rabbit. I�m amazed she could move that fast in all those skirts.�
�When was this?�
�Just before you came out.�
�I fell asleep and dropped the gun,� Paul said.
�It�s as well you did. She must have heard you coming up and put on the fainting act. I followed you and hid between the boats.�
�You might have warned me,� Paul said.
�It was time to play the game out, old man. Copenhagen tomorrow, no telling what they might have done.�
�That�s all very well,� Paul complained, �but how are we going to explain her absence?�
�Absence?� Valentine looked at him with amusement. �That�s the ticket. Always find a euphemism if possible. No use dwelling on the more unpleasant aspects of the business. We all do it. You are getting the hang of this, aren�t you.�
�But��
�Point is, old man,� Valentine said cutting him short, �we don�t have to explain anything. That�s up to the old girl and I doubt that she�ll want to make a fuss. Not this close to Copenhagen. If the authorities start making enquiries they might find out who she really is. In fact, I�ll make sure of it.�
�But she�ll have to say something, surely?�
Valentine shrugged. �She can always say the girl went ashore before she did, if anyone asks. Who�s to know?� He yawned. �It�s been quite a night, hasn�t it? Get along to bed, why don�t you? Let me worry about the old girl. Get some sleep.�
But Paul couldn�t sleep. He lay in his bunk eyes open to the blackness all about him. He couldn�t get the picture of Tamara Oblenskaya going over the side out of his head. It played and replayed in front of his sightless eyes long after she herself must have perished. Then, as the hours crawled by and he finally drifted into a fitful half-sleep, the vision transmuted as they will in dreams. He pictured her sitting on the ocean waves, skirts billowing around her as they slowly filled with water pulling her down, that vapid expression she had worn across the dinner table still on her face as she sank.
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The cabin steward woke him again, clattering about with his bucket and his mop, only for Paul to find he had missed breakfast once more.
�The lock on the door�s broken,� the steward said.
�Yes,� Paul said.
He climbed down from the upper bunk. Even with Pinker gone he still couldn�t bring himself to sleep in the lower.
He felt morose and had a bath. There was no rush now. They were to dock at Copenhagen at lunchtime, the steward said. He had finished by the time Paul returned to the cabin and he dressed and went up top. Valentine and the two Russians were in the saloon.
�Good morning, Filbert,� Valentine said brightly.
He looked quite fresh, Paul noted sourly, almost as if he hadn�t been up half the night throwing women over the side.
�Overslept? Missed you at breakfast. Didn�t see the ladies, either. Must be the sea air.�
Paul asked Turner to bring him some coffee. He dropped into a chair, eyeing Valentine surreptitiously and wondering how he could have done such a thing and be so cold-bloodedly cheerful the next morning. If that was the sort of person Cumming wanted, Paul wasn�t interested. Surely C hadn�t seen those sort of qualities in him? Even through two years of war, through the blood and the horror, Paul didn�t think he had ever lost his humanity. It didn�t matter what the other chap did�� the Hun, that is, or in this case the Russian girl�� one had to treat them with some sort of decency. Otherwise one was no better than they were. But then Pinker hadn�t got much in the way of decent treatment, either from the Andresen/Oblenskaya girl or from Valentine and Paul himself, tipping the little man over the side the way they had. In that regard Paul supposed there was some sort of poetic justice in the girl�s fate.
But she had been alive�
�Korbelov here has been telling me all about the new Russia,� Valentine said. �A fairer deal all round for everyone, he says. Democratic, where everyone gets their say. Isn�t that right, Korbelov?�
�This is how it will be,� agreed Korbelov. �All men will have a say in who represents them in the new Soviets.�
�What about women?� Valentine asked, deliberately it seemed to Paul. �Do they get a vote too?�
�Women? Of course.�
�All,� said Solokov, �all will have rights in new Russia. Except nobles and landowners� and industrialists and bourgeois��
�And the tsarist bureaucrats and their lackeys,� agreed Korbelov.
�And rich peasants,� added Solokov. �Bloodsuckers��
�But fairer all round,� Valentine said.
�A just society,� said Korbelov.
�For all who agree,� added Solokov.
Valentine rubbed his hands together expectantly. �I can�t wait.�

They steamed into Copenhagen that afternoon. Paul consulted the map of Denmark in Pinker�s Baedeker. He looked closely at the thin neck of Schleswig-Holstein supporting the bowed Danish head and her myriad of islands that seemed to fall from her hair. He found Copenhagen to the extreme east of Sjalland Island. Coming out of the Kattegat they entered Ore Sund as they approached the city. Steaming alongside the east mole, he looked for the Citadel of Frederikshaven but there was nothing to see except some redbrick building on a prominence. There were yachts berthed by the Langeliene and a harbour where pleasure steamers were moored. Then they reached the Toldbod where they were to dock and he leaned on the rail while the steamer manoeuvred into place. Ropes were secured and the gangway lowered. Two men came aboard and were met by the first officer who took them up to the bridge. Then crewmen began carrying up boxes of stores and Paul saw Pinker�s bags going the other way. He watched as they were loaded onto a trolley and wheeled away. Shortly after, two crewmen struggled down the gangway with more cases, followed by Mrs Hogarth�� or Olga Volokoskaya, as he supposed he should think of her. On the quayside, she paused to look up to where he was standing. He imagined for a second that she might wave goodbye but she simply stared at him before following her luggage into the customs shed. Looking in that direction Paul suddenly caught sight of Valentine standing in a doorway. He seemed to be watching Volokoskaya.
�I have been looking for Miss Andresen,� the Reverend Pater announced, appearing abruptly at Paul�s side. �I wanted to say my farewells.�
�You didn�t see her earlier?� Paul asked, finding how easy it had become to lie to some people.
�I especially took breakfast in order to say goodbye.�
�Perhaps she was busy packing,� Paul suggested.
�Did you see her?�
�I think she�s already left the ship.�
�I saw Mrs Hogarth,� Pater went on. �The woman seemed a little agitated.�
�Oh?�
�And where is Mr Darling?�
Paul pointed to the sheds. �Down there.�
Pater peered at him as if short-sighted. �I thought he was on board until Helsingfors.�
�I believe you�re right.�
�Will you go ashore?� Pater asked.
�I don�t think so,� Paul said. �We�re here only a few hours. I�ll probably stay aboard.�
�Do you think we will be asked about poor Mr Pinker?�
�I should think the captain will deal with all that,� Paul said.
Pater stood looking at the quay for a moment longer before announcing it was time for matins.
�Oh?� said Paul, wondering if the man had all the accoutrements of his liturgy strung around the cabin ready for the appropriate service.
Pater pointed towards a tall church spire rising to the left of the Citadel.
�The English Church,� he said. �Perhaps you would care to join me?�
Paul made his excuses, saying he was a Methodist, then wished he hadn�t. Pater was the kind of man who would probably make a point of testing him on his non-conformity.
After the reverend had gone Paul looked back at the quay but Valentine had disappeared. Olga Volokoskaya had gone, too. He watched the dockside activities for a few more minutes then, bored, went back to the saloon for tea. There was no one else there but he saw some newspapers had been left on the table. He flipped through them but being in either Danish or Norwegian could make neither head nor tail of anything. He went back to the old copy of The Times, now so well-thumbed the print was smudged. Re-reading the account of the tsar�s death and the progress of the Czechoslovak Legion, he found, was like scratching at an old insect bite�� giving temporary relief while knowing it could only worsen the irritation.
Had it not been for Valentine, he might have been tempted to jump ship and make his way back to England. He didn�t see what he could accomplish in Russia. He�d be of far more use back at the front. But he supposed Valentine would blow the whistle on him if he did and, technically, it would be regarded as desertion. And they had a habit of shooting chaps for that. So he had another cup of tea and waited for Valentine to return. A couple of hours later, though, when the steamer�s whistle gave a loud blast and Valentine still hadn�t come back, Paul went outside again and watched as the companionway was hauled up and secured. The engines began to turn and the men on the dock started freeing the ropes that secured the steamer.

�Darling?� the Reverend Pater repeated in answer to Paul�s enquiry. �No, he�s not in our cabin.�
Nordvik sat up suddenly.
�Mr Darling? Not in his cabin?�
�Not since we got underweigh,� Pater said.
Pater was now sitting on Nordvik�s right. They were having dinner. There were only six of them present.
Nordvik exchanged a worried glance with his first officer, as if mutely enquiring as to the odds of losing two passengers on one voyage.
�I saw him get off,� Korbelov said.
�Yes,� said Paul. �I saw him on the quay. But he�s going on to Helsingfors, isn�t he? Didn�t anyone see him get back on board?�
�Taking up diplomatic post,� said Solokov.
�Yes. That�s what he told me,� Paul said. �But surely he came back�?�
Pater put his spoon down. �Miss Andresen left the ship most precipitously,� he said.
Nordvik relaxed. The first officer looked bemused.
�What is your meaning?� Solokov asked.
�I mean, sir,� Pater said, �that I believe he and Miss Andresen formed an attachment.�
Nordvik shrugged lugubriously. �He has run after her.�
Paul looked from one to the other.
�She spoke good Russian for a Dane,� Korbelov observed.
�She spoke good Russian for Russian,� Solokov added dryly.
�It gives me no pleasure to be proved correct,� Pater said to Paul, his expression suggesting the contrary.
�No, you�re wrong,� Paul persisted, almost tempted to wipe the smugness off Pater�s face by telling him just how precipitously Miss Andresen had left the ship. But that was hardly going to help. It was beginning to dawn on him exactly what Valentine�s absence meant. How was he going to get ashore at Helsingfors without Valentine? The Germans controlled the port. How was he going to get across the Russian border to Petrograd, if he did get ashore? What did Valentine think he was playing at?
Panic rose in his throat. He swallowed it back.
�Mr Filbert?� Nordvik asked, �are you feeling quite well?�
�Quite well, Captain. I�ve just lost my appetite, that�s all.�
He sat through the rest of dinner picking at his food. Later he accompanied Pater below.
�I was wondering,� Paul said reaching Pater�s cabin, �if Darling took his bags when he got off? I mean, if he did, he would have meant to get off, do you see?�
�Oh, he never had much,� Pater said, opening the door. �Only a portmanteau. He told me he preferred to travel light.�
�And he took it?�
Pater turned on the light, vaguely shaking his head as if he could hardly be expected to account for another man�s luggage.
�That�s his case,� he said, gesturing to a portmanteau lying on the upper bunk. �However, there is no wallet or other papers belonging to Mr Darling, so perhaps he did not leave without funds. Naturally I have not looked inside the portmanteau.�
�Naturally,� Paul said. He saw Pinker�s H.G.Wells novel lying on the pillow. �I lent him that. Do you mind if I have it back?�
Pater looked at the book with distaste.
�By all means,� he said. �It�s absence will be a relief. Mister Wells holds views I do not share. To be honest, the absence of Mr Darling will be a relief, as well. Not that he was ever here. I have never known a man sleep less. Unless, of course, he slept elsewhere��
Paul went back to his own cabin. The lock on his door had been repaired and he made sure it was secure before going to bed. No other passengers had boarded the steamer at Copenhagen so he assumed that the Cheka had not sneaked a replacement for Tamara Oblenskaya onto the ship. He put his revolver beneath his pillow nevertheless, and resolved to make a thorough search of the ship in the morning. And then�
God only knew what then.

PART THREE
The Ghost in the Attic
� August 30th 1918 �
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He couldn�t be sure if the stench in his nostrils was coming off the peasant beside him or off the rags they had made him wear.
�Half a verst,� the old man grunted, pulling hard on the pony�s bridle. The cart stopped. The peasant waved a callused paw along the track.
Paul looked where the narrow cart track rounded a bend. In the birch forest, as far as he could see, the bend looked identical to a dozen others they had already rounded.
The man climbed down from the cart. He pulled at his smock then began to urinate. He turned and gave Paul a toothless grin.
Paul had been on the cart with the grizzled peasant for the best part of an hour and at the rate they were moving he could have walked it faster. Dressed in a reeking smock and rough serge trousers, the man�s clothes smelled as if they hadn�t been washed for a year. As did the clothes Paul had been given. They were little more than rags, coarse cloth so tattered it was difficult to see how they held together. Worse was the noxious fur jacket they had made him wear. Marginally less mangy than the pony pulling the cart, it possessed a stench he was sure he was never going to get out of his nostrils. He suspected its last owner had died in it. But he was posing as a carter�s assistant�� at least until they reached the river�� and they had insisted he look the part. There was no question at all about the fact he smelled it.
The carter was an Ingrian Finn who could speak a bit of Russian�� �kopec Russian�, as it was known in that region�� although it seemed to be a bit that Paul didn�t know. He supposed it to be a dialect he was unfamiliar with. Some of the Rostov family servants, he remembered, had spoken a coarse tongue, although it had been nothing like the language the carter used. Trying to talk in Finnish was a dead end, of course. He might have been in the country for three weeks but the language was still a mystery to him.
Once it became obvious that they had trouble communicating, the old man had begun speaking slowly as if Paul were an idiot. Then he had raised his voice as if sheer volume would make him intelligible. For most of the last half-hour they had ridden in silence.
It had still been dark when they had anchored off Helsingfors. Unable to sleep, Paul had stood at the rail until dawn had begun to streak the inky sea to a gunmetal blue. As light grew the dark bulk of Sveaborg had loomed over the stern, a group of islands on which the Russian navy had had a fortress. The Russians were gone now, he supposed, but it looked no less forbidding for that. To port, islands sat like humped elephants on the water. Ahead, the Finnish mainland began to rise out of the shadowed sea.
The deck shuddered as the engines began grinding into life. The morning air was shattered by the grating clank of the anchor chain.
From the rail he watched as they steamed into the S�drahamnen, the more southerly of Helsingfors� two harbours. As the dock approached the small smudged shadows on the granite quays resolved into figures with guns and helmets and German uniforms. Paul stepped back and made his way down to his cabin.
To his surprise he found Turner, the dining room steward waiting for him. A look of relief passed over the man�s pitted face like a fleeting shadow. He began loosening the cord of a seaman�s kitbag at his feet.
�Get into these, would you sir?� he said, pulling clothing out of the bag. �They�ll be coming aboard shortly.�
He waited for a second as Paul stared at him then shook the clothes like a bullfighter trying to provoke a charge.
�Quickly sir, if you please. You won�t get past the German authorities dressed as you are.�
�They come aboard?�
Turner pushed the clothes at him. �It�s a routine check, Captain Ross, that�s all. Mostly they go down to the galley and steal food.�
Paul held the bundle of clothing in his arms like an unwanted baby.
�You know who I am?�
�Yes sir. Now let�s be smart about it, if you would.�
Paul huffed with exasperation. He had spent the past forty-odd hours since Copenhagen worrying how he was going to get off the ship, and now here was the steward giving him the hurry-up.
�Why the devil didn�t you say earlier?�
Turner touched a finger to the side of his nose.
�Need to know, sir, as C would say.�
Paul muttered under his breath. He had needed to know. Then another thought struck him and he eyed Turner suspiciously.
�How do you know they steal food? I thought this was the first boat to Finland since the start of the war?�
Turner passed him a sailors� reefer jacket.
�I�ve been on the Copenhagen to Helsingfors run for several months. Now, please, we don�t have much time. London asked me to keep and eye on you if Mr Hart was� detained.�
�Hart.�
�I suppose they sowed money into the greatcoat again?� Turner�s tone matched Paul�s in exasperation. �It�s always the same. They don�t seem to understand. Would you mind?�
He lifted the coat off the peg where it hung behind the cabin door, pulled a knife from his pocket and began slitting the seam. A moment later he pulled a linen belt containing the gold imperials out.
�Wrap them up in a shirt and put them in the bottom of the kitbag, sir. Change of clothes on top and anything else you think you�ll need.�
Turner hung the coat back on its peg, looking deflated now with drooping military shoulders and a dangling hem.
�They�d spot it as army straight away. I�ve told Mr Hart to tell London but�� he shook his head as if it was wasted breath.
�You know Mr Valentine then?�
�Valentine? You mean, Mr Hart, sir. Oh yes, me and Mr Hart have worked together before.�
�Why did he miss the boat at Copenhagen? Was he arrested?�
Turner seemed to find the thought amusing.
�They�d have to get up early to catch Mr Hart, that�s a fact. He thought it best to make sure of the old girl. Couldn�t risk her telegraphing ahead.�
�You mean Mrs Hogarth?�
�Her real name�s Olga Volokoskaya. Now, if you wouldn�t mind, sir? Get out of those things and into these. You�ll need your money and the papers London gave you.� He pulled a seaman�s cap out of his back pocket. �And put this on. You�re a Russian stoker and your name�s Kutznesov. He�s presently indisposed, so to speak, and here�s his papers.� He passed some crumpled paper to Paul who had begun to get out of his clothes. �The picture isn�t much of a likeness but they never bother with the crew much, not when there�s passengers to bully.�
Not disposed to be bullied by some port-loafing German who by rights should have been at the front, Paul did as he was told without further argument. Dressed, he stuffed a few essential items into the kitbag then followed Turner down into the bowels of the steamer with the wide lapels of the reefer jacket turned high on his neck and his cap pulled low on his head. The muted voices of stevedores unloading the boat came from somewhere in the holds while he waited as Turner collected his own belongings then passed through a door and fell in with the rest of the crew. Over his shoulder he saw several German troops coming along the corridor. He hurried after Turner as they climbed up onto deck and down the gangway.
On the quay he saw Korbelov and Solokov waiting while a pair of German soldiers examined their luggage. Turner took Paul�s arm and steered him towards a gate where a bored-looking official was waving the crew through.
�Those two Russians will be lucky if they make it to a detention camp,� Turner said. �The sauerkrauts and the White Finns have got a habit of shooting Reds out of hand around here.�
Paul stood nervously while the man on the gate gave his papers a cursory glance and then, to his amazement, they were walking out of the port and into what looked like a marketplace.
�They call this the Salu-Torg,� Turner said. He nodded towards an unpretentious three-storey building in the corner of the market square. �That�s the Imperial Palace, believe it or not. Doesn�t look much, does it?�
They crossed the wide norra esplanadgalen out of the square and turned east towards the canal that connected the north and south harbours. Near a bridge, crossing the canal onto Skatudden, Turner ducked into a narrow street and stopped at the door of a shabby building.
�You�ll be here for a day or two, sir,� he said as he opened the door.
Inside, Turner had a hurried conversation with an old harridan who kept throwing suspicious glances towards Paul while they talked. Then she led them upstairs to a cramped room with a damp-stained ceiling and a lumpy bed. Paul dropped the kitbag on the bed and gave Turner some of his Finnish marks for the woman, then sat down. Turner ushered the old woman out the door then crossed to the window and parted a tattered curtain. He peered into the street below.
�You�ll be all right here but stay in the room if you would. It�s best if you keep out of sight, what with the Hun being here.�
�Is there still any fighting?� Paul asked. He lit two cigarettes and passed one to Turner.
�Not since the spring,� Turner said. �What�ll happen once the Hun leaves though is anyone�s guess.�
�Was it bad?�
Turner exhaled smoke into the already fusty air.
�Not as bad as what you�ve seen, I don�t suppose, sir, but bad enough. It had been sort of simmering for a while although nothing really serious till November when the Bolsheviks took power in Russia. There�d been strikes and skirmishes between the Reds and the Whites before then and a few men got themselves killed, but the real fighting didn�t start until the end of last January.�
He crossed to the door and put an ear to it as if he suspected someone might be listening, then smiled at Paul and shook his head.
�The Reds took Helsingfors and held most of the south of the country for a while. They were workers�� working class, that is. The Whites are middle-class�� farmers and businessmen and the like. They got pushed north, out of the industrial centres like Tampere. There were a lot of political murders when the Reds took over and that cost them a lot of their ordinary support.�
�I thought the Whites were supposed to be just as bad,� Paul said.
�Yes sir, but that was later. When the Reds took the south, General Mannerheim was put in charge of the White army. He�d been a general under the tsar, you see, and knew what he was about. He started giving the Reds what-for.�
�Weren�t there Russian troops here?�
�Some army detachments, yes. About forty-thousand, I believe, but after the Bolsheviks signed the treaty with the Hun in March they were withdrawn.�
�Even though the Germans were here?�
�Well it was just the Jaegers at first.�
�Who are the Jaegers?�
�The younger middle-class men mostly. The ones who had been pushing for Finnish independence. When the war started they sympathised with Germany, being Russia�s enemy, and were obliged to leave the country. They went to Germany, got trained and started coming back last winter. Good fighting men they are too.� Turner pulled on his cigarette. �Jaeger��s sauerkraut for �hunter� and that�s just about what they did to the Reds when they came back. After General Mannerheim took Tampere the Germans sent in their Baltic division along the coast. That would have been about the middle of April. They took Helsingfors back double-quick and cleared the Reds right out. By the middle of May it was over. Most of the Red leaders managed to get back to Russia, but that�s what leaders always do, isn�t it? Leave the poor bloody infantry to fend for themselves. Not that they had much opportunity to do that. After the Red terror earlier in the year the Whites took it as carte blanche to do the same to them. Far more Reds were killed than Whites although the bulk of the prisoners taken were put in camps. Only they didn�t have the food for them so a lot starved to death. The rest they tried for treason. They executed a couple of hundred.�
�And that�s who�s in charge now, is it, these Jaegers, the Whites?�
�That�s right, sir. Them and the Hun.�
�So who is it helping us?�
�Well,� Turner said, screwing up his pock-marked face as if the matter might still be open to conjecture. �A faction of the White nationalists, I suppose. It�s not so much a case of �my enemy�s enemy is my friend� as a case of �my friend�s enemy isn�t necessarily my enemy�, if you see what I mean.�
Paul wasn�t at all sure that he did.
Turner grinned. �As far as they�re concerned,� he went on, �you�re attached to the Allied landings in Murmansk but, having said that, not all of them would be pleased to find out exactly what we�re doing. There�s a lot of people here with their own agenda, so to speak, so I�d keep it under your hat if I were you.�
Since Paul still wasn�t entirely sure what he was doing himself, he didn�t think that would be too much of a problem.
�But can we trust them?� he asked.
�You�re anti-Bolshevik and that seems to be good enough for them at the moment. Beyond that, who you are and why you�re going to Petrograd, is none of their business.�
�Need to know,� Paul said.
�You got it, sir.�
�So how am I to cross the border? How far is it?�
�Oh a long way from here, down in the Karelien Isthmus. Nothing�s really been settled about it yet. They set up the Republic of North Ingria there after the Bolsheviks took power, most of the population down there being Ingrian Finns. Ever since the Bolsheviks recognised Finnish independence at the end of last year the border�s been on the River Sestra, or the Rajajoki as the Finns call it.�
�How far�s that?�
�About two-hundred and fifty miles. Petrograd is only fifteen miles beyond the new border now.�
�How do I get there?�
�Train, sir. The railway line�s closed at the border so the plan is to get you as close as possible by train and then make other arrangements.�
�What other arrangements?�
�That�ll be up to the Finns, sir. There�s always been a lot of smuggling round there with the Ingrian population so they�ll know ways across.�
Paul wasn�t sure he liked the sound of that. What with the Finns now being allied to the Germans he worried he might have some retail value himself. But Turner seemed unperturbed by the prospect.
�There was always some sort of border post at Byelo-�strov, that�s the station on what�s now the Russian side of the Sestra, but the customs posts always depended on which way you were travelling. Coming north it used to be Terijoki. If the main line�s closed there�s always the branch line that runs along the coast from Sestroryetzk down into Petrograd. To pick that up, though, you�d have to cross the swamp around Sestror Lake. The river doesn�t actually flow into the Gulf of Finland anymore since they built a dam and a reservoir for water for the munitions factory at Sestroryetzk. There�s a canal that takes the overflow into the gulf. The main border, though, is the railway bridge that crosses the Sestra further up-river.�
Listening to Turner, Paul had become aware that the name Terijoki sounded familiar, but at that moment he was unable to place it.
�I�ve been down there with Mr Hart,� Turner went on, �and it�s a bleak old place, I don�t mind telling you. There�s always been a problem with smugglers in the area and now on top of it you�ve got the Finns worrying about the Bolsheviks, and the Bolsheviks worrying about Whites. And all of them on the lookout for spies. Everyone�s a bit jumpy. No need to worry though,� Turner nodded confidently, no doubt noticing the expression on Paul�s face. �You�ll be all right. They�ll get you across.� He gave him a wink.
Paul hoped Turner was right.
�They�ll be fixing you up with some papers. Finnish ones to get you to the border and some Russian papers once you�re across. What with all the prisoners they took, some sort of Russian identity for you shouldn�t be a problem.�
�You won�t be coming with me?�
�No sir. I�ll have to get the stoker�s papers back to the ship, otherwise he�ll be waking up and raising Cain and we don�t want that, do we?�
Paul supposed they didn�t.
Turner dropped his cigarette butt on the floor and ground it out with the toe of his shoe.
�I told the old woman to bring up a meal later to tide you over until the Finns come.�
�Couldn�t ask her to bring up a bottle of something to drink, too, could you?� Paul asked.
�Sorry sir, this is a temperance hotel. You�ll have to forgo the hard stuff.�
�This is an hotel? It looks more like a doss-house.�
�And they�re devils for principle here,� Turner went on as if he hadn�t heard. �You can only get a drink if you�re eating and I�m afraid then it�ll be beer.� He gave Paul a sympathetic look and stuck out his hand. �Good luck to you, sir.�
Paul took the man�s hand and a moment later was alone.
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What was that saying he had once heard:
Be careful what you wish for?
How many times since leaving London had he wished to be alone with time to collect his thoughts. After Yarmouth and Hull and on the steamer, there had always been people around, and not just ordinary people either but people he was warned to be wary of.
Well, he had finally got his wish. For three weeks after the door closed on Turner he had found himself alone, kicking his heels in a variety of rooms around Helsingfors.
He had not had to stay in the boarding house long. He was woken early the next morning by two Finns dressed in city clothes that in London would have marked them down as clerks. They shook hands formally, the taller of the two, a blond of around thirty, introducing himself as Antero Berglund. With his watery blue eyes and long nose there was a bleakness about him that reminded Paul of Turner�s description of the borderland in the Karelian Isthmus.
When Paul muttered, �How d�you do�, to Berglund in English, the Finn had waved a stern finger at him and said �nye Angleesky� in Russian, twisting his face into a grimace as if the language left a bad taste in his mouth. The other Finn, dark, short and stockier and in every way Berglund�s antithesis, was named Jalonen. He spoke only Finnish but made up for the fact by smiling at Paul a lot, at least conveying the impression that he was pleased to make his acquaintance.
They brought him some Finnish papers and a change of clothes, indicating his new identity wouldn�t pass muster in the hands of someone dressed as a sailor. The smudged photograph might have been of anyone, and Paul only managed to memorise his new name, Ky�sti Riihij�rvi, through repeated locution following Jalonen�s example. Of the rest of the umlaut-peppered papers he could make neither head nor tail. Paul didn�t for a minute suppose a facility to repeat the name would impress any Hun who might demand to see his papers, since that was all he could say, and he began to wonder if he might get by pretending to be a deaf mute.
Before leaving the boarding house the Finns examined the few things he had brought off the steamer. Muttering in Finnish to each other they discarded most of them.
�Opasny,� Berglund said over his shoulder in Russian.
�Dangerous�, Paul supposed he meant; at least, items dangerous to be found carrying.
Opasny seemed to take in anything not obviously of Finnish origin. His English brogues were discarded�� too bourgeois�� but they allowed him to keep the boots he had taken from Pinker. The Northampton company, obviously deciding it commercially advisable not to rub the German noses in defeat, had neglected to stamp �made in England� on the soles. The Finns did confiscated Paul�s razor, though, Berglund telling him to grow a beard.
After leaving the boarding house they crossed the bridge onto Skatudden, the island between Helsingfors� two harbours. Paul was lodged in a modern apartment building that had large windows looking north-west towards the white roofs and gilded domes of the Cathedral of the Assumption. It was a fine view, but one that began to pall after a week. The flat was comfortable enough, with its own small kitchen which the Finns had thoughtfully stocked. Being ignorant of how to cook and only resorting to the attempt when it became obvious that no one was coming to do it for him, Paul effectively ruined most of the food they had left for him. He subsisted on fried bread and over-boiled vegetables. Bad enough, though the worst thing he found was the lack of anything to occupy his time. The flat had the air of never having actually been lived in, housing no personal belongings of any sort. He soon discovered that there was little for him to do but stare out of the window at the cathedral and munch his fried bread. For several days he saw little of Berglund and Jalonen and to his request for some sort of reading matter�� Russian preferably, to improve his language skills�� Berglund merely replied that they would soon be moving him on. Not to the border unfortunately, Berglund explained, as there had been a delay. Despite Turner�s optimism there was a hitch in procuring suitable Russian papers for him.
Instead Paul was moved across the city, past the Swedish Theatre to a house on Alexandersgata. Here he was housed in a room high in an old wooden house where through thin walls he could hear sounds of muted but unintelligible conversation. One improvement was that he had his meals brought up to him by a plumply pretty servant girl who giggled at his attempts to communicate. Here he finally came across a volume of Dumas in French. It demonstrated to him how lamentable was the gap between his knowledge of spoken French and that of the written. Unlike many aristocratic families, the Rostovs, (no doubt betraying their peasant origins) had spoken either Russian at home or English�� in deference to the habits of the Imperial family. A series of tutors had attempted to teach him French�� the language of most of Russia�s noble families�� and while he had usually managed to stagger through orally, he had never got a handle on French grammar. His spoken French had served him well while in France, but with no dictionary to hand in his room at the top of the house, the Dumas took on the air of some interminably, but invisibly, censored letter; educated guesses took the place of knowledge and subtlety was lost along with most of the gist. Any hope that one of the clerks might read French was soon dashed and he finally gave up Dumas in favour of spending the better part of each day with a dog-eared pack of playing cards he found in a drawer, playing patience until he finally exhausted his own.
Boredom apart, what he found most unendurable was the lack of reliable information. There was little news of any sort and none, more particularly, of events on the western front. Sporadic news from Russia occasionally penetrated his seclusion and most of that was depressing. Things were bad, he was told. Crossing the border was becoming more difficult each day (another reason, he argued to get moving instead of kicking his heels). Conditions in Petrograd had deteriorated to the point where anyone who could was leaving, and those who couldn�t went hungry. The Bolsheviks, he was warned, were cracking down hard on dissenters and spies. How much of this was propaganda, the smug self-satisfaction of a people who had thrown off the Russian yoke, was something he could only guess.
By the end of the second week he began to consider taking his chances without identification. The four walls of his room had become a prison and even a firing squad seemed an option worthy of consideration. He might just make it, he would tell himself in optimistic moments; he was not short of money, still had Finnish marks and plenty of roubles, as well as the gold imperials he now wore in an irritating cotton belt next to his skin. He would have been happier had he had a weapon, but the Finns had taken his service Webley away as soon as they had seen it. Opasny�� wrong manufacture, Berglund had insisted. Paul�s repeated requests for a replacement, something Russian perhaps as that was where he was going, were always patronisingly countered by the assurance that he would be safer if he wasn�t armed.
Safer for whom, Paul couldn�t help wondering.
After the modern flat and the room in Alexandersgata, he was moved to the Brunnsparken, a park to the south of the city, and ensconced in a comfortable villa with the non-Russian-speaking Jalonen for company. They rode there on the electric tram and�� to Paul�s delight�� walked through the park for an hour and even visited a picture gallery. Jalonen also thought to bring a Russian novel with him, Dostoyevsky�s The Brothers Karamazov. That it was the second book of a two-volume edition rather spoiled the gift and he still lacked a dictionary but, as he kept telling himself, it would be good practice with a language he had not spoken for over ten years. The odd conversation with his mother, whenever she had got a bee in her bonnet about exercising her spoken Russian, he decided did not count. And the deeper he got into Karamazov, the more he was able to understand. Until he began foundering on Dostoyevsky�s penchant for metaphysics. In the end it came as a relief when Berglund turned up one morning and told him to pack his belongings. They had his new Russian papers and were taking the train east that night for the border.
The difficulty, Berglund said, had been in obtaining the correct identification. Paul would not wish to be picked up by the Germans with unsuitable papers, would he? Of course not. The photograph had been the problem. Having a photographer take a new a likeness for incorporation into existing papers was unfeasible, Berglund insisted. It had to do with Bolshevik stamps. The Finns had had no choice but search through the papers of Russian nationals who had come to support the Finnish Red Guards. They needed someone who resembled Paul. The original owner, of course, no longer had need of identification papers.
Because he was dead? Paul was left to infer as much. For him the identification papers had thrown up new questions, to most of which he didn�t care to know the answers. How was it, for instance, his minders had access to the papers of so many dead Russians?
Paul preferred not to ask. Instead he busied himself preparing for the journey. It didn�t take long. Having been made to abandon everything he had brought off the steamer, all he possessed now was a knapsack and a change of clothes. He stuffed the one into the other and signalled his readiness to leave. In his rush he even forgot his Dostoyevsky.

They rode the electric tram to railway square and the Bang�rden on the north side of the city. The night express stood hissing as if eager to depart. Some German soldiers idled around the ticket office and Paul hung back as Berglund relieved him of Finnish marks for the train tickets.
�We take a first-class sleeping car, I think,� he said to Paul in Russian, whispering to keep his voice down and holding out his hand for the money. �We need tickets and supplements and you have to buy bed tickets also. I think you must agree it correct you pay.�
Paul, thinking for no particular reason that the Russian language wasn�t suited for whispering, offered the Finn a fistful of marks. Berglund took two hundred, returning a few minutes later with the tickets and a solitary coin that he placed in Paul�s palm.
�It is very expensive now since the war,� Berglund explained with a frown.
Paul followed Berglund and Jalonen along the platform, a porter wheeling their luggage beside them down the line of green and blue carriages of the night express. They stopped at one of the blue first-class carriages and Berglund handed their tickets to the guard who showed them to their compartment.
They were still stowing their bags when the whistle blew, reminding Paul fleetingly of the day he had left London. The train started with a lurch and steamed out of the station, north across the causeway over the Gulf of T�l� and through the Djurgården. Paul looked out the window at the park, silvery in the moonlight.
Once settled, Berglund reached inside his pocket and pulled out a map, spreading it on the small table beneath the window.
�It is three hundred kilometres to Viipuri,� he said, making a point of employing the Finnish, not the Russian, version of Vyborg�s name. He ran a finger along the railway line from their starting point in Helsingfors. We take seven, perhaps eight hours.�
Paul followed the finger as the line travelled north before turning east inland through Konvola and across the Kymmene River to Luum�ki and Vyborg.
�From Vyborg we go here, to Terijoki,� said Berglund, indicating a town on the coast of the Gulf of Finland. �The border is no more than twenty kilometres further east, on the Rajajoki River. Here near the station of Byelo-�strov on the Russian side.�
Paul looked at where Byelo-�strov station was marked on the map, to the east and slightly inland. Seeing Terijoki, it came to him why the name had sounded familiar. There had been a small summer resort there a few miles outside the town that they had used to go to as children. It had been a watering-place favoured by the English residents of St Petersburg, his mother had told him. Paul could remember climbing aboard the train at the Finland Station as a boy, porters following with their bags. He had been excited at the prospect of a week�s holiday at the seaside.
�Tch�rnaya Ryetchka,� he said as the name of the resort came back to him. He looked at the map to see if the small town was marked. It wasn�t. The two Finns turned to him expectantly. �Nothing,� he said. �It wasn�t anything.�
The carriage provodnik knocked on the compartment door bringing their bedding and the tall Finn hurriedly folded the map away. They stood in the corridor while the attendant made up their beds then the Finns changed into their night clothes. Paul didn�t have any; he had been sleeping in his underwear since leaving the steamer and was now acutely conscious of the fact. Rather than undress he just loosened what he was wearing, took off Pinker�s boots and, ignoring the look on Berglund�s face, climbed into one of the upper bunks.
He was finally on his way, he thought as he closed his eyes. The weeks of inactivity had worn smooth the sharp edges of his apprehension and, almost despite himself, in a few minutes the rocking of the carriage sent him to sleep. He didn�t stir until a shaft of sunlight falling on his face through the crack in the blind woke him.
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Paul had grown accustomed to the few scant hours of darkness in northern latitudes in summer; used to going to bed in full daylight and waking up again in the same hours later. It was still early. He lay for a few minutes, listening to the steady breathing of his companions then jumped down from the bunk, raised the blind and looked out on a bright landscape of trees and water. In the lower bunk, Jalonen the younger Finn, stirred and squinted up at him. Paul nodded �good morning� to him, put his boots on and walked down the corridor to the lavatory, bracing himself against the motion of the train.
Pulling into Vyborg, Paul saw little beyond the water that surrounded the town except for a castle on a hill. They were to change at Jernv�gs Station and, while Jalonen made enquiries concerning trains for the border, Paul looked out for the ubiquitous Hun. They were standing in knots on the station concourse and by the exit, but seemed indifferent to the people milling around them. It was a safe billet for them, he supposed, a long way from the front with little to concern them now the civil war was over except for a few fugitive Reds. With the Bolsheviks worried about their own survival, Russia posed no threat to Finland and yet Paul would have thought there must be some anxiety in the German High Command over the Allied landings in Murmansk. It was a curious situation, with the Hun having signed a truce with the Bolsheviks while actively supporting the White Finns against them, who, in turn, now looked to the Allies�� the Germans� main enemy�� to clear out their foe, the Bolsheviks. He couldn�t see that his presence would materially affect any of this, or, despite the fact the Cheka had tried to stop him, why anyone could ever think it would. Still that was Brass for you, he supposed, stumbling from one blunder to the next as far as he could ever see. And the chances were it was more to do with what Cumming had said�� that Paul was there to maintain a presence with the Czech Legion to counter-balance the French influence, rather than any hope he might make a difference. Just another case of how often one disliked one�s allies more than one disliked the enemy.
Jalonen returned and, after a brief huddled conversation with Berglund, Paul was relieved of more money for tickets.
�The border is closed as we thought,� Berglund said. �It is only twenty kilometres from Petersburg and before the war the tsar wished to make the whole area as far as Terijoki a province of his capital.� He gave Paul a wintry smile. �Now things remain as before. We should perhaps thank the Bolsheviks for that at least.�
�How close can we get?� Paul asked.
�The train will operate to the border on Finnish side for military purposes only. There are three stops after Terijoki before the border that used to serve the summer houses of the Russians from Petersburg. We will go as far as the station at Ollila. It is not far from there to the Rajajoki River.�
�Are there still Russians there?�
Berglund�s long nose wrinkled. �The Bolsheviks occupied Terijoki in January. They murdered many people but we regained the town. There are no Russians there now.�
�And the summer houses?� Paul asked, thinking of the holidays he had spent there.
�Perhaps we Finns will spend our summers there now.�
�What about Germans. Do they have troops at the border?
�It is a Finnish border,� Berglund said, as if the idea of Germans manning it was an affront. �We do not need Germans. We are very vigilant. There are many spies trying to cross.�
Paul raised an eyebrow but the irony of Berglund�s own remark seemed lost on the Finn.
�What about trains on the other side?�
�We cannot say if the trains still run. But there will be Bolsheviks at Byelo-�strov, of course. It is only a station, however. The village is a few kilometres to the north of the line and the peasants there can tell you if there are trains. We know they still operate from the munitions plant on the reservoir at Sestroryetzk into Petersburg. Not, I think, at Dyunt or Kurort to the north. But this will be difficult for you to reach.�
Jalonen returned with the tickets and they boarded the train. They had taken a first-class compartment again. Paul expected no less of Berglund since they were all travelling on Paul�s money. Once sitting down, Berglund produced a map of St Petersburg for Paul to study. Further down the train a detachment of Finnish soldiers boarded. They were in third-class. Their officer, travelling second-class, was to take over the border post at the bridge on the Rajajoki, Jalonen had learned in conversation with him.
�The officer is not happy about the posting,� Jalonen told Paul through Berglund. �He says the people there are not civilised.�
�They are Ingrian,� explained Berglund. �Some are Finns, some of Swedish stock, but many speak what we call �kopec Russian�. They use to rely on trade with Petersburg and are not happy with the border being closed. As I told you, there is much smuggling there and the situation is not clear.�
Paul saw how confused it was when he looked at the map again.
There was, as Turner had told him, a coastal railway line that ran on the Gulf side of the Sestror Lake�� near the reservoir, he presumed�� from Sestroryetzk to Petersburg. Between that line and the main Vyborg-Petersburg line there seemed nothing but water and swamp. And little else beyond the line either, to the shores of the huge Lake Lagoda. Bleak indeed.
On the other side of the compartment window, south of Vyborg and into the Karelian Isthmus, the land opened up to wooded hills and scattered homesteads. They passed small farms with timber houses and barns, cows and pigs. Approaching Terijoki he noticed that some of the buildings showed signs of damage. Walls had been pocked-marked from gunfire and the summer villas they passed had windows and doors boarded up. Paul looked for anything that might look familiar but there was nothing about the town he remembered from his childhood holidays in Tch�rnaya Ryetchka. They stopped at Terijoki station for a few minutes then the locomotive steamed further east. The country grew sparser with lakes and forest of birch and spruce. Here and there a few houses clustered by the railroad track and he caught the occasional glimpse of a peasant tending his plot. This, he supposed, was the new Republic of North Ingria. Yet an air of desertion seemed almost palpable beyond the window and it made him wonder what it was they had been fighting over. Then he thought a visitor to the western front might ask the same thing; a land of mud and blasted earth and shattered trees�
The train stopped at Ollila, nine kilometres beyond Terijoki. They got off. There were still a few kilometres to go to the river and the troops remained aboard, their glum officer glimpsed at the window waving a dispirited hand at Jalonen as they pulled out.
A handful of other travellers had disembarked, disbursing as soon as they arrived and leaving Paul and the two Finns standing on the platform next to their luggage. The air was cool and yet midges swarmed around their heads. Berglund swatted at them ineffectually before picking up his bag and leading them out of the station gate and down a dusty road.
A few hundred yards from the station they came upon a cluster of houses, tumble-down wooden shacks with tarpaper roofs. In a plot next to one Paul saw an old man digging potatoes. Dressed in the usual peasant garb with baggy trousers and smock, he stopped digging and watched them approach, leaning on his spade. Then he seemed to nod to himself, left the tool and met them at his gate. He eyed Paul with some curiosity.
�This is the man who will take you to the border,� Berglund told Paul. �He is a carter and you will pose as his assistant if you are stopped.�
Berglund exchanged a few words in Finnish with the carter and the man led them into the house.
It was dark and musty with a hard-packed earthen floor and rustic furniture. In a corner a candle flickered before an icon. The carter walked around Paul, looking him up and down, the reek of his rank clothes filling Paul�s nostrils. The old man said something to Berglund and drew up a chair.
�He says you look too clean,� Berglund informed Paul, pushing him into the chair. �And too well barbered.�
The carter produced a pair of shears and the three stood over Paul deciding who was going to have the honour. Jalonen finally grinned at him, took the shears and began hacking at his hair. When he had finished the carter smiled toothlessly at Paul and handed him a piece of cracked mirror to admire Jalonen�s handiwork. Paul decided he looked as though he�d been pulled through a threshing machine and tried to flatten his butchered hair. The carter nodded and fetched a jar from a sideboard. It held a greasy unguent that smelled as if it had passed most of its life on a goose. The carter nodded to him and mimed smearing the grease on his hair. Paul put a little on his fingers and applied it, then gave the carter back his jar. A set of rags were produced and Berglund instructed him to put them on. Pinker�s boots looked too new and were taken outside and rubbed in the dirt. Finally dressed, Paul�s transformation into malodorous peasant was complete and, looking at his reflection in the cracked mirror, he wondered what his cousin, Mikhail, would make of him. He had always treated Paul as an inferior; now he could treat him like a peasant, too.
�He has arranged for you to be taken across the river,� Berglund said. �He knows the area well. He used to take his produce into Petersburg to sell before the border was closed. It will not be a problem crossing, he says, as the guards are lazy and never walk far out of the station to patrol the river. It will be easy.�
Paul glanced doubtingly at Berglund. On the train, the Finn had said the border guards were vigilant. If it was that easy why had they bothered to close the bridge?
�On the other side you can catch a train at Byelo-�strov station to Petersburg. He says they still run carrying produce from peasants on their side of the border.�
The carter said something to Berglund and the Finn turned to Paul.
�He will need money, of course. For himself and for the man who will take you over the river.�
Paul sighed and reached for the trousers he had just taken off, counting out the last of his Finnish marks into Berglund�s hand. The Finn gave them to the carter then reached into his jacket and pulled out some dog-eared papers.
�These you will use once you are over the border. The others you have are for this side of the border and only if you are stopped. Do you understand? Get rid of them once you are across so they will not be found on you.�
Paul said he understood and took the Russian papers.
�They belonged to a Russian we caught in the war. He was a Red, maybe even a Bolshevik?� Berglund shrugged. �Boris Vladimirovich Alenkov. He was in a prison camp but is now dead.�
Paul examined the papers. Alenkov was preferable to Filbert, he supposed, although he�d never cared much for the name Boris. Still, from what Turner had told him of conditions in the prison camps where Alenkov had been held, Paul didn�t doubt that he now smelled right for this part as well.
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Having finished urinating, the carter clambered back onto the wagon and whipped up the reins. The pony, who until then had been enjoying the fresh grass by the side of the track, lifted its head, issued a melancholy sigh and plodded on.
Coming out of the trees where the gravelled track wound down to the railway line, a haphazard scattering of wooden shacks had been erected along the banks of the river. By the railway bridge on the Finnish side of the border Paul saw a fairly new wooden building and, on the Russian side, another tall, three-storeyed one under a roof with wide eaves. Curiously�� or perhaps not, given their antagonistic ideologies�� the bridge on the Finnish side was painted white to the halfway point, and then red thereafter. He could see half a dozen soldiers loafing by the bridge, their rifles slung carelessly as they smoked and chatted among themselves. Wood smoke hung over the houses and near the water the air was buzzing with mosquitoes and midges.
The carter slowed the pony again before he reached the bridge and turned off the track onto a rutted road between a line of hovels. Near the end he stopped the cart, plucked at Paul�s sleeve with a dirty hand and beckoned him to follow. They walked through the gate to where a young man with a heavy moustache and several days� worth of beard on his face stood in the doorway, watching their approach.
The two men greeted each other and went into a huddle, throwing the occasional glance back at Paul. The carter fished in his trousers and pulled out a few crumpled banknotes that promptly disappeared inside the young man�s shirt.
�Now you go, go,� the old man said to Paul. He spat into the grass by the gate, climbed back onto his wagon and urged his pony on. He didn�t look back.
�Russian?� the young man asked, squinting at Paul.
�Yes.�
�Come then. Let us be quick.�
He turned back into the doorway, picked up a fishing rod and a pail, then pulled the door of the house to. He passed Paul the pail and carrying the rod led the way down the road, past the last house and onto a narrow track that dropped towards the river. Trees pushed close to the water�s edge and they had to duck where the track cut its way to the muddy bank. The weather in the isthmus was cooler than in Vyborg. It was still August but a rawness in the air chilled him and he now knew why Berglund had provided him with the noxious fur jacket. The colder weather didn�t seem to affect the midges, though. They swarmed around Paul�s head as soon as he reached the river edge, attracted he suspected by the grease on his hair.
�Here,� the man said. He parted the branches and slid down the bank to where a punt was tied at the water�s edge.
They clambered in. The man untied the rope and with a final look up and down stream began to pole them to the other side.
The river was little wider here than at the bridge and within a minute they had reached the opposite bank. The man reached up, grabbed an overhanging branch to steady the punt and told Paul to get out.
�Go up the bank and through the trees until you reach an abandoned house. There is a track. Turn right and you will come to a road that leads back to the village.�
�Thank you,� Paul said.
He scrambled up the bank and turned. The man held the punt steady with the pole and looked up at Paul.
�Watch out for the patrols,� he warned. �They are always looking for spies.�
He raised a hand and pushed the punt away from the bank, drifting off with the sluggish flow of the river.

The trees were mostly birch and spruce, interspersed by a few larch and alder. Paul had been good at identifying trees as a boy and had enjoyed the botany rambles at school. He had had a game where he would drop back from the rest of the group until he couldn�t see anyone. Then he would pretended he was alone in the woods, just him and the wilderness, a wilderness where there might be wolves and bear and savage Indians.
No Indians here, he told himself stepping over the trunk of a fallen tree. He wasn�t so sure about wolves and bear, though. Russian bears and Bolshevik wolves, perhaps.
But he didn�t have time for nature rambles. He needed to get on. It was mid-afternoon already and although not far he still wanted to reach Petersburg�� Petrograd�� before evening. Wandering in an unfamiliar city full of revolutionary soldiers in twilight did not appeal to him. And Petrograd was an unfamiliar city. He had not seen it since he was a child. Back then he had almost always travelled by carriage or sled�� on occasion by cheap droshky if he was with one of the servants. He had never paid much attention to where they were going and while the banks of the Neva, some of the shops on Nevsky Prosp�kt and the bigger landmarks might still be familiar to him, the rest of the city would be a mystery.
Around him the odour of decay was everywhere, the dank smell of leaf mould and rotting wood rising with every step he took. Underfoot the ground was saturated, wet and peaty. A thick tangle of underbrush, bramble and fallen branches snagged at his feet and, in the boggy areas, he tried to walk on the tussocks of grass�� �cats� the Russians called them because they looked like the humped backs of cats sitting in the marsh. Ducking under a tree that had fallen and wedged at an angle against others, his foot caught in a knot of vegetation and he tripped, hitting his head as he fell. He lay in the leaf litter for a minute or two, looking up at the canopy and incongruously thinking how sparse of leaf the trees were.
Getting to his feet again, he touched his scalp where he had felt a trickle of blood, only to find it was the grease he had smeared on his hair. Around him the forest was silent except for the chirping of a solitary bird. He stood listening to it, looking up where the sun angled narrow shafts of light through the tree tops. Not that he thought there was much chance of identifying the thing if had he seen it. He had never been as good on birds as he had been on trees�� but he might have recognised a blackbird or a thrush if he saw one, and felt that some commonplace little animal like that would at least have offered him some sense of reassurance. Something known in the unknown. Something of home amid the alien corn. He shook his head in an attempt to clear his meandering thoughts, feeling gingerly at his scalp again.
He pressed on, his boots sinking a couple of inches into mud, aware that his feet felt wet. So much for the quality of Pinker�s boots. The chances were, if the man from Northampton hadn�t been stabbed by Tamara Oblenskaya, or whatever her name had been, the Germans would have shot him for selling them shoddy goods.
He had been walking for ten minutes and regretted not asking how far the abandoned house was from the river. He tried to quicken his pace but the terrain slowed his progress. As it was he was sweating, his shirt and trousers sticking to his skin and the money belt chafing. He considered throwing away the noxious jacket but took it off instead and carried it over his shoulder. He was beginning to think he had lost his bearings when ahead through the trees he saw a house. Its roof had collapsed and the walls were crumbling. He hurried towards it and had just reached the rear wall when he heard voices.
He dropped onto his haunches. A branch jabbed painfully into his leg and he shifted, acutely aware of the crack of deadwood under his feet. The voices came from the other side of the house. He bent lower and crept to one of the ruined windows. The shutter still hung from a rusty hinge but the frame was empty, its glass long gone. Through the hole he could see a tangle of spindly saplings and brushwood growing out of the floor and beyond, where part of the front wall had fallen away, three men standing. They wore rifles slung across their shoulders, forage caps and rough clothing. He could not make out any kind of insignia on their jackets but Berglund had told him that Trotsky�s new army was short of proper uniforms.
The men were talking among themselves, smoking, and as he watched, Paul suddenly remembered that he hadn�t yet got rid of the Finnish papers he was carrying.
Ever since the train he had been rehearsing a story of how he had volunteered to fight for the Finnish Reds, had been captured and managed to escape back over the border. His name was Boris Vladimirovich Alenkov, and he was a Bolshevik. Unfortunately he had no Party membership card. He had hoped Berglund might have provided one as a card might have been sufficient to deter a close inspection of his papers. They were genuine enough even if, despite the beard and a haircut one might expect to get from a sheep-shearer, the photograph didn�t look much like him. Still, the story was plausible. But not if he was caught carrying Finnish papers.
He took the crumpled identification out of his pocket and pushed it into the leaf mould at his feet. He waited until the men moved on, gave them a few minutes more to get some distance away, then stood up and rubbed the cramp out of his legs. The sweat on his skin had gone cold and the rags felt clammy against his skin. He put the fur jacked back on then uncovered the Finnish papers again, made a larger hole with the heel of Pinker�s boot and buried them deeper. Then he stepped through what had once been the back door of the house and picked his way to the front. Beyond the overgrown yard a track cut between the trees. The three men had turned left and he went right, as the man who had punted him across the river had told him. He walked quickly along the rutted track, looking for the road that would take him to the Byelo-�strov railway station.
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Despite the coolness of the afternoon the mosquitoes and gnats still swarmed in the air like aircraft in a dogfight. When he finally reached the station Paul found a train already waiting. As if anxious to leave, the locomotive was squirting clouds of steam from its wheels and giving off smoke like suppressed anger from its stack.
The platform was crowded. He bought the cheapest available ticket from the kiosk with a muttered, �Petrograd� then mingled with the other passengers, finding his rags not out of place. Most were muzhiks�� peasants in rustic dress�� but there were also soldiers strolling up and down. To avoid an approaching pair, Paul moved to the rear of the train where four or five open-sided cattle wagons were coupled behind the closed carriages. An old woman was struggling to load half-a-dozen bushel boxes of vegetables into one and, reaching her, he took hold of one of the boxes and hefted it into the wagon.
�Here,� he said, �let me help.�
She squinted up at him sideways through eyes clouded with cataracts and grunted. Paul loaded the rest of her boxes, heaved himself into the wagon and reached out his hand to help her up as the soldiers walked by. He busied himself pushing the bushel boxes to one side of the wagon until they had passed.
The old baboushka dropped down protectively on one of her bushels and cast a distrustful eye at him. Paul smiled at her and sat on the floor in the corner, out of sight of the open door. Something dug into his buttock and he shifted, pulling out of his pocket a pipe that Jalonen had bought him at Terijoki Station. The Finns had supposed a pipe more in character for an Ingrian peasant than cigarettes, but Paul hated the filthy things. He filled it now, though, with the rough tobacco Jalonen had supplied and lit it, puffing until the vile vapour caught in his throat and starting him coughing.
The baboushka watched him enviously from her perch on the bushel and after a minute or two under her rheumy gaze Paul took the pipe out of his mouth and offered it to her. She grinned at him and took it, sticking it in her mouth and sucking contentedly on the stem. Paul laughed, coughed again, and dropped the tobacco pouch in her lap. Wreathed in smoke, she nodded and offered what looked like a turnip from the box beneath her. Thinking it churlish to refuse, he exchanged it for a smaller one, thanked her and put the vegetable in his pocket.
Outside the open door of the boxcar the country hardly changed: ponds of stagnant water, stands of spindly timber, a cultivated plot or two beside a ramshackle house, cattle, pigs� He supposed it would be much the same right up to the suburbs of Petersburg�� after all Peter the Great had built the city on a sw& on a swamp and the bones of thousands of serfs who had died constructing his modern European city for him. The mosquitoes had always been a menace and if Moscow could currently boast a cholera epidemic, Petersburg would always have its malaria.
Paul would arrive at Finland Station on the Vyborg side of the city. He had been there as a child although could remember little about it. As it happened, Finland Station was not too distant from the Rostov palace, in the Lit�inaya Quarter south of the river across the Alexander Bridge. It was the most likely place he�d find Mikhail and if his cousin was not there, no doubt someone at the house would know where he was�� his sister, Sofya Ivanovna, or their mother, Paul�s aunt. It would be good to see Sofya again after all these years even if he did feel a slight sense of trepidation at the prospect. Sofya�s mother, he wasn�t so keen on seeing again; his aunt, like the rest of the family, could be haughty and disdainful, and about as welcoming as a Hun barrage at dawn. Still, even if worse came to worst and Mikhail wasn�t there and they threw him out, he always had the address Dorothy Henslowe had given him in Cumming�s office. That was somewhere to the south-east of the centre, near the Baltic Station, across the Obvodni Canal. Miss Henslowe had said he could stay there for a day or two, just to take stock of the situation.
The watery wastes beyond the wagon finally began to make way for a few ramshackle timber houses, then bleak brick and stone factories as the train reached the outer suburbs. It stopped now and then and those waiting who couldn�t find space in the carriages climbed up into the boxcars. By the time the train crawled into the Finland Station the wagon was crowded and filled with a buzz of conversation and the stench of bodies.
Paul jumped out as the train stopped and helped the baboushka with her boxes before walking along the platform to the gate. There were travellers of all kinds crowding the station�� peasants hauling produce to sell, workers returning to their lodgings at the end of the day, hawkers selling a variety of wares� And soldiers. There were quite a few obviously middle-class bourgeoisie too, he noted,�� burzhui, they were called�� conspicuous by their finer dress, although no longer enjoying the luxury of having a porter at their beck and call. Most were having to haul their own luggage along the platforms.
A crowd had gathered at the exit where men blocked the way and were examining papers. Paul hesitated, then backtracked through the station looking for another way out. Passing a kiosk, he bought some cigarettes and, stopping to light one, found he was standing outside a door over which the double-headed eagle of the Russian Imperial coat of arms was displayed. It was the tsar�s waiting room. Paul couldn�t help thinking that the eagle, despite looking both ways, still hadn�t seen the Revolution coming.
The waiting room was where Lenin had made a speech after his arrival and, curious to see for himself, Paul tried the door. Expecting to find it locked, he was surprised when it opened. Inside was as crowded with the wash of Petrograd life as the rest of the station. The once-plush benches and chairs appeared to have been sullied with the arrival of a more democratic society, and here and there the odd hobbled chicken squawked beside its owner and men in boots sat with their feet up on the velvet seats. Posters declaring �All Power To The Soviets� had been pinned up on the walls and, on the other side of the room, glass doors gave out onto a square. In front of them a militiaman with a rifle was arguing with a well-dressed man who was shaking a fistful of papers at him. Paul edged closer through the crowd then passed through the doors while the guard was distracted.
Walking quickly out of the square and remembering the map of Petrograd Berglund had shown him, Paul made his way to the river on the Arsenalnaya embankment. According to the map, on his left lay one of the old tsarist prisons and, to the right, the military hospital and medical academy. Two blocks behind that lay an asylum that Paul�s governess had used to threaten him with as a child. Despite that memory Paul turned right, conscious of making a decision for sickness and madness rather than imprisonment and idly wondering if Russia had done the same. Near the hospital, though, he avoided both by crossing the Alexander Bridge over the Neva to the Petersburg side and the Lit�inaya Quarter.
The early evening streets were crowded and it suddenly came to him why the man in the cap in London�� Yurkas�� had looked familiar. Everywhere around him were men dressed in the same way, in cheap dark cloth and workingmen�s flat caps. Even their hair and moustaches looked similar. This was how the Russian working man dressed and Paul wondered if seeing the man had triggered some boyhood memory. He supposed he ought to buy some clothes like theirs as soon as he could�� being dressed like a peasant from the northern swamps was all very well but what he really needed was to blend in with the urban working classes. The one thing he discovered he couldn�t do much about was his accent. Having kept his ears open in the crowded wagon, he became aware how much his way of speaking differed from those around him. Now he was away from the border, he had decided to alter his story and, if challenged, would say he was from the south, from Rostov-on Don. At least�� in a genealogical sense�� it was true. He couldn�t really remember much about the family estate himself, but his mother had talked about it so often over the years that he felt confident enough to speak of the country like a native.
The train had taken two hours to cover the few miles from the border but the evening was still light. In midsummer there were hardly more than a few hours of darkness in Petersburg. He had missed what was called �The White Nights�, that period between the middle of June to the middle of July when there was no true darkness at all, just a hazy twilight. It was well past midsummer now but it would still remain light for several hours yet.
On impulse, after crossing the Alexander Bridge, he turned west along Frantzuzsk embankment, towards Trinity Bridge and the Winter Palace. Although there were plenty of pedestrians there wasn�t too much traffic on the roads, some trams and a few cars and, now and then, an occasional armoured vehicle full of soldiers and sprouting red flags like a rash. Past the Summer Garden Paul found to his surprise that the Winter Palace remained much as he remembered it as a child. A great rib-fronted building in stone, with high windows and balconies and a terrace of stone steps leading up to a pillared entrance. What did differ from his memory were the red flags that bedecked the roof and balconies and were shivering in the cool breeze. At the entrance there were soldiers, too, although not dressed in the smart braided uniforms with epaulettes Paul supposed the tsar would have favoured. These were some kind of militia wearing ordinary dull jackets and baggy trousers and workers� caps.
Looking up at the tsar�s palace from the embankment side of the road, away from the gaze of the guards, Paul had expected to see damage, the pock-marks of bullet holes or shattered doors and broken glass. It had been stormed during the October Revolution, but he saw no sign of fighting. It looked a little shabby without its tsar and Imperial family, a monument that had lost its raison d�être, perhaps, and he wondered if the Bolsheviks would pull it down. A demonstration of political power, just to show that they could. They hadn�t followed Kerensky�s example; Valentine had told him the former leader had established himself there for the last few weeks of his Provisional Government, little more than a pale shadow of the Social-Revolutionary firebrand he had been before the revolution. Caught in power between the remnants of the ruling class and the peoples� Soviet, Kerensky had come to be detested by both, sustained only by his own hubris.
Paul walked on a little further then crossed the road and passed under the trees between the Winter Palace and the Admiralty towards Nevsky Prosp�kt. He could recall only vague impressions of Petersburg�s main thoroughfare and those, like most of his memories, were coloured by the stories he had been read to as a child. What he remembered of the Russian countryside, for instance, had been influenced by fairy tales and, while in the country, he hadn�t actually expected to see gnarled trees and princesses and wood sprites, memories did not completely fade when faced with reality.
Nevsky Prosp�kt, though, was not how he recalled it from either imagination or memory. For some reason he remembered it mostly in winter with snow piled against the shops and the big houses dripping with crystal icicles like icing from cakes. There were always sleighs and the muffled sound of horses hooves in the snow and the tinkle of bells ringing on their harness. He could remember how the frosted air would cloud with the snorted breath from the animals� nostrils, how the drivers were always wrapped like mummies in huge coats against the cold. But that was a winterland he couldn�t be entirely sure had ever existed, not outside his mother�s stories, anyway. The Nevsky Prosp�kt in front of him was a dingy prospect in summer, a dirty street peopled by shabby pedestrians. There were a few dust-covered cars and cabs and even, still, the occasional droshky, the open horse-drawn carriages that he really did remember. There were no other carriages and so, perhaps, it was like London and the war had taken all the horses. The Hun, after all, had got to a stone�s throw of the capital before the Brest-Litovsk peace treaty had been signed and Paul guessed by then there would have been panic in the streets with everyone who could trying to leave. In theory at least, the Germans were still only twenty-five miles away at the Finnish border and, if they chose to move on Petersburg, there was little that could stop them. But the faces of the people showed not so much a look of panic as one of resigned apathy. A man with a handcart filled with miscellaneous rubbish trudged past, his family scuffing along behind. Paul passed several dowdy women hanging around in doorways, selling clothes and perhaps more. The shops themselves were for the most part closed, or, if open, empty of goods. The buildings here were scarred by bullet holes and many of the windows either boarded over or had their glass cracked.
Further down the Prosp�kt he found the statue of Catherine the Great still standing in the small park, as if despite the political upheaval no one had yet summoned the temerity to remove her Imperial Majesty. A couple of blocks away stood the Kazan Cathedral. It looked rather the worse for wear and its columns and the statue of Prince Kut�zov-Smol�nski showed signs of the street fighting.
Paul stood and lit another cigarette. He had seen no police but there were plenty of armed men hanging around in knots at street corners. Every now and then, he noticed, they stopped a passer-by and demanded to see identification. They seemed to choose the better-dressed pedestrians�� burzhuis who they perhaps thought hadn�t yet received their full comeuppance. The few hapless passers-by Paul had seen stopped so far had merely been questioned and sent on their way, once or twice with a boot up the backside to speed their progress. Only on one occasion had he seen a man bundled into the back of a nearby truck and driven away. No one had tried to stop Paul so far, but in the rags he was wearing he supposed he didn�t look as if he had a history of class-exploitation.
The fact had given him confidence and, finishing his cigarette and grinding out the butt under what was left of Pinker�s right boot, he ambled past the next corner and it�s militia who looked right through him as though he wasn�t there.
Crossing the bridge over the Fontanka River, he turned north up Liteini Prosp�kt, towards the Neva again. Pushkin had lived somewhere close by, he recalled, remembering his mother had kept a map of St Petersburg in her rooms with circles on it around all the houses of old friends, and the homes of people she had admired. She had loved Pushkin above all writers, she was fond of saying, and had told Paul how she had once visited his apartment. He was long dead by then, of course, mortally wounded in a duel with a man he took to be his wife�s lover, but he had died in that particular apartment and Paul�s mother loved the romance of that sort of thing. The visit had been one of her favourite anecdotes and, to Paul�s permanent embarrassment, she usually contrived to work it into every conversation, regardless of whether her audience was interested or not. Now, on the very street, he couldn�t remember the address. Did anyone else in the new Russia? Would they care any longer about their literary heritage? Perhaps these new revolutionaries never read beyond the philosophies of Marx and Engels.
At Shpalernaya, before he reached the River Neva, he turned east towards the rear entrance of the Rostov palace. It had been a big house, even allowing for the magnification of childhood memory, but the title �palace� had been an affectation of his grandfather. An attempt, no doubt, to convince Petersburg society that the family had arrived. Or perhaps convince himself. The first time Paul could remember hearing the house referred to as a palace he had assumed, naturally enough, that somewhere within its countless rooms must live a princess. He had been five or six years old at the time, he supposed, and the only thing that seemed remotely odd to him on hearing this was the curious fact that he had never actually run into her. A few days later he had resolved to seek her out, deliberately missing his lessons to conduct the search. Starting with the attic rooms, he had systematically looked behind every door he had come to and was in the basement kitchens before it slowly began to dawn upon him that he wasn�t going to find the princess. Instead he had been confronted by an immensely fat cook, a balloon of a woman with ham-sized arms floured to the elbows like dumplings. She had asked him what he was looking for.
�The princess,� he had said.
�Princess? What princess?�
She was a servant and as such, he understood, not very intelligent.
�This is a palace so there must be a princess,� he had explained to her slowly.
He was startled then by a loud guffaw from a man he hadn�t noticed standing in the corner. He had looked to Paul like a giant, with long straggling hair and matted beard that almost�� but not quite�� hid his cavernous mouth. He approached Paul, towering over him and when, ever after, Paul heard the political metaphor �the Russian bear�, it was this man who immediately sprang to mind. The giant bent down and put his face in front of Paul, washing his foetid breath over him.
�Do you know what we do with princesses down here, my little noble?� he said. �We eat them!� Then he had roared with laughter as the fat cook dug him in the ribs with one of her floured elbows.
Paul had fled in terror and a few minutes later his governess had appeared and dragged him back to the schoolroom, giving him a rap over the knuckles with a sharp-edged ruler for missing his lessons.
This, as far as Paul could remember, was the first instance of his ever being hit by this particular governess and it struck him as significant that soon after she had disappeared. He had put her departure down to the fact that she had punished him, and the knowledge had given him a sense of his own inviolateness. He was used to being hit by his nanny and other peasant-women in the house�� that being the way of peasants�� but never by anyone as socially exalted as a governess. The feeling of inviolateness had not lasted long, however. A few weeks later his cousin Mikhail had called him an �English bastard�. English, Paul knew; his mother was English. But bastard had been a new word and even Mikhail, when pressed, could not tell him what it meant. He told Paul it was something he had overheard his parents say and so thought worth repeating. Curious, Paul had asked the new governess what a bastard was and had promptly received another rap over the knuckles for his pains. Assuming that she, too, would disappear after this assault on his person, he had called her a bastard and had then got a beating from his father. Thoroughly confused, Paul had slunk away to lick his wounds, realising for the first time that his person was not inviolate. To his dismay the governess had not disappeared and thereafter took to pinching and poking him whenever he committed some minor transgression or was too slow with his lessons. In fact, rather than disappear, she survived longer than he did.
She was still there, several years later, the day he had been dressed for an unexpected journey and had gone downstairs to find their luggage being loaded into a carriage. It was the day he and his mother left the Rostov palace for the last time.

The house didn�t really look anything like a palace. Smaller than he remembered and certainly dingier, Paul went around the back, through the gates to the rear courtyard. He found it crowded with people. Two men were unloading timber from a cart and carrying the lengths into the house by a back door. Across the yard, by the stables, a family had camped in one of the empty stalls, sitting around an open fire on the cobbles where women were cooking. The redolent tang of borsch hung in the air. By the pump in the middle of the yard, a stout woman was bent over a tin tub kneading clothes. She paused as she caught sight of him watching her and put a hand to the small of her back as she straightened, brushing away an errant strand of greying hair that had escaped the scarf tied around her head. Seeing she wasn�t going to look away, Paul walked over to her.
�Yes comrade?� she said. �Are you looking for something?�
�This is the Rostov house, isn�t it?� he asked her.
She gave a contemptuous snort.
�Not any more it isn�t, comrade. Where have you been?�
�In the army,� Paul said.
�Another returning hero?�
She had a broad peasant�s face and despite the greying hair was no more than forty.
�Whose house is it now?� he asked.
�It belongs to the people. Didn�t you know?�
Paul gave her a hesitant smile.
�Do any of the Rostov family still live here?�
�What business is that of yours?�
He had thought this part of his story out while walking from the station. He smiled again, as an idiot might.
�My brother worked on the family estate in the south. On the Don. Before the war this was. He wrote to me to say he was coming to Petersburg�� he stopped. �Petrograd,� he amended with a shrug. �I forget� I thought I might find him here.�
�The world changes,� the woman said unhelpfully.
�I thought his excellency, Ivan Nikolayevich, might have had word of him. And could maybe give me some work? Just enough to keep body and soul together.�
�You don�t want to talk about souls, comrade.� She laughed. �We don�t have souls anymore.�
�Do you think there might be some work for me here? Enough to eat, comrade?�
�His excellency is dead,� she said. �He was killed in the revolution.�
�Oh. And his wife, Olga Alexandreyevna?�
�That bitch? She died, too, a few months after Rostov.�
So his aunt was dead as well. Paul waited to feel some reaction, but nothing came. He hadn�t liked her alive and felt little for her dead.
�You knew them?� he asked. �Did you work here? When they were alive, I mean.�
�Yes, I was one of their skivvies. All my life, God rot them.� She began to cross herself, then seemed to remember what she was doing and dropped her hand. She scowled at him.
If she had been there all her life, Paul supposed she must have worked in the house when he was a child. One of the young girls working in the depths of the house, perhaps. It had been like a small town, a hive buzzing beneath the family keeping them in idle luxury.
�What was your brother�s name?� she asked.
�Alenkov. Alexander Vladimirovich Alenkov.�
�Never heard of him.� Her nose wrinkled, either at Paul�s clothes or the man she saw inside them. �There�s no work for you here, comrade. And not much point in going back to the old estate either, if that�s what you were thinking of. The peasants have burned the house and taken back the land. Unless your family have a share you�ll be wasting your time.�
�There was no land,� he told her, �and no other family. Only my brother.�
The woman shrugged. She looked down at her washing, making it plain his problems were no concern of hers.
�There were children,� he persisted. �A boy and a girl.�
�Your brother?�
�The Rostovs.�
The woman spat at Paul�s feet. �He�s gone, Mikhail Ivanovich� Some months past. Perhaps the police picked him up. If they did it was no more than he deserved.�
�And the girl?�
�The ghost? She�s still here.�
�Why do you say the ghost?�
�The ghost in the attic.� She jerked her chin towards the top of the house. �It�s what they call her� Rostova. She�s like a wraith haunting the house. They let her keep a room in the attic because of the old woman with her. I don�t know why, the bourgeois bitch. The girl clings to her like a baby. I�d have thrown them both out but she�s sick.�
�Sofya Ivanovna?�
�The old woman.� Then she circled a finger by her head. �But the girl�s gone soft. They�ll throw her out when the old cow dies.�
�Who�s in charge here now then?� Paul asked.
�Skala. He�s a Party man. There�s been some trouble and he was called away. If you take my advice you�ll be on your way before he gets back. There�s no room here for you.�
Paul thanked her and she bent to her tub again. He wandered across the courtyard to where the women were cooking and smiled encouragingly at them. They edged between him and their cooking pot, watching him warily out of the corner of their eyes. Seeing he would not be offered anything to eat he drifted towards the house and the cart where the men were unloading the lumber. Their horse, standing in the shafts, was occupied with a nosebag hung over his head. It stamped a hoof on the cobbles as Paul approached and he laid a hand on its neck to reassure it. Through the open door he could hear raised voices, a woman shouting something about a stove and the grunting response of a man.
The workers ferrying timber into the house returned and Paul stepped out of their way. They each picked up another length of wood and, as the woman inside distracted them by shrieking again, Paul took the opportunity to grab a length of wood himself and follow them into the house. Inside, he caught sight of a red-faced harridan and the man she was shouting at. Paul hurried by, following the two men along a corridor and up a narrow flight of stairs to the first floor.
The sound of hammering came from down the passage and he followed the noise through an open door, past another staircase, and into a cavernous room. At one end several carpenters were constructing a lattice of stud walls to partition up the huge space. Paul stood in the centre of the room. An ornate ceiling hung suspended above him, painted in the baroque style but peeling now from the cracking plaster. An extravagant cornice ran around the room, the walls beneath bearing the remains of wood panelling, stripped away to reveal split battening and bare brick. Despite how the room now looked, there seemed to Paul something familiar about it and his eyes automatically turned to the centre of the ceiling where he felt there ought to hang a chandelier. There was nothing there now, just a hole in the painted plaster to show where it had hung.
It had been the ballroom, he suddenly realised, a glittering wonderland of light and colour to the small child he had been, standing with his cousins on the occasions there was to be a grand ball. They had been allowed to watch the servants clean and prepare, dust and arrange the plush seating; erect the dais where the orchestra would sit and play.
�You there,� one of the carpenters called, jerking his chin at the timber Paul was carrying. �Put it there.�
�What�s going on?� Paul asked, walking over.
�We�re dividing the room up, of course. Petersburg is full of homeless people. What good�s a room this big? You�d get ten families in here.�
�It used to be a ballroom,� Paul said.
The man laughed. �The nobles don�t have balls these days, comrade!� and he winked, chuckling at his own joke.
Paul put the timber on the floor.
�You know the house?� the carpenter asked.
Paul gave a shrug. �I used to work here before the war.�
The man gestured with his hammer towards the remnants of the wood panelling. �Must have been a fine sight in those days,� he said. �A shame to ruin good carpentry.�
�Why was it ripped out?�
�Firewood. Why do you think? Wasn�t a stick to be had in the city last January. People were burning whatever they could get their hands on. Where have you been?�
�The army.�
The man grunted, dropped to his knees and began nailing a length of timber to the polished wood floor. Paul watched him for a second then stepped through the skeleton of stud walling and made his way out of the ballroom through the great double doors.
He stopped by the grand staircase, looking up to where it wound its way to the second floor. Climbing on the once-thick carpet, now matted with dirt, he dragged memories from his past. Much of the finely carved balustrade that he vaguely remembered had been cut away leaving a precipitous drop to the floor below. In the rooms off the central corridor where the family had had their private apartments, he found a bustle of families crowded in together. The fine furniture that had once filled the rooms had been put to a more prosaic use; remnants lay in pieces in corners like matchwood.
Taking the staircase to the third floor, he began knocking on doors asking for Sofya Ivanovna, to be met either with shaking heads or the door slammed in his face. Climbing to the very top of the house he found a warren of attic rooms. Grimy windows looked out across the river to the Peter Paul fortress, or south over the roof to the rear courtyard. He wondered if all the grand houses of Petersburg had been reduced to a similar architectural penury; if the mob had actually occupied the Winter Palace itself.
A fug of stale air had percolated up from the lower floors and seemed to hang trapped under the sloping ceilings. Heavy with the aroma of stale cooking and unwashed bodies, wood and tobacco smoke, it stained the greasy walls and condensed on the cracked windowpanes. These had been servants� quarters, he supposed; accommodation for those visible attendants who kept the big house running�� the butler and the footmen and the maids. The invisible, the cooks and porters, scullery maids and stable boys would have been squirreled away below stairs in basement rooms, in cellars or outhouses.
Paul could only ever remember having been up there once, as a child on his quest for the princess. Before that he had never been curious enough to want to know where all the servants lived, all those people who kept his and his family�s life comfortable. Like others of his class, he now realised, servants had been non-people to him, familiar faces some of them, but not the kind of people who had a life independent of the family�s. They were not people like his mother, or his aunt and his uncle; not people in the same way as the finely dressed friends of the family who came to call. It was something he had never given a thought to at the time. Or later, come to that, after he and his mother had left for England. The servants were no longer there. Forgotten.
In a corner of the rambling attic, when there was finally nowhere else to go, he came to the last door. From below he could still hear the muted bustle of the rest of the house, punctuated by the carpenters� hammering. From beyond the door, he could hear nothing.
He knocked.
Seconds dragged slowly by and he knocked again. He tried the handle and slowly opened the door.
The room was a narrow triangle, cramped under the slope of the roof. Dust motes hung suspended in the heavy air, held in a shaft of light that filtered through a cracked skylight. It left the corners of the room in shadow. He made out a stove and two wooden chairs standing by a rough pine table in the centre of the room and, as his eyes grew accustomed to the gloom, a cot against the far wall. Someone was lying on it, half-buried under a huddle of bedding, with only a thin arm protruding. Kneeling beside the cot and clutching at the arm, was a girl. She turned a pale and drawn face towards him as the door opened, staring at Paul with a pair of dull eyes.
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�What do you want?� she demanded in exasperation. �We�ve nothing left to steal.�
Paul stepped into the room.
�I told you.� She got to her feet and stood between him and the cot. �Everything of value has been taken.�
Paul stared at her, looking for the eight year-old child who had watched him and his mother climb into the carriage before it left for the railway station.
Mikhail had been standing next to her, stony-faced despite Paul�s mother�s tears. Even their parents had relented enough to stand by the carriage to see them off. It was Sofya he remembered most clearly, though, because she, like his mother, had been crying.
�I haven�t come to steal anything,� Paul said. �It�s me, your cousin, Pavel Sergeyevich. Don�t you remember me?�
Her dull eyes widened a little but there was no sign of recognition in them, just wariness.
But how was she to see past his beard and the filthy clothes they had made him wear? He stepped closer, trying to think of something to say that might prove who he was. Nothing came.
�I�m Pavel,� he repeated. �Your uncle Sergei�s son.�
But she wouldn�t remember his father any more clearly than he did. She was even younger than he when his father died. And now she�d grown up. She had changed but he recognised her for all that. She was wearing a plain sleeveless dress�� a sarafan�� belted at the waist. Her hair was darker than he always pictured it. Uncombed, it hung to her shoulders. Adulthood had deprived her of the soft chubbiness she�d had as a child. She was thin now, with hollow cheeks and dark rings beneath her eyes. He had seen the same indications of malnutrition on refugees behind the western front. Her bare arms were reduced to muscle and tendon and yet, through it all, he could still see the girl with whom he had spent his childhood. It was almost as if the emaciation had regressed Sofya from a woman to a child again.
�You don�t remember me,� he said, the realisation bringing a prick of sadness. He knew her, but he had expected to find her there. She must have thought him a thousand miles away. Or dead, if she ever thought of him at all. He smiled at her diffidently. �I�ve come back.�
Sofya�s eyes narrowed. �Who do you say you are?�
�Your cousin, Pavel Rostov. Pavel Sergeyevich�� He took another step towards her so he was standing beneath the skylight and she might be able to see him better. �I don�t know what I must look like dressed like this��
�My cousin went away years ago,� she said flatly. �I don�t know who you are. Go away. I told you, we have nothing.�
This wasn�t how Paul had imagined their reunion would be. For some reason, despite all he had read and heard about the Revolution in Russia, he had supposed he would find her much as he had left her. Grown up of course, and now a young lady, but still the wilful girl he remembered, daughter of an affluent family�� a sort of romantic figure in his imagination; something like Natasha in Tolstoy�s War and Peace, only more familiar.
�I had to grow a beard,� he explained nonsensically. �And they made me wear these rags. It�s not surprising you don�t recognise me.�
�You say you are Pavel Sergeyevich?� she said, shrugging. �Very well. Why should I not believe you if you say you are my cousin? My brother Mikhail will be sorry to have missed you. You remember what great friends you were��
�Friends?� Paul replied with a laugh. �You know very well that Mikhail never liked me, Sofya. He wasn�t sorry to see me and my mother leave. You cried, though, do you remember that?�
She peered at him closely. �You tell me you are Pavel� then why is it you have come back? To gloat, is that why?�
�Gloat? What do you mean?�
�To see to how we are reduced. Does it please you?�
�Why would it please me, Sofya? Of course I don�t like to see you like this. It is horrible.�
�Isn�t that what your mother always wanted? A revolution� to see us dispossessed?�
�No. How can you say that? That wasn�t what she wanted. You were just a child, you couldn�t have understood how it was then. I couldn�t, so how could you?�
He made a move towards her again, but she stepped back. She was just repeating what her father would have told her. And Mikhail, just as soon as she was old enough to listen.
�I�m looking for Mikhail,� he said. �I�ve been sent to find your brother.�
Sofya�s lips curled contemptuously. �So you�re with them are you? I might have known. Well you�re too late. Mikhail�s not here. They already sent people and I told them. My brother has gone away. We don�t know where so there�s no point in asking. Leave us alone.�
The hand at the end of the arm protruding from the bedding twitched and its owner moaned, almost as though, having been included in Sofya�s denial of knowledge as to Mikhail�s whereabouts, she wished to concur.
Sofya dropped to her knees by the cot again and parted the bedding. Paul saw the withered face of an old woman. Her eyes flickered weakly and she moaned once more.
�I�m not with the Bolsheviks,� Paul insisted. �If that�s what you think. I�m not with anyone. I�ve come from London with a message for Mikhail. Where can I find him?�
�Look, Maria,� Sofya said to the crone on the cot. �Look who has come to see us. He says he is Uncle Sergei�s son, Pavel Sergeyevich.�
She turned back to Paul. �You remember your governess, don�t you, Pavel? All those hours she spent trying to teach you how to behave like a little Russian gentleman?�
�Governess?�
Stunned, Paul stared at the withered face on the cot. Surely it couldn�t be her, not the woman who had tormented him for years, the governess who had replaced the one who had hit him and then disappeared?
�Korovina?� he said. �It can�t be.�
He remembered her as a large and imperious matron, a vindictive figure who had taken her lead from the rest of the family�� only she had always waited until she was alone with Paul before showing her contempt for him and his mother. He remembered the many slaps across the head she had dealt him when no-one was looking, how when he had cried she had called him an English coward. He had hated this woman with such a depth of loathing that, at the time, it seemed to have rooted itself in his soul. He could not remember ever having despised a human being quite as much since.
Paul bent over the cot. �Madame Korovina?�
Her face was lined like a railway shunting yard; her mouth pinched and wrinkled like a prune. The slight hook to her nose, which once had been hardly noticeable, now seemed to have become more pronounced as the flesh on her face had dropped away.
�I am glad to see you alive and well,� he said to her with an equanimity he did not feel, thinking the crone hadn�t heard him until her eyes opened.
�Maria Ilyainichina,� Sofya said again. �It is Pavel Sergeyevich come to see us.�
Paul saw a spark of recognition flare in the governess� eyes, a look he remembered and told him there was still some vestige of the old tyrant left inside the withered body. It was the look of the despiser for the despised.
�I don�t suppose you thought you�d ever see me again,� Paul said, feeling he at last had some sort of advantage over the woman.
Her mouth opened. �Mаlyenykoye gavnor,� she croaked in a half-whisper.
Paul glanced at Sofya. �What did she say?�
�Have you lost your Russian, Pavel?�
�No,� he said. �She called me little something� What�s gavnor?�
Sofya smiled at him wickedly.
�Gavnor? Don�t you remember when we were children we used to say chert? It means the same as chert.�
�But that means� Chert is��
�That�s right,� said Sofya. �Shit. She called you a little shit.�
Paul straightened up, colouring. The old woman on the cot laughed, lungs wheezing like bellows.
�She looks half-starved,� Paul said, regaining his composure. �So do you, Sofya. You need to eat,� adding, despite himself, �Madame Korovina as well.�
�Oh? And what do I use for money?� Sofya retorted. �They have left us nothing. What they didn�t steal I had to sell. There is nothing more to sell.�
�Didn�t Mikhail leave you with anything?�
She ignored him.
�I was rather hoping he might have some old clothes I could borrow,� Paul said looking down at his rags. �I really need to get out of these things.�
�I�ve sold them all.�
�Everything?�
�Everything he didn�t take. Except one suit I�ve saved for when he comes back.�
�Well, that will do,� said Paul.
�It wouldn�t fit you,� Sofya said.
�Then I�ll have to buy some.� He reached into his pocket and found the small turnip the old woman on the train had given him.
�Shall we divide that three ways?� Sofya asked sarcastically. �We�ll eat well on that.�
�I have money,� Paul said. �We can buy food and clothes. I assume one can still buy food?�
�You can buy anything if you have money,� she said. �Have you ever seen a thin Bolshevik?�
Korovina stirred again. Her wrinkled lips twisted into the parody of a smile. �Bad pennies always turn up,� she whispered.
�Well this bad penny has turned up with roubles,� Paul retorted. He pulled a fistful from his pocket and held them out for her to see.
Maria Ilyainichina raised her head until she could see the money. She clutched Sofya�s hand.
�Eat, little one,� she rasped. A fierceness grew in her eyes as she turned to Paul. �Make her eat, Pavel Sergeyevich. Keep her alive, on the soul of your father, or I will curse you with my dying breath.� She fell back onto the cot and began coughing.
Sofya held a cup of water to her lips, cooing as she helped her drink. When the governess had taken a sip and Sofya was sure she was comfortable, she got to her feet. She took the money in Paul�s hand.
�Is it yours?�
�Of course it�s mine. Are there shops open? It�s getting late.�
She counted the notes.
�There are markets where we can buy food, even at this hour. You will have to come with me or someone will steal what I buy before I get back.� She picked up a bag lying under the table and started for the door. �Come on then,� she said, looking back at him. �Pavel Sergeyevich.�

It wasn�t how Paul had imagined spending the evening. It had been a long day since dawn at Terijoki and the anxiety of having to cross the border and catch the train to Petrograd had exhausted him. The first part had gone better than he might have hoped, but since arriving at the Rostov house his expectations had gone awry. He had imagined a fond reunion with Sofya Ivanovna, a meal, perhaps�� he had barely eaten all day. And a good night�s sleep in a comfortable bed. Well, he might get the meal eventually, but the reunion had been anything but fond and the bed was just wishful thinking.
With Sofya leading the way they took the stairs to the floor below and then a servants� narrow back staircase to the basement. He followed her along a low corridor and then through a door in the corner of a store room. An underground passage led beneath the courtyard.
�I come this way to avoid people,� Sofya explained over her shoulder as they climbed a flight of steps and emerged in a dusty disused tack room. Old leather harness and saddles hung from the walls, cracked and dry through neglect. �There�s a man called Skala here who makes it his business to pry into everyone else�s and I try to stay out of his way.�
�He�s not here,� Paul said. �I spoke to a woman in the courtyard. She told me he�d been called away. Some sort of trouble.�
�There�s always trouble,� Sofya replied curtly, pushing through another door.
They were at the back of the stables. A row of disused stalls gave on to others. In a smaller yard surrounded by a high wall, a carriage with a broken axle lay slumped on one side like a crippled animal. Sofya led him to a small door set into a pair of tall wooden gates that opened onto the street. She opened the door cautiously and peered out.
�This is the way they used to bring the carriages round to the front of the house when we went out,� Sofya said. �The horses have gone, of course. Butchered for meat.�
They were standing in a narrow street. The house towered above them to their left. Sofya crossed the road and turned into an alley. After a few yards it gave onto the embankment and the river. The Neva flowed sluggishly below the embankment wall.
�I used to come this way to school every morning,� she said turning right.
�You went to school?�
�The Smolny Institute. For the daughters of the nobles and the rich. It�s where they taught us how to become young ladies. For all the good it did us. They closed it, of course.� Her voice brimmed with contempt. �The rabble moved in with their executive committee after they left the Tauride Palace.�
�What rabble?�
�The Petersburg Soviet.�
�Don�t you mean Petrograd Soviet?�
�That shows you are a stranger,� Sofya said. �No one who lives here calls it Petrograd. It is still Petersburg.�
She pointed down the road to a large building as they turned onto Shpalernaya. �There, that�s the Tauride. Don�t you remember it? It�s where the rabble first used to meet.�
Approaching the Tauride Palace with its familiar neo-classical fa�ade he remembered how, as children, they had been taken there to admire its colonnaded halls and the gardens and lakes of the inner square. They sat in the summer sun while their governess�� Korovina, he supposed, although he couldn�t remember�� had told them its history. It had been built for Potemkin by Catherine the Great after he annexed the Crimea. Catherine had spent some months there each year after Potemkin�s death. The governess had stopped taking them there after the Duma, the parliament Nicholas II had been forced to accept following the 1905 revolution began using it. That had been the year he and his mother left although nothing in Russia had changed; the Duma�s influence had dwindled and Nicholas had reasserted his autocratic power. Paul supposed things might have turned out differently if the tsar had ever had the sense to take advice.
The evening light had begun to fade as Sofya skirted the Preobrazhensky Barracks and crossed onto Grecheski Prosp�kt.
�It is safer on the streets now than it used to be. That, at least, is one thing the Bolsheviks have done. A few months ago some of the officers and soldiers took over several of the bigger houses. They called themselves anarchists but they were nothing but bandits. They used to be devils if they saw a woman on her own but Trotsky cleared them out last April and things are not so bad now. The Bolsheviks will not tolerate that sort of behaviour anymore.�
�Where is the market?� Paul asked.
�There will be one by the Nikolaevsky Railway Station. You have money so we can take a tram.�

The stalls were set up on an area of rough grass lying between the cat�s cradle of rails. Around them derelict railway carriages stood rotting in forgotten sidings and rusted wagons lay amid discarded railway bogeys.
Many of the stalls had started to pack up for the day although there were still vegetables to be had, some clothes and a few household goods for sale. They were displayed on makeshift tables or on blankets spread on the uneven ground. Manned for the most part by peasants in from the countryside�� �sackmen�, Sofya called them�� who rode the train into the city everyday to sell their produce. There were squat, broad women swathed in shawls and head scarves, and grizzled men wearing smocks and felt boots who looked on with bored expressions while their goods were picked over. Some of the sellers, Paul saw, were clearly middle-class�� the despised burzhui. One woman, obviously reduced in circumstances, mutely offered her clothes: a dress and some uselessly decorative hats; a fur stole and a pair of scuffed shoes.
Sofya sorted through a small pile of vegetables and dropped four beets into her bag.
�It is illegal to sell food without permission of the city Soviet,� Sofya told him as she selected some potatoes. �But if they arrested everyone who did we would all starve. There is no food in the shops.�
�Why not?� Paul held the bag open as she put in some carrots and an onion. �Where does it all go? The peasants still grow it, don�t they?�
She shrugged, her thin shoulders rising under the shapeless cotton dress. �They say it has been requisitioned for the army. People here think the Bolsheviks keep it for themselves and the factory workers.�
�So how do people live?�
�You call this living?�
There was no meat to be had and by the time Sofya finished selecting everything she wanted most of the stallholders had packed their goods away and had started to leave.
Sofya�s face remained a mask as Paul handed the peasant the price she asked and he wondered if his cousin regarded shopping as beneath her. There had always been servants for that sort of thing. What had happened to them? Had the Bolsheviks passed some ideological decree against servants? Or perhaps under the new universal equality all former servants now thought housework and waiting upon others was beneath them. The woman in the yard who said she used to work for the family had still been skivvying as far as Paul could see, so where was the difference? Maybe like the serfs before them, they were discovering that freedom meant that they were free to starve like everyone else.
Seeing a man selling second-hand clothes, Paul stopped to see what he had to offer. It was time he got rid of his rags and here were trousers, a waistcoat and a jacket or two. Workingmen�s clothes all of them, badly worn and none too clean, but better than those he was wearing. He couldn�t help thinking that he too�� like the burzhui woman�� had been reduced in circumstances in a matter of a few weeks and was now having to buy someone else�s cast-offs. A month ago he�d never have believed it. Even amid the filth of the trenches, the grime had at least been his own, not some other man�s. And there, of course, the irony was he had still had a servant. Even so, he�d had enough of the rags and he picked out some garments he thought would fit him, topping the ensemble off with a peaked cap. It was the kind he had seen Lenin wearing in photographs and thought that in it, like the Bolshevik leader, he too might pass as a �man of the people�.
Sofya didn�t appear impressed as he paid for the clothes, and was even less pleased when a wild-eyed gaunt women who looked at the end of her tether offered to sell Sofya a winter coat.
�You think I have money for clothes?� she snapped at the woman, nevertheless stopping to examine the coat even though it was plain she had no intention of buying the article.
Paul saw no compassion for the woman in Sofya�s face. Nor, come to that, in any of the other faces he had seen, buyers or sellers. What he was reminded most of were scavengers, pecking over the remains of their own.
Apart from the few remarks she had made whilst walking to the market, Sofya barely spoke. She appeared to display no curiosity about his mother, or even why Paul had suddenly reappeared. With his rather confused grasp of psychology, Paul put her apathy down to malnourishment. He had seen a few cases among refugees caught in the fighting in France. Trapped in shattered towns close to the front, having to burrow into the ruins of their former homes to survive, they had often been forced to scratch in the dirt like fowls for sustenance. Lack of nourishment, a doctor had once told him, could induce in the sufferer an almost catatonic state, where finding morsels to put in one�s mouth became the whole of their existence.
Sofya wasn�t that bad, or anywhere near it. She might be hungry but she still had the strength to get around at a pace he had trouble matching. The washerwoman in the courtyard had implied that Sofya was mad although, from the little conversation Paul had managed to tease out of her, she had shown no signs of feeble-mindedness. He suspected she might put on the condition to encourage the other people in the house to avoid her, and it occurred to Paul that she might try the same ploy with him.
He looked at her out the corner of his eye as they crossed the railways lines, walking through the square and along Znamenskaya towards the river.
�Aren�t you at all pleased to see me?� he finally asked when she showed no inclination to speak. �Weren�t we friends as children?�
�When we were children? What does when we were children matter? That was another life. All that is dead and gone.�
She quickened her pace. Carrying the bag, Paul had to skip a step to keep up with her.
�What�s wrong with Madame Korovina?� he asked. He didn�t particularly care but wanted to keep Sofya talking.
�What is it to you?� Sofya replied. �You used to hate her.�
�The feeling was mutual if you remember.�
He had hated her. But he rarely had the opportunity to say as much. To confide in Mikhail or the adults only risked retribution. He had been able to tell Sofya and�� oddly enough�� had been able to make it plain to Maria Ilyainichina herself. The governess� family name, Korovin, and the one used to address her�� Madame Korovina�� meant �cow� and he found he was able to emphasise the word when addressing her and that there wasn�t much she could do about it. Except hit him later when they were alone, of course.
�She caught influenza last spring,� Sofya said, �and never got over it. She won�t eat, at least not until she is sure that I have eaten first.�
Dusk had fallen. There were few people left on the street, just the odd pedestrian hurrying by and some homeless people forced to bed down in doorways. Now and then a vehicle passed, some flying red flags, and once in a while a tram. They rode one back to the English embankment.
When they reached the house, Sofya led him to the rear door and through the back stables again. Climbing the stairs, Paul was startled by a man who stepped out in front of Sofya unexpectedly. He was thin and balding and his left arm hung loosely at his side.
�Sofya Ivanovna,� he said, smiling diffidently until he noticed Paul. �Who is this?�
�Just a friend, Igor Alekseev,� Sofya said, making to walk around him.
�Are you visiting, comrade?� the man asked Paul.
�He is looking for my brother,� Sofya said.
�I knew him before the war,� Paul explained.
The man�s expression hardened and he inclined his head slightly. �Things are different now, comrade� he said. �The old ways are finished.� He glanced at Sofya. �Begging your pardon, Sofya Ivanovna.�
He retreated into his room and Sofya continued up the stairs.
�What was all that about?� Paul asked.
�His name is Feldmann,� Sofya said. �He used to work in the kitchens here until he was conscripted. That�s where he lost the use of his arm.�
�Was I mistaken or was he trying to make some point?�
�He�s Jewish,� Sofya said, as if that was explanation enough. �Igor tries to be nice to me, now we�re all working class. Mikhail didn�t like the idea.�
�Igor?� said Paul, repeating Sofya�s use of his given name. �I shouldn�t think he did.�
�Mikhail threatened him with the Black Hundreds.�
�Mikhail? He wasn�t one of them, was he?�
�Fortunately,� Sofya went on without answering, �Igor didn�t tell Skala or there might have been trouble.�
�For Mikhail?�
�For me. Mikhail had gone by then.�
They had reached the second floor. Paul asked if she had wood for the stove.
�Not much,� she admitted.
�Water?�
�Yes, there�s plenty of water. Water costs nothing.�
In the attic room, Paul emptied the contents of the bag onto the table and took it downstairs to the ballroom. The carpenters had gone and Paul filled the bag with wood shavings and some off-cuts of timber that had been left in a corner. He went back upstairs. Sofya was sitting at the table scrubbing potatoes in a muddy bowl of water.
�Aren�t you going to peel them,� he asked.
�And waste the skins?�
He stacked the timber by the stove, took an old newspaper off the floor and built a fire. When the stove was hot enough he dropped into one of the chairs at the table and watched Sofya cook.
There wasn�t much in the attic except for the table and chairs, the cot the governess slept on and another in a far corner which he assumed was Sofya�s bed. She had a few pots and pans but the only other thing worth stealing he saw was the stove itself, and that probably only remained because of the difficulty of getting the thing down the narrow stairs.
Madame Korovina had not moved since their return. Her breath sounded laboured but she seemed to be sleeping comfortably enough. Sofya made kasha, the common buckwheat gruel the peasants ate. There was little scope for anything else, she told him. Leaving it to simmer on the stove, she laid out three chipped bowls and wooden spoons. Paul recalled the dinner services the family used to own, great multitudinous collections of hand-painted porcelain emblazoned with the family�s spurious coat of arms. All gone, he supposed, no doubt along with the rest of the family�s possessions. Sold, or more likely stolen. He wondered if the Rostov servants had been the first to plunder the assets of their former employers. The moral there, he supposed, was treat your servants well. And that was probably no guarantee either. To the best of Paul�s recollection, the Rostovs�� like most wealthy Russians�� had never treated their employees with much respect at all, viewing the working classes as an infinite resource. The man on the stairs for instance, Feldmann. He wouldn�t have received anything in the way of consideration from them. They would have treated him as earlier generations had treated their serfs, particularly if he was Jewish.
No doubt when Paul had said to Feldmann that he used to know Mikhail, the man had taken Paul for a Jew-baiter too, particularly if Mikhail had threatened Feldmann with the Black Hundreds. They had been an extreme right-wing organisation responsible for many of the pogroms against the Jews, as well as a terror campaign designed to intimidate the liberal intelligentsia. They had had the backing of the tsar and of the police. They�d mostly used ordinary Russians to do their dirty work, given that there had never been a shortage of anti-Semites among the Russian population. Paul assumed Mikhail had been a member. Not surprising but still an unpleasant thought. In Paul�s opinion, if the Revolution had only one positive outcome it was to destroy the Black Hundreds.
�How long ago did Mikhail leave,� Paul asked Sofya as she sat down.
�Some weeks ago. I don�t remember.�
�You said they came looking for him.�
�Did I? Who?�
Paul sighed. �The Bolsheviks, Sofya. I know Mikhail was involved with Kornilov�s coup, so there�s no point in pretending.�
Sofya got up and went to the stove again. �I know nothing about it,� she said. �He left, that�s all.�
�And he didn�t say where he was going?�
She turned to face him, her hair was tangled and there was a smudge of dirt on her cheek.
�South? I don�t know.�
�Kornilov is dead. So was he going to join Deniken? Or do you think he went to the Urals?
�Why would he go to the Urals?�
�That�s where the Czechs are.�
�What Czechs?�
She began stirring the pot once more.
�He said nothing at all before he left?�
�No.�
She had her back to Paul and he could see how thin she was through the skimpy dress. But he could also see there was a wiriness to her body despite her slender frame.
�So what did the Bolsheviks want?� he persisted.
�How would I know? They came up here with Skala. Perhaps it was something to do with the house. They�ve confiscated a lot of the big ones. Those that belonged to any family who had money.�
�What did they ask you?�
She suddenly stamped her foot. �Stop it, Pavel! You have no right to interrogate me. Why do you want to see Mikhail anyway? You disliked each other as children.�
The dislike, as he always recalled, was mostly on Mikhail�s side. But it was true, he hadn�t liked Mikhail. One of the things he had disliked most about his cousin was the way he had sucked up to Madame Korovina.
�What about Korovina?� he asked. �Would he have told her where he was going?� He glanced at the cot. Her breathing had become ragged and shallow but he wouldn�t have put it past the old crone to be eavesdropping on their conversation. He went to the cot and bent over her.
�Where is Mikhail?� he said into her wrinkled ear. He saw her eyes flicker and he repeated the question. But she didn�t respond and her eyes closed again.
�Leave her alone,� Sofya said, pushing him aside. She leaned over the cot and laid a hand on Korovina�s brow.
�She�s asleep,� Paul said.
�Maria doesn�t know where Mikhail is,� Sofya said. �What do you want with him, anyway, if you say you�re not working for the Bolsheviks?�
�Of course I�m not.� He sat heavily in the chair wondering how much he ought to tell her. �I need to contact some people he knows.�
�What people?�
�People who oppose the Bolsheviks.�
She laughed, scornfully. �There are plenty of those,� she said. �But you�ll have to be quick�� there are fewer every day.�
�How would I find them?�
�That easy,� Sofya said. �They meet at number two Gor�hovaya Street.�
�What is it, a house?�
She laughed again. �It�s the headquarters of the Cheka, you idiot. It�s where the Bolsheviks take those who oppose them for interrogation. Not many come out again.�
�Oh,� he said, realising she was making a fool of him.
�It used to be the Petersburg Prefecture of Police under the tsar. The Bolsheviks not only took over the building, they took over the whole apparatus. They even employ the old Okhrana agents. They�ve just changed the name, that�s all.�
�The Allies have landed in Murmansk and Archangel,� Paul said abruptly, deciding to jump in with both feet.
�There was a rumour they had,� Sofya said. �Although I thought the Bolsheviks might have made it up as an excuse for more arrests. Is that why you�re here?�
�I�m supposed to liaise with any resistance there might be against them.�
�Why you?�
�Admiral Kolchak is expected to take charge of the White forces in the Urals when he arrives.�
�What�s that got to do with you?�
�The admiral served with my father during the war with Japan. Since I have connections with both Mikhail and the admiral it was thought I should come here to liaise between them and the Allies.�
Paul thought the plan sounded quite reasonable put like that. It was only when one started delving deeper that it was obvious the idea was as ephemeral as a soap bubble.
On the cot Korovina made a noise in her throat.
�Just because Kolchak served with Uncle Sergei?� Sofya asked, glancing towards the governess. �That�s not much of a connection.�
�My mother met him in London when he passed through on his way to America.�
�So Auntie socialises with admirals now, does she?� Sofya said sarcastically.
Paul sighed. �She socialises with all the Russians in London,� he said. �That�s her trouble, they�ve bled her dry.�
�At least she has money to eat.�
�Only what I give her. The allowance your father sent stopped when the Bolsheviks took over.�
�Poor Auntie!� Sofya cried. �Is she as radical as she used to be now the Revolution�s hit her in the purse?�
�This isn�t getting us anywhere,� Paul said, refusing to rise to Sofya�s bait. �The thing is, the people in London who sent me here think I can co-ordinate things between the Allies in Murmansk and Archangel, the Czechs in the Urals, and the Whites, once Kolchak arrives. I don�t know anyone in Petersburg or the south. That�s why I�m looking for Mikhail.�
�I had no idea you were such an important man,� Sofya said, raising her eyebrows. But she was only mocking him.
�I�m not. To tell the truth they mistook me for someone else. But I�m here now so I have to make the best of it.�
�What on earth makes you think Mikhail will co-operate with you? He hated you.�
Paul was taken aback. When had Mikhail�s dislike of him escalated into hate? He nurtured a malicious suspicion that Mikhail had perhaps inherited the Russian peasant�s well-known distrust of outsiders from his own great-grandfather. That would explain his cousin�s antipathy to Paul and his mother�� the fact that Paul had a half-share in Mikhail�s descent apparently not enough to stop his being thought of as an outsider. But wouldn�t that mean that Paul, too, might have a half-share of Mikhail�s bigotry? That was something he wasn�t ready to consider.
�And you, Sofya Ivanovna,� he asked her formally, �do you hate me too?�
She began ladling the kasha into the bowls and avoided answering. They ate the gruel with rye bread, coarse and black and already stale. Paul crumbled it into pieces and soaked it in the gruel to soften it. Kasha was supposed to be thick like porridge but this was thin. Hungry as he was though, he ate it with relish. Sofya spooned the gruel into her mouth sparingly, watching him across the table. When he had finished, Paul drank tea while Sofya filled the third bowl for Madame Korovina, breaking in small pieces of bread for her.
�The woman downstairs said they are going to throw you out when the old woman dies,� Paul said to her. �Where will you go? Have you friends you can stay with? What about the rest of the family?�
There had been some other cousins, he recalled, further removed and barely remembered. They only lived in his memory because of his mother�s reminiscences. They had never quite acquired the social elevation that Sofya�s grandfather had, and only appeared on rare occasions dependent upon his uncle Ivan�s condescension.
�No,� Sofya said. �All our friends left, those who had any sense anyway. I wanted to go after Mama and Papa died but Mikhail insisted we stay. He said the rabble would soon be put back in their place. He said everything would return to normal. But it was easy for him to say, he was hardly here.�
�And the family?�
�Family? Papa and Mama are dead and my brother has gone away. There is no family now, only Maria Ilyainichina. She�s the only one who didn�t desert us.�
�She is dying,� Paul said. �With the best will in the world she cannot live much longer.�
�I won�t leave her.�
She took the bowl of kasha to where Korovina lay. She placed it on the floor beside the governess and gently touched her shoulder. Paul carried his and Sofya�s bowls to a small stone sink and washed them out.
Sofya shook Korovina�s shoulder.
�I can�t wake her.�
Paul put the bowls down and bent over the old woman. Her skin had the appearance of translucent parchment, as if it had already preceded her to the grave. Her eyes were shut but her lips parted, almost as though she was in the middle of saying something. Paul laid a finger against her neck to feel for a pulse but instead felt only a sense of revulsion. It was not revulsion at touching a dead body�� he had handled more of those than he could remember during the last two years�� it was actually touching the old tyrant herself that repelled him. The last time they had made contact was probably a slap she given him for some petty infringement or other. Now he felt nothing, nothing beyond the slight frisson of revulsion at having to touch her at all.
He could not feel a pulse and Korovina showed no sign of breathing. He turned to Sofya and shook his head, drawing the blanket over Korovina�s head.
Sofya pulled it back and groped under the blanket for Korovina�s talon-like hand. She knelt holding it. She wasn�t crying and she said nothing. Paul stood over her for a while then picked up the dead woman�s bowl of kasha. It was a relief really. It would make things simpler. He ate the gruel before it got cold.
The air in the attic was stuffy, as if everything that occurred in the house beneath had risen and concentrated around them, simmering under roof. After a while Sofya left the dead woman and came back to the table. They ate some more bread. Every so often Sofya glanced at the cot and her dead governess.
�It�s quite warm up here,� Paul said hesitantly.
Sofya said nothing.
�We can�t keep her here.�
�No,� she replied tonelessly after a moment. �Of course not. Do you think I would want to?�
�Do you know an undertaker?�
Sofya raised her head. �You�re supposed to report deaths to the dvornik.�
�There�s a caretaker here?�
She lives downstairs,� Sofya said. �It�s her job to deal with the bodies.�
�Bodies?�
�There was as influenza epidemic in the winter. Now with summer it�s malaria or cholera. And the Bolsheviks, of course. There�s always someone dying. Next winter it will be worse. All the warm clothing has been requisitioned for the army.�
�Who�s this dvornik who deals with the bodies?�
�Her names is Fedorova. She arranges for them to be taken away.�
�I�ll go,� Paul said. �Where does she live?�
�I don�t know. Somewhere in the basements, I think.�
He went downstairs. It was dark and the corridors were poorly lit. A smell of boiled cabbage hung in the air like damp washing.
He passed a man on the stairs and asked for Fedorova. Below at the back of the house, the man said. Paul found his way to the kitchens and saw the woman he had spoken to in the courtyard. She was still scrubbing, now pans at a sink.
�Are you still here?� she said, seeing him in the doorway. �Alenkov, isn�t it? I thought I told you to bugger off.�
�I�m looking for the woman, Fedorova.�
�Oh? Well you�ve found her. And what business might you have with me?�
He gestured to the top of the house. �I went to see the Rostova girl to see if she knew anything about my brother. The old woman living with her has just died.�
�Has she?� Fedorova chuckled. �And about time, too. She glanced at the ceiling as if she might be able to see through it. �What do you expect me to do about it?�
�Sofya Ivanovna said you were responsible for the bodies.�
Fedorova laughed. �She did, did she? For getting rid of them, perhaps. Not for killing them.�
�I don�t think that�s what she meant,� Paul said.
Fedorova dropped the pan she was scrubbing and, sighing, wiped her hands on a cloth. �Well nothing can be done tonight. If she�s dead she�ll have to wait till morning. But I suppose I�ll have to take a look myself.�
Paul followed her to a back staircase and watched her broad rump climb the stairs ahead of him. Pushing down with a hand on one knee with every step, she had to stop to rest on each landing.
�They�ll be the death of me, these stairs,� she complained. �I�ve been climbing them since I was a young girl.� She looked over her shoulder at him. �I was a housemaid here, did I tell you?�
�A housemaid?�
�There must have been twenty of us. What a family! They made more mess than a troop of Cossacks.�
Paul followed her, flight after flight, then up the final staircase. At the top she farted, walked along the corridor and pushed open the door of Sofya�s room without knocking. Sofya was kneeling over Korovina again.
Fedorova looked at her, hands on hips. �Are you praying?�
Sofya got to her feet.
�I was washing her face.�
�Skala won�t have prayers said in his building.�
Sofya stared back at her. �This is my family house.�
Fedorova strode across the room and for a moment Paul thought she was going to strike Sofya. But she merely laughed at her and pushed her aside to see the body.
�If she�d dead I�ll send up two men in the morning to fetch her.� She bent over Korovina�s body and satisfied herself that the woman was really dead. �Where are her things?�
�Things?� Sofya repeated. �What things? She hasn�t any things. She sold everything so we could eat.�
The woman examined Korovina�s hands for rings then undid the blouse at her neck. She pulled out a chain and crucifix and yanked it off the dead woman.
�And this bauble?�
�She was an Old Believer,� Sofya said. �She should be buried with it.�
Fedorova chuckled. �She�ll have found out her mistake by now.� She put the cross into the pocket of her voluminous skirt.
�I�m sure she would have wanted Sofya to have the cross,� Paul said.
The woman turned to him.
�It doesn�t matter,� said Sofya.
�Sofya, is it?� Fedorova said to Paul. �You�re a quick worker.�
�It isn�t important,� Sofya said.
�Did she leave a will?� Fedorova asked.
Sofya shook her head.
�State property then. You wish to make a claim?�
Sofya shook her head again.
Fedorova looked around the room, her eyes falling on the food they had bought at the market.
�Where did you buy that?� she asked Sofya.
�I bought it,� Paul said. In the market by Nikolaevsky Station.�
�Well, if I were you I�d take it with you when you leave.� Then she said to Sofya, �You�ll have to go in the morning as well. We need the room. Petersburg is filling by the day and rooms are in short supply. When the carpenters have finished dividing up the ballroom they�re coming up here to work on the attics. Skala can put several families up here.�
�You�ll throw her out of her own family�s house?� Paul said.
Fedorova turned her gaze on him again. �And why not, comrade? Who are you to care? You�re very free with your opinions, you and your fine lah-di-dah accent. Tell me, what did you do before you were in the army?�
�I was a teacher,� Paul replied, saying the first thing that came to mind.
�What kind of teacher?�
�Languages. French and English.�
Her nose wrinkled. �Our old allies, eh? Who now think they�re going to defeat the Revolution. Well, we don�t need foreign languages now, do we comrade? Especially not theirs. We all speak Russian now and you�ll do well not to forget it.�
�Of course not,� he said.
She eyed him suspiciously. �I took you for a simpleton before. Just where was it you worked? In the south where this brother of yours lived?�
�Here, in Petersburg,� he said. Adding, as if it might give him some credibility, �Until I was exiled.�
�Exiled?� Fedorova hooted. �And why would they trouble to exile you?�
�Writing political pamphlets,� he replied, praying he wasn�t digging a hole for himself.
�And where did they send you?�
He tried to think of one of the eastern Siberian cities he had seen on his mother�s map. �Novosibirsk,� he told her. �Before they put me in the army, that is.�
�A conscript?�
�What else?�
�What unit?�
He wracked his brain to remember the name of any Russian units he might have heard of but couldn�t. She was waiting.
�I don�t belong to the Little Father�s units anymore,� he told her.
She laughed again. �Deserted?�
�Medical discharge,� he said, finding that an admission of desertion was too much to confess. He pulled his hair aside to show her one of his scars. �I get fits sometimes,� he added, in the hope of scaring her.
She didn�t blink. �No more teaching for you then,� she said. �They won�t want you scaring the little kiddies, will they?� Then she pursed her lips and seemed to relent. �Maybe I can speak to Skala. For one of our brave pamphleteers. He might know of a factory that needs men. He�s a Party man, he has connections. Factory work isn�t beneath you, I suppose?�
�Not at all, comrade,� he said quickly. �And a bed for the night?�
�A bed?� she repeated. �You need to register with this building�s Committee of the Poor for a bed.� Then her eyes fell on the body of the governess and a malicious glint appeared in them. �There�s a bed,� she said. �It�s spare now, if you don�t mind sharing the room with a corpse and the ghost, that is.� She turned to Sofya and asked sarcastically, �What do you say, my lady? Do you object to sharing a room with an exiled teacher who has fits?� She laughed at the prospect. �A fine pair you�ll make. But don�t forget,� she said, pointing at Sofya. �You�re out in the morning just as soon as they fetch the body. And you, teacher, you�ll have to register with Skala.�
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Paul slept on the floor. It was warm enough in the house that he needed no blanket. He had heated some water on the stove and washed as best he could at the sink by candlelight, conscious of Sofya�s presence. He discarded his old clothes and laid out the ones he had bought in the market for the morning. Sofya watched him while he went through this ritual, but if she was amused at the trouble he took over second-hand clothes she didn�t show it.
�You had better pack whatever you want to take with you,� he told her.
�Take where?�
�Fedorova said you�ll have to leave in the morning. Unless you have a friend you can stay with you�ll have to come with me.�
�Go with you? Why should I leave? This is my brother�s house now. How will he know where I am when he returns?�
Paul was tempted to ask why she was so convinced Mikhail would come back for her when he hadn�t bothered himself about her when he had left. But Paul sensed she was in a sullen mood. She had been like it as a child, stubborn and, if unable to get her way, inclined to sulk.
�Skala will make trouble for you if you stay,� he said. �Can�t you leave a message with someone? A friend of Mikhail�s? Or someone he�d go to if you weren�t here? Fedorova, if there�s no one else.�
�That cow,� said Sofya.
�Very probably,� Paul said. �But things are different now. If you want to survive you�ll have to adapt. Things may never be what they once were.�
�Easy for you,� she retorted bitterly. �You haven�t had to watch while the svolotch of Petersburg have robbed us blind and no army to protect us!�
�They may be scum,� he said, �but they�re running the city now.�
She glared at him by the dim light of the candle.
�Turn around,� she said. �I want to get undressed.�
Paul turned his face to the wall.
�And you needn�t think you�ll get any help from Skala,� she went on behind him over the sound of rustling material. �He won�t swallow that story of yours about being a teacher for a minute. He may be a pig but he�s not stupid.�
�I won�t give him the chance to swallow it,� Paul said to the wall. �We�ll leave as soon as it�s light.�
Skala. He assumed the name was a pseudonym. They were fond of their pseudonyms, these Bolsheviks�� Lenin, Kamenev and the rest� What did �Skala� mean? It was a rock, as he remembered�� a large rock. Hard as rock, the implication would be. Well, he wasn�t planning to stay around long enough to find out.
He heard Sofya moving and assumed she had finished. He turned around. She was naked, her back to him, and he saw her thin arms and taught buttocks, her slender legs�
�Pasha!� She quickly pulled her night-dress over her head.
�I�m sorry, Sofya�� he stammered. He turned to the wall again, his face flushing but still aware that she had used his diminutive. She had called him Pasha as she had used to as a girl.
He settled himself into a corner by the wall on a cushion. Sofya extinguished the candle and climbed onto her cot. The room was dark. He lit a cigarette and smoked, listening to Sofya�s breathing and the silence that had come over the house below.
After a while, sensing she was still awake, he asked:
�Sofya? What was it like when the Revolution came?�
She didn�t answer immediately then said:
�When do you mean? When the Bolsheviks took control?�
�No, before. February last year, when it first began.�
�What was it like?� she repeated. �Like it always was. Nobody thought it would be any different from all the other demonstrations there�d been. They were calling it �International Women�s Day� or something. It was a Thursday and all the women came to Petersburg to complain about the shortages. Everybody was depressed because the war had been going so badly. There had been nothing in the shops for days, although all the restaurants were still open of course. If you had money you could get food, but the poor couldn�t buy anything.
�Was there fighting?�
�No, that was later. The next day there were more demonstrations only this time the men came too, marching out of the factories. Even then no one thought anything about it because it had happened so often before. The fighting began on the Saturday, I think it was. Some army officers were attacked and the police fired on demonstrators at the Nikolaevsky. Then the cavalry killed some men on Nevsky Prosp�kt. It didn�t seem to make any difference this time, though. Not like it usually did when that sort of thing happened. The workers weren�t intimidated this time. The next day the police tried blocking the bridges to stop them getting into the city but the crowd just crossed on the ice instead. There was some firing at the Moika Canal, I think. And a lot of people were killed in Znamenskaya Square. But even then no one thought anything would come of it. It all seemed so unreal. It had happened so many times before and nothing had changed� Princess Radziwell threw her party at her palace as usual, just as if nothing was happening at all. Everyone went.�
Paul could imagine who �everyone� was. The elite would have been dancing and banqueting while outside workers went hungry and soldiers died at the front.
�An army officer escorted me to the party,� Sofya said. �Arkady Vladimirovitch� He was in the Preobrazhensky Regiment. Their barracks is near the Tauride. I first met him when I was at the Smolny. At lunchtimes they used to stroll along Suvorovesky to the Smolny to watch us girls come out of the convent. He told me about the people who were killed at Znamenskaya. He was on leave from the front. That was Sunday, the twenty-seventh. I remember because they killed poor Arkady the next day.�
Her voice quivered a little but she went on, as if now she had begun talking she couldn�t stop.
�The soldiers who had fired on the crowd at Znamenskaya Square mutinied and the men at the Preobrazhensky murdered their colonel. They shot Arkady, too.� She fell silent for a moment and when she resumed there was no emotion in her voice at all.
�Papa went to the Admiralty. The minister, P.G. Kurlov, was there, barricaded in with some of the other government ministers. They had some loyal troops with them and artillery. Then the supposedly loyal troops ran away. There wasn�t much shooting but some people were killed. Minister Kurlov and Papa were arrested and taken to the Tauride. That�s where the Petrograd Soviet workers� and soldiers� deputies were sitting. They were only held for a day. Rodzianko and Miliukov formed the Provisional Government and they released them. Minister Kurlov told Papa to look after things at the ministry. He left,� she added bitterly. �His Excellency Pavel Grigoriyevitch Kurlov emigrated abroad with all the rest of the rats.�
She fell silent and Paul had to prompt her.
�What happened after that?�
�After that? Everything changed after that. It all happened so quickly. The mob took the arsenal and started handing out weapons. The sailors from Kronstadt came over. The soldiers refused to fire on the people. Their officers were either murdered or joined them. Policemen were lynched. All the prisoners in Kresty prison were released. The workers formed militia and you couldn�t go out onto the streets because they were stealing cars and riding round waving red flags and shooting at anyone who moved. I watched from the windows. By the middle of the week they were in complete control. That�s when they started breaking into the shops and looting houses.
�Everyday Papa said troops would come from the front to restore order but they never did. Then, at the end of the week, it was announced that the tsar had abdicated.� She sighed. �We expected to be killed in our beds, or worse. But oddly, after that first week it quietened down. There was only sporadic trouble. If only Papa had not gone out when he did��
�It must have been difficult,� Paul sympathised.
�No one did anything,� Sofya replied angrily.
�What did Mikhail do?�
�What does Mikhail ever do? He railed against them and lectured Mama and me, shouted at the servants and made calls on his friends. But he didn�t do anything! Once the streets were safe we hardly saw him.�
Paul was surprised at the way she spoke. When they were children, Mikhail could do no wrong. Paul had the impression now that Mikhail had not behaved quite as well during the Revolution as Sofya might have wished.
�Then in July the Bolsheviks tried to seize power. But the majority of the soldiers and workers were either Social-Revolutionaries or Mensheviks and they fought them off. There was rioting again and some fighting and that�s when Papa was killed. It was just a stray bullet. So stupid. If he hadn�t gone out��
She went quiet again. When she went on her voice was little more than a whisper.
�Mama was heartbroken after Papa died. She moped around but seemed to waste away. Then she got sick. The doctor said it was cholera but I think after Papa died she just gave up. Mikhail was no use. He was involved with some organisation that called itself The League for the Regeneration of Russia. It was Boris Savinkov�s idea. Imagine! Mikhail being involved with Savinkov!�
�Who�s Savinkov?�
�He�s a Social-Revolutionary. He was the one who planned the assassination of the tsar�s uncle, Grand Duke Sergei. Papa would have turned in his grave!�
�What was this League?� Paul asked, wondering if it was the kind of organisation he ought to try and contact.
�They were anti-Bolshevik. But then so were most people after the July Days. Kerensky was prime minister by then and he made Savinkov his Minister for War. The League used to meet in this house sometimes. I even saw your Admiral Kolchak here.�
�Kolchak?�
�Yes. He didn�t approve of Kerensky let alone Savinkov. He resigned as Admiral of the Black Sea Fleet when Kerensky was first made minister for war, which just shows you how two-faced they are since he was plotting with Savinkov, the new minister for war not long after Kerensky became prime minister.�
�Is this when Kornilov marched on Petersburg?�
�In September. After Kerensky became prime minister the streets were quieter. The soldiers had gone back to their barracks and everyone was hoping things would get better. Even the restaurants and night-clubs opened just the way they used to. People still had money although they were spending it like they didn�t expect to have it long. The trouble was no one in the government seemed to know what they were doing. The different factions were always arguing. The war was going badly. Some people wanted to send more troops to the front while others, the Bolsheviks, mostly, wanting to sue for peace. Whenever the Provisional Government did suggest something the workers� and soldiers� deputies in the Soviet just vetoed it. Nothing ever got done. The Soviet just talked and didn�t do anything either�
�Eventually,� she said, �we heard that Kornilov was sending troops from the front. And what a fiasco that turned out to be! Kerensky couldn�t make up his mind who to support and in the end sided with the Soviet. The troops were stopped and he had the generals arrested. And lot of good it did him. No one trusted him after that because they thought he�d supported Kornilov then got cold feet when he saw how the workers� militia reacted. After that everyone seemed to lose hope. People started leaving. I wanted to go as well, at least until things improved, but Mikhail wouldn�t hear of it. He said it was our duty to stay and save Russia. Save it for what? The Bolsheviks?
�They had been pariahs in July but after the Kornilov fiasco everyone thought they were the only ones who would do anything. �Bread and Peace� was their slogan and the people believed them. The Left Social-Revolutionaries supported them and they took over the government in October. All Mikhail could talk about was how good things would be once they put the tsar back on the throne. As if it hadn�t been the tsar who had been the problem in the first place! He was a stupid man who wouldn�t listen to those who wanted to advise him. They say it was the tsarina but I think they were as bad as each other. Not that they deserved what happened to them. Not those poor girls� I even told Mikhail what I thought of the tsar�� that he was a very stupid man who hadn�t deserved to be emperor. Not long after that Mikhail said he had to go away. I wanted to know what I was supposed to do and all he said was that I wasn�t to worry because they weren�t interested in me.�
Paul muttered something conciliatory but Sofya didn�t seem to hear. He waited for her to say more but she fell silent. After a while her breathing become more regular and he supposed she had fallen asleep.
It was just as well. They would have to leave early if they wanted to avoid Skala. Then it occurred to him that it might be easier to do what Mikhail appeared to have done and simply leave Sofya to her fate. After all, taking her with him wasn�t going to make his mission any easier to accomplish�� whatever his mission now was. And he certainly didn�t owe the Rostovs anything. Mikhail in particular. They had disposed of him and his mother with unconscionable alacrity as soon as Paul�s father had died. They had sent a monthly allowance, it was true, but whether out of a sense of duty to his father or mere bad conscience, Paul couldn�t say.
So why should he be concerned about what might happen to Sofya?
He shouldn�t. And yet he was. He knew he wouldn�t be able to leave her. In the dark, he tried to rationalise it. In spite of everything, she was family. And, he supposed, Mikhail�� if Paul ever managed to find him�� would be grateful for his having saved his sister from the Bolshevik monster. Grateful enough to co-operate? The reasoning didn�t bear too close an investigation: Mikhail hadn�t worried too much about leaving Sofya in the first place, and in the second, Paul didn�t think his cousin was the kind to be grateful to people for doing him a service.
Paul turned it over in his head, yawned and closed his eyes. His argument slipped from his consciousness to be replaced by the memory of Sofya naked and the night-dress falling down over her back�

Heavy banging on the door woke him.
He sat up abruptly. He felt stiff from the floor and momentarily disorientated. By the time he gathered his thoughts and remembered where he was, he realised they had overslept. The banging started again. He got up quickly and dressed.
�Just a moment,� he called. It would be Skala and Fedorova, coming to throw Sofya out. And to interrogate him.
She was still curled up in her bed but stirred as the knocking continued.
He opened the door. Two men stood on the threshold.
�Where is it?� one of them asked. �The body,� said the other.
They were holding their peaked caps respectfully in front of them as though just summoned from the graveyard. There was mud on their boots and on the knees of their trousers. Their hands and tunics were just as dirty.
Paul recognised the two as the men who had been carrying the timber up to the ballroom the day before.
He gestured towards the cot where the old governess lay under the blanket. Sofya was up and pulling on her dress. One of the men leered at her.
�Where will you take her?� Sofya demanded of him, trading his leer for a scowl. �She wouldn�t want to be buried in the Smolen�skoye Cemetery, neither the Orthodox nor the Lutheran section. She was Raskolnik.�
One of the men took hold of the governess� shoulders.
�Don�t worry, child,� he said, �she won�t be buried in the Smolen�skoye. Or with the Romans on the Vyborg side. These days they all go to the Volkovskoye down beyond the Baltic Station.�
The man who had taken Korovina�s feet laughed. �She can keep her rituals if she wants. She�ll find the others all very easygoing in that regard.�
They hauled her unceremoniously towards the door.
�A workers� cemetery?� Sofya objected. �Won�t there at least be a marker?�
�If you want one.� The man carrying Korovina�s feet dropped them. �They�ll put up a wooden marker with her name for two roubles.�
Sofya turned to Paul expectantly. He dug into his pocket and pulled out two roubles. Sofya wrote Maria Ilyainichina Korovina and her dates on a scrap of paper and handed it to the man along with the roubles. He pocketed both.
�At least we�ll get her under before the rush starts,� he said.
�What rush?�
�After what happened yesterday there�ll be a lot of people visiting the graveyards.�
�What do you mean? What happened yesterday?�
�Haven�t you heard? Comrade Uritsky was shot. He�s dead.�
He man picked up Korovina�s feet again. The two men edged the body through the door.
�You know there won�t be any marker, don�t you?� Paul said as soon as they had gone. �He�ll keep the money.�
�I know no such thing,� Sofya replied. �Do you always think the worst of people? Anyway, you�ve got more to worry about than someone pocketing your two roubles.�
�What do you mean by that?�
�Didn�t you hear? Uritsky�s been assassinated.�
�Who�s Uritsky? What�s that got to do with me?�
�Uritsky was the head of the Petersburg Cheka. If he�s been murdered they�ll be out for revenge. They won�t just pick up opponents of the regime, they�ll arrest anyone they don�t like the look of. And if those papers you�ve got are old, they won�t be valid. They issue new ones every two months now and they don�t count for other cities, either. So I wouldn�t let Skala catch you here.�
�Get your things together, then� he told her. �Quickly.� Reaching for his boots, he realised he would have to buy another pair. Pinker�s had come unstitched at their first acquaintance with water. He pulled on his new jacket. �Now Korovina�s gone,� he said to Sofya, �Fedorova will evict you.�
She stood her ground looking at him as if she was about to argue. Then she glanced at Korovina�s empty cot and her shoulders seemed to slump.
�But where will we go?�
�We�ll find Mikhail.�
�You have no idea where he is.�
�Perhaps not,� he said, �but wherever we go it can�t be worse than here.�
�How do you know that?�
He didn�t but he had to believe it. Otherwise the future was too bleak to contemplate. He picked up the bag and told Sofya to put her things in it. He would have liked to stop long enough to finish the rest of the kasha but didn�t know how long they had overslept.
Sofya put the uncooked vegetables left over from the previous evening in the bag but had little else to take. Besides a change of clothes, she only possessed the ring belonging to her mother that she wore on a cord around her neck. There were a few other family items and some dog-eared photographs. She had no cosmetics, powders or rouges; only women of her class who had been reduced to the streets made themselves up any more, she said. Then had joked humourlessly that she looked more like a worker than the workers.
The bag was only half-full but even so Paul balked when she began to gather together her meagre collection of pots and pans.
�We can�t take those,� he said.
�Of course we can,� she insisted. �What will we cook with?�
�We can�t take them,� he repeated. �We have to move quickly. We can�t travel decked out like a couple of tinkers.�
�You don�t know how it is now,� she said. �How will we eat?�
�We�ll buy meals. I told you, I have money.�
�You need food cards to eat in the communal halls. What do you think, there are still fancy restaurants where you can dine whenever you like?�
�We have money,� Paul said patiently. �If you have money you will survive.�
�My family had money,� she said. �They didn�t survive.�
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�Where are we going?�
Sofya had been asking him since they left the house. They had gone down the back way to avoid Fedorova and Skala only to run into Feldmann again. He had eyed Paul resentfully then said to Sofya he�d heard Korovina had died and respectfully offered his condolences. Paul supposed that since Feldmann had worked in the house for the Rostovs, he would have remembered the woman when she had been the governess. Paul doubted that Korovina would have treated the staff any better than her employers had; yet, unlike Paul, Feldmann hadn�t had to suffer being educated by the woman so perhaps his memories of her weren�t as tainted as Paul�s.
Feldmann looked pointedly at the bag.
�Some of Madame Korovina�s clothes,� Sofya said, surprising Paul by her glibness. �I am going to try to sell them. Would you be interested?�
Feldmann laughed. �Women�s clothes? Sorry, Sofya, they�re of no use to me.� He hesitated, obviously wanting to say something else. �Do you think Fedorova will want to evict you now?� he asked finally.
�That�s what she�s threatened,� Sofya said.
Feldmann glanced at Paul, then at the floor. �I thought� I mean, if you�ve nowhere to go, Sofya, I could find room in my apartment. Only,� he added quickly, �if you�ve nowhere to go and the Poor People�s Committee approve, that is.�
�Thank you, Igor Alekseev,� Sofya said, and to Paul�s surprise even smiled at Feldmann. �I will give your offer my consideration.�
Feldmann returned her smile, glanced at Paul once more and gave him a curt nod.
They left the house through the stables.
�Why do you encourage that man?� Paul asked. �He used to work for you.�
�Aren�t we all equal now?�
�Why did you tell him you were selling Korovina�s clothes?�
Sofya shook her head as though she considered the question naive. �Fedorova will find out soon enough we�ve gone. There�s no point in telling other people.�
�What is this Poor People�s Committee you�re obliged to register with?�
�Them!� Sofya said with disgust. �They�re the rabble who live in my house now. They give places on the Committee to the most shiftless, worthless svolotch they can find. It�s like the Poor Peasants Committees in the country villages. Drunkards, most of them. Every decision they make is based on vindictiveness and envy.�
She stood on the pavement, looking first one way and then the other. �Which way? Where are we going?�
�The first thing I need is a pair of new boots,� Paul said.
�And where do you think you�re going to buy them? The Bolsheviks have requisitioned every pair in Petersburg for their new army.�
�Can�t we go back to the market? Surely someone will be selling a second-hand pair? They sell everything else.�
�Maybe,� she said reluctantly. �If you can find a pair that fits. First I want to walk along the Neva once more. If we�re really going to leave Petersburg, I want to remember it in case I never see it again.�
Given what had happened, Paul thought the place would have been seared on her memory. But he didn�t try to dissuade her; if she ever came back he doubted it would be to the city she remembered.
Paul had expected to find the streets busy but they weren�t. Sofya noticed how quiet it was, too.
�Where is everyone?�
There were a few pedestrians to be seen but little traffic. The trams seemed not to be running, either. They stood on the embankment and watched the Neva swirl sluggishly below, giving off a stench of effluent and garbage.
�Where are the vendors?� Sofya said. �Why aren�t the kiosks open?�
�The Petropavlovka is busy,� she said, pointing across the river at the Peter and Paul fortress. It was some distance but Paul could see lorries moving to and fro.
Sofya gazed at the Vasilevsky Ostrov and the embankment where Peter the Great�s Rostral Columns stood.
�There are always people selling things there,� she said. �They catch the people using the Birzmevo and Dvortzovi Bridges coming from the Petersburg side.�
A car turned onto the Troitsky Bridge towards them. Approaching the embankment, it slowed. A red flag flew from one of the windows.
�Come, quickly,� Sofya said, grabbing his hand and pulling him the other way. They hurried towards the Field of Mars and the Fontanka.
�We�ll try the market on Ligovskaya if you want boots. That�s if anyone�s turned up this morning. They call the private traders �speculators� and round them up every so often. They haven�t raided the Nikolaevsky for a few days so it probably due for a visit from the Cheka.�
�But they�re just ordinary people there,� Paul said. �Why should ordinary people have anything to fear from the Bolsheviks?
�There are no ordinary people anymore,� Sofya snapped back at him. �There are the Bolsheviks and then there is everyone else.�
Clambering onto a half-empty tram, they rode a few streets south of the Horse Artillery Barracks, near the Protestant Hospital, then walked the rest of the way. Turning down Ligovskaya Prosp�kt Sofya pointed to a few traders who had set up stalls, taking their chances with the police. She found a burzhui offering a range of footwear, from cavalry boots and ladies ballroom slippers, to the felt valenkis and bark sandals the peasants wore. Paul liked the look of the shiny cavalry boots but they weren�t very practical and so tried on a pair of worn army boots. They looked as if they might already have seen service at Tannenburg and walked all the way back to Russia, but they were a fit and were comfortable enough. He left the vendor with Pinker�s old pair and was still stamping his feet into the new boots when Sofya started tugging on his arm again.
�There�s someone I have to see before we go.� She said.
�Who?�
�A friend.�
She led him along Govskaya Ligov. At the junction they turned down Z�gorodni Prosp�kt. A school on the corner of Tchernvishov Pereulok was closed and beyond it, near the junction with Gorokhovaya and close to Tsarskoye Selo Station, Sofya pointed at a building.
�My friend lives here,� she said, banging her fist on the door when they reached it. The place looked derelict to Paul. A window beside the door had been roughly boarded over.
�Her name is Irina,� Sofya said. �Mikhail never liked her but if he comes back and finds I am gone he will come here. Her husband was an army officer. He was killed in the war. When the Bolsheviks took power they appropriated her house.�
�And she lives here now?�
�It used to be a milliner�s shop.� She gestured at the boarded window. �The shop was looted and closed. The owner�s name is Madame Kausky. She has an apartment upstairs.�
Paul peered through a crack in the boards. He saw some broken furniture and a few trampled hats on the floor.
�Irina was one of Madame Kausky�s customers. A good customer. When she lost her house Madame Kausky let Irina move in. It is safer for two than for a woman living on her own.�
Sofya pounded on the door again then turned into an alley that ran down the side of the shop. A wooden staircase at the end led up to the first floor.
�Doesn�t this Madame Kausky sell hats anymore?� Paul asked as Sofya started up the stairs.
Sofya sighed with exasperation. �There isn�t much call for fashionable hats these days, Pavel.�
�How do they live then?�
�They� they have friends. Friends who support them.�
�That�s good of them,� Paul said.
�Don�t be obtuse, Pasha. I mean gentlemen friends.�
He coloured a little, embarrassed more by his own naivet� than the fact that a friend of Sofya�s was somebody�s mistress.
�Is that why Mikhail doesn�t like her?� he asked.
�Misha thinks we should all conduct ourselves the way we used to.� Her tone was full of irony.
They found the two women still in bed. Alone, Paul was thankful to discover, saving him further embarrassment. Irina opened the door. Madame Kausky, the former milliner, peered briefly from another room before promptly withdrawing. Irina invited them into the apartment, wrapping a robe, garishly decorated with Chinese dragons, around her ample body. She may have lost her house but Paul could see she had not gone without food. She kissed Sofya on both cheeks before looking appraisingly at Paul. She was much the same age as Sofya although her face, bloated from sleep and still smeared with last night�s makeup, made her look older. Her rouged cheeks and dishevelled robe lent her the appearance of an actress unprepared for her performance.
Sofya, still holding Irina�s hand said, �Irisha, this is my cousin, Pavel Sergeyevich. Pavel� Irina Antonovna Kuzmina.�
�Your cousin?� Irina said playfully, looking from Paul back at Sofya. A smile teased the corners of her mouth. �You have never mentioned a cousin named Pavel, Sofya.�
�No, Irina,� said Sofya emphatically, �it�s not what you think. He is the son of my late uncle Sergei.�
�Oh,� said Irina, blushing. �Forgive me.�
�He has come from England,� Sofya explained.
�From England?�
Paul nudged Sofya with his elbow. She glared at him.
�I have no secrets from Irina,� she told him. Then to her friend, �We are leaving Petersburg to find my brother.�
�But you can�t travel now!� Irina said. �It is not safe. Haven�t you heard? Uritsky was murdered yesterday.�
�That�s nothing to do with us,� Paul said.
�Yuri Alekseev told me I should stay indoors. He said there might be trouble on the streets.�
�We will be careful,� Sofya assured her.
�Who is Yuri Alekseev?� Paul asked.
�Y.A.Shevchenko,� Irina said. �He is a member of the Constituent Assembly,� adding, �and a� friend.�
�A Menshevik,� Sofya explained without enthusiasm.
�He is a good man,� Irina insisted.
Paul laughed. �I�m not surprised Mikhail doesn�t��
�Enough, Pavel,� Sofya said sternly.
The woman�s chin began to wobble and tears had formed in her eyes. One rolled down Irina Kuzmina�s chubby cheek.
�Don�t take it so personally, Irina,� Sofya said crossly. �We do what we have to do. No one blames you.�
�Of course you do!� Irina said. �It was all right for you, you had your brother. My Sasha was killed!.�
�Mikhail�s not here,� Sofya reminded her.
�Even more reason,� Irina persisted. �And you have had your chances. There were men who would have been pleased to protect you. It was that brother of yours! Even though he is not here��
�No more! Irina, please,� Sofya said firmly. �That is history. Things are different. No one blames you.�
�Your brother does.� She was crying now, the tears smearing what was left of her make-up.
�Stop it, Irisha,� Sofya said with more tenderness. She put her arms around Irina and gave her a hug. �We have to go now.�
Irina clung to her, snuffling back her tears. �Where will you go?�
�South,� said Paul, before Sofya could say anything else.
�You will write to me,� Irina insisted. �Let me know where you are. Things will improve. I know they will. They say there is fighting in the east. An army is coming to put things right.�
�Of course they will come,� Sofya assured her, �but we have to go now.� She kissed Irina again and disentangled herself from the woman�s grip.
Paul wouldn�t have minded staying a little longer, to see what Irina knew about Uritsky being shot, and what her friend, Shevchenko, knew of the present political situation. As a Constituent Assembly member�� even though it had been dismissed�� Shevchenko presumably had his finger on the pulse. When it wasn�t on the plump Irina. But Sofya was pulling him towards the door. He said goodbye to Irina. Sofya was halfway down the stairs.
�You seem very keen to leave all of a sudden,� he said when he caught up with her.
Sofya walked to the end of the alley. She peered into the street.
�If that fool Shevchenko has told Irina not to go out things must be dangerous.�
�It might have been useful,� Paul said, �to find out if Irina knows what�s going on. If Shevchenko is a member of the Constituent Assembly he must have an idea.�
�Shevchenko knows nothings,� Sofya said dismissively. �He is an idiot. Comrade Lenin abolished the Constituent Assembly as soon as he thought he could get away with it. Any of the members who had any sense got out of Petersburg. Shevchenko, needless to say, stayed. I wouldn�t be surprised if he isn�t in the Petropavlovka by now. He�s like all those other fools who expected the Constituent Assembly to solve everything! They probably still believe in miracles, too. Perhaps now they know better. Sometimes I think Lenin is the only man with a political brain left in Russia. It�s a pity he wasn�t a monarchist.�
Paul stared at her in astonishment.
�But you said the tsar was an idiot!�
�What would you call him given the mess he left us in?�
Paul felt bewildered. It should have come as no surprise that Sofya, having been brought up in a political household, had a grasp of politics. It was just that she seemed to hold contradictory views, some of them even radical.
�Where are we going then?� she asked now her own business was concluded and abrogating any further responsibility for their direction. �You�re the one who insisted we leave my house.�
�I have an address,� he said.
�An address, where?�
He fished the piece of paper Miss Henslowe had given him out of his pocket. She said he should only use it for a day or two. Given he wasn�t sure what he should do next, he needed time and somewhere to consider his options.
Sofya took the paper from him. The address, written in the Russian style and upside down to Paul�s English way of thinking, began with the city and worked down through the district to the street, and finally the house number.
There was no name.
�It�s in the Peski district,� Paul said, having checked the address on Berglund�s map. �Near the Alexander Nevski Monastery.�
�How is it you know someone there?� Sofya asked. �Can you trust them?�
�I was given it in London. I don�t know who lives there.
�How do you know it�s safe?�
�I don�t, but if you think it�s dangerous it might be better if you go back to Irina�s. We can meet somewhere later.�
�I can�t stay with Irina. Not with those men there all the time.�
�Friends, then.�
�I don�t have any friends,� she said sullenly. �They have all left Petersburg.�
Suddenly frustrated by her, he shut his eyes. She was as bad as she had been as a child, stubbornly maintaining one thing and then doing another; never doing what she should.
�Here,� he said on impulse, digging into his pocket. He pulled out a fistful of roubles and pushed them into her hand. �Perhaps you�ll be better off with Feldmann.�
�You�d leave me with Feldmann?�
�If you don�t want to come with me,� he said.
�Fool! How long do you think you�d last without me?� She pushed the money back at him. �Even your Russian gives you away. They�ll know you�re a spy as soon as you open your mouth.�
�Keep your voice down, for God�s sake!� Paul warned. �Are you doing it on purpose?�
But he took the money back. He was confident that he could find the address without her�� he had found the Rostov palace, after all. And he didn�t see that his Russian was so bad that it would immediately give him away. It had been good enough to fool Fedorova. She had swallowed his story about being a teacher. At least, she acted as if she had.
Nevertheless he was relieved that Sofya was staying with him. He didn�t care for the thought of losing her. The idea of her being swallowed up in the crowds like those he had seen swarming into Petersburg at the Finland Station was oddly disturbing.
�Here,� she said, pulling him around another corner. �This way. We�ll go to the Obvodni Canal. The streets are too quiet. If we can find a boatman it�ll be the safest way to travel. The Alexander Nevski Monastery is next to the Cathedral of the Trinity. The address is probably on the other side of the railway line.�
�You know that part of the city?�
�Not really. Only the Cathedral of the Trinity. On Sundays we had to go there from school to pray. It is where the remains of Alexander Nevsky are buried. They used to walk us from the Smolny along the Kalashnikovskaya embankment.�
�Isn�t that a long walk?�
�They did it on purpose so we�d be too tired to misbehave in church.�
At the Obvodni canal Sofya spoke to a muscular man in a leather jerkin working on one of the barges moored by the towpath. He was carrying coal, most of it from what Paul could see, on his face. He was heaving sacks from one side of the barge to the other as he listened to Sofya, redistributing the weight having made a delivery. He looked sideways at Paul then up and down the embankment before nodding his head.
They climbed down into the barge.
�Give me the money back,� Sofya said.
He dug into his pocket once more and Sofya counted out some roubles and handed them to the bargee. The boatman counted them again, smudging them with his coal-blackened fingers.
�Sit back there,� he said, showing a row of teeth stained with coal dust. �Under that awning. Keep out of sight.�
Paul clambered over the sacks of coal.
�He told me they�ve been arresting people ever since Uritsky was murdered,� Sofya said, joining him. �He heard it was an artillery cadet who killed Uritsky, but they�re not fussy about who they arrest.�
The bargee untied the ropes and spat a gobbet of black spittle into the canal. A rattle of gunfire echoed from a few streets away. Paul squatted down under the awning. The boatman started the barge�s engine, glanced briefly in the direction from which the shots had been fired and swung the barge into the canal. A moment later he called to someone on the bank, signalling with a hand for Paul and Sofya to keep low. There was a brief conversation. Paul could make little of it above the noise of the engine but saw the bargee pointing down the canal. As the barge floated past, Paul saw two men standing on the embankment. There was another shouted exchange and the boatman looked at Paul.
�I told them you�re my son,� he growled. �Wave to them.�
Paul wiped a hand, already black with coal, across his face and raised a hand to the men on the bank. One of them waved back and they turned away. The bargee spat into the canal again.
From the water Petersburg wore an air of serenity. Any scars left by the fighting in February were less apparent from the canal. Most of the houses they passed showed no sign that anything had happened at all. But as the canal took them south and east the buildings took on an aura of dereliction. They passed a group of men standing on the towpath with their heads together, and further along the street Paul glimpsed a flatbed lorry drive by, bristling with men and guns. A red flag fluttered from a pole over its cab.
To the east, passing beneath the railway bridge that carried the line into Nikolaevsky Station, the stone buildings gave way to smaller wooden houses. The barge stopped twice to unload coal before the Cathedral of the Trinity loomed up on their left and the boatman steered the barge into the bank. Ahead the canal flowed into the Neva where the river turned south, marking the eastern edge of the city. On their right a railway line ran along the embankment.
The bargee waved them forward. He kept the engine idling while they clambered onto the towpath. He gestured up the road.
�That�s Gluckhozerskaya Street.�
�Spaseeba,� Paul muttered. The boatman grunted and pushed the engine into gear. The barge chugged off towards the river.
They found the house at the end of a narrow alley. It was a dilapidated one-storey wooden building sagging to one side as if its pilings had rotted away. The door and windows canted in sympathy, leaving the house looking as if it had a squint. Rats ran ahead of them as they walked down the alley, scattering from beneath heaps of decomposing rubbish.
�How is it,� Sofya asked, �that your people in London send you to a place like this?�
Standing in front of the door, Paul hesitated before knocking. Then he saw a tattered curtain twitch at a window and rapped his knuckles on the wood. A moment later he heard the sound of a bolt being shot. The door opened a few inches.
�You weren�t followed, were you old man?�
For some reason, this time Paul was barely surprised as Valentine put his head around the door and peered past him into the alley.
�You�ve heard there�s trouble, I suppose?� Valentine said, opening the door for them.
�I know,� Paul replied. �Uritsky�s been shot.�
�Uritsky? Never mind Uritsky. Someone assassinated Lenin yesterday.
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�Lenin�s been assassinated?�
Since Paul had last seen him, Valentine seemed to have gained a moustache and goatee beard and wore it, as if in emulation of Solokov, the Russian on the steamer, in a manner similar to Trotsky�s. What he had lost was his habitually polished demeanour. It appeared a little tarnished. He seemed less assured, almost rattled.
With the benefit of hindsight, Paul had been thinking for some time that the insouciance Valentine had displayed on the Hesperus might have been no more than a fa�ade, one of the many disguises that had so impressed Colonel Browning. Paul had never been entirely convinced at the time; now the threads of Valentine�s persona had started to show through, like the weave on a badly worn carpet.
�Who�s this?� Valentine demanded, peering over Paul�s shoulder at Sofya, his eyes narrowing reproachfully.
Given how Sofya looked, Paul wondered if Valentine might suspect him of having compromised their security by engaging some Petersburg drudge to see to his material comforts.
�My cousin,� Paul told him. �Mikhail�s sister.�
Valentine threw one last look up the alley before ushering them into the house. He closed the door.
They had been speaking in English and Paul began making a formal introduction.
�Sofya Ivanovna Rostova, this is�� he stopped, realising he had no idea what Valentine�s Christian name was.
Sofya offered Valentine her hand. �How do you do?� she said in perfect English.
Valentine glowered at her. Remembering the Cheka agent on the steamer, Paul couldn�t be sure whether Valentine would shake her hand or strangle her. In the event, Valentine bowed stiffly in the Russian aristocratic manner and said, �Honoured,� without enthusiasm. �My name is Olyen. A nom-de-guerre, you understand. But if it�s all the same to you I think we had better converse in Russian. These days one never knows who�s listening.�
�You said Lenin has been assassinated?� Paul repeated once more, this time in Russian.
�Well, as good as,� Valentine said. �He was shot three times outside a factory in Moscow. They doubt he�ll live.�
�Who did it?�
�Some girl or other. They say her name�s Dora Kaplan and that she�s a Left Social-Revolutionary. Doesn�t deny doing it in the least. Maintains Lenin betrayed the revolution.�
�Did she do it on her own or was it a plot of some sort?�
�More trouble in the workers� paradise, you mean? No, it doesn�t have anything to do with Uritsky�s assassination. It might be that Kaplan acted alone but it doesn�t mean the Bolsheviks won�t make the most of it. Relations between them and the SRs have been bad since the SRs tried the counter-coup at the All-Russian conference in Moscow last month.�
Cumming had said something about that to Paul in London while explaining the Allied reasoning for the intervention. The attempted coup had followed the SR assassination of the German ambassador, Count Mirbach.
�We only got the Bolshevik side of that in the Petersburg press,� Sofya said.
Valentine looked at her obliquely.
�Look, old man,� he said to Paul switching back to English again, �how much have you told��
He stopped abruptly as if remembering Sofya spoke the language.
�The Left Socialist Revolutionaries didn�t support peace with Germany,� Sofya said to Paul, ignoring Valentine. �We knew there�d be trouble even though they backed the Bolshevik coup in October. They disagree with Lenin over the peasants as well as the war. They even supported the Ukrainians when Germany invaded.�
�You keep up with political events, Miss Rostova,� Valentine said to her.
�A means to an end,� she told him.
�What end would that be?�
�Keeping my head.�
Valentine chuckled.
Sofya didn�t share his amusement. �They arrested all the Left SR leaders. Even Spiridonova.�
�And who is Spiridonova?� Paul asked.
Valentine made an elaborate show of deferring to Sofya.
Sofya scowled at him then said to Paul, rather sarcastically Paul thought, �Maria Spiridonova? Hasn�t your mother told you about her?�
�I�ve been rather preoccupied with the war lately,� Paul replied tartly, not enjoying being caught between Valentine and Sofya�s barbs.
�She�s the darling of the Party,� Sofya went on regardless. �When she was twenty-one she assassinated Luzhenovsky at a railway station. She tried to kill herself but the Cossacks got hold of her first.�
It seemed to Paul that assassination was a habit the Social-Revolutionaries found hard to break.
�Had a bad time of it,� Valentine said. �Pretty little thing.�
�She was gang raped,� Sofya stated flatly.
For a moment no one spoke. Then Valentine rubbed his hands together.
�Well, why don�t we have some tea?� he said and looked around with the air of a man waiting for a volunteer.
Sofya sighed irritably when no one else offered. �Where is it, then?�
�The samovar�s through there,� Valentine said cheerfully, gesturing to the back of the house. �You�ll find everything you need on the table.�
Sofya stomped off down the passage.
�She�s rather an ill-tempered young lady, this cousin of yours,� Valentine remarked once Sofya was in the kitchen. He took Paul�s arm and steered him into another room.
It was dank and smelt of mould. Motes drifted on shafts of sunlight streaming through holes in the tattered curtains. The floor was littered with newspapers, books and a miscellany of other rubbish. Valentine picked his way through, kicking the mess aside. Against one wall a sagging sofa was half hidden under rumpled bedding. A rough pine table and two chairs stood next to it. Valentine pulled one of the chairs out and sat down. Behind him an icon had been fixed in a corner of the wall, bracketed by two candles. A cobweb hung between them suggesting it had been some while since devotions had been paid.
�Exactly how much have you told her,� Valentine finally finished asking, returning to English once again.
�Only what I had to,� Paul said defensively, taking the other chair. �Since I came here to find Mikhail, Sofya was the obvious place to start.�
�You didn�t find him, I take it?�
�No. I did find out that he already knows Admiral Kolchak, though. It seems the admiral was involved with the Kornilov coup as well. And Kerensky�s war minister, a chap named Savinkov.�
�Boris Savinkov?�
�Oh, you know him, do you?�
�Not personally,� Valentine said. �He founded the Union for the Regeneration of Russia with some of the other Right SRs�� Lebedev and Sorokin. A strange bedfellow for your cousin and Kolchak, don�t you think? Savinkov instigated a rising again the Bolsheviks in Yaroslav, on the Volga. This happened before we left home. The Bolsheviks put it down, and pretty brutally too, by all accounts. They shelled the city and used poison gas. A lot of dead.�
�Poison gas?�
�Pretty gruesome, old man,� Valentine agreed. �Does Miss Rostova know where her brother is?�
�No. He left Petersburg a few weeks ago. He didn�t tell her where he was going.�
Valentine raised a sceptical eyebrow. �Do we believe that? Odd he didn�t take her with him. I suppose he didn�t want to saddle himself with a girl, even if she is his sister.�
Valentine�s implication was obvious. Paul had saddled himself with the girl. He felt a wave of irritation. It was all very well for Valentine, appearing and disappearing like some Indian swami whenever he chose, apparently without the slightest regard for his associates. Paul had fewer options. He felt more like a chess pawn. He�d been limited to a few jerky moves while Valentine seemed able to leap around with knightly disregard.
�You might have let me know you were getting off the steamer at Copenhagen,� he said, picking at an old wound.
Valentine waved an airy hand. �Last minute decision, I�m afraid. Couldn�t let the old girl telegraph ahead, could we?�
�How�� Paul bit off the rest of the question. He�d rather not know. He hadn�t yet rid himself of the vision of Tamara Oblenskaya disappearing over the side of the Hesperus. The expression on the girl�s face was still apt to creep up on him in idle moments.
�I don�t suppose there�s a chance you brought my portmanteau with you, is there?� Valentine asked.
�Your portmanteau? Turner wouldn�t even let me take my bag off the steamer. Then those chaps in Helsingfors made me leave everything else behind. How did you get here so quickly anyway?�
�Ferries, old man. Copenhagen to Malmo, then Stockholm. Stockholm across to Abo in Finland, or Turku as the Finns call it. Used to be the capital. Train the rest of the way. Hun�s not bothering too much now he�s on the run. Capital news really, don�t you think?�
�What news? I�ve not heard anything for weeks.�
�No? Well I daresay they�re not saying too much about it in Finland. Never mind, old man, I�ll bring you up to date later. More pressing business at the moment. Have you told your cousin why you�re looking for her brother?�
�I�ve told her that London sent me. And about the Czechs and Kolchak��
�Did you?� Valentine interrupted. �Ah well, never mind. Spilt milk, as they say. The situation�s changed anyway.�
�How?�
�The Bolsheviks have strengthened their hand. Your cousin was right in that they arrested Spiridonova and the other Left SR leaders. Lenin talked his way out of the attempted coup at the Moscow congress so the Left SRs took it onto the streets, and made a hash of that, too. Trotsky brought a couple of Lettish regiments into the city and put them down. Until then, apart from Dzerzhinsky, the Cheka was more or less run by Left SRs. They say Dzerzhinsky shot his deputy, Alexandrovich, himself, then cleared out the rest of the Left SRs. Once they were faced with arrest, most of the rank and file turned their coat and supported the Bolsheviks.
�What difference does that make to us?�
�I�m afraid it�s left us in a bit of a pickle,� Valentine said. �You in particular.�
�Me?�
�What�s a �pickle�?� Sofya asked coming in with a tray.
�He means I�m in trouble,� Paul said.
Sofya put the tray on the table. It held three chipped cups contained black tea and a saucer full of sugar lumps.
�Why is Pavel in trouble?�
Valentine took a cup. �I�m very much afraid, Miss Rostova, that the Bolsheviks know your cousin is in Petrograd.�
�How?�
�Well it wasn�t from Olga Volokoskaya,� Valentine said, nodding at Paul pertinently.
�Who is Olga Volokoskaya?� asked Sofya.
�It�s more likely,� Valentine said, �that since they�ve had no communication from her they�re assuming you arrived safely.�
Paul stared moodily into his tea. �No communication�, he supposed, was a euphemism that meant another woman�s death could be laid at his door.
�I suppose they�ll think I killed her��
�You killed someone?� Sofya asked in amazement. �Who?�
�No one,� said Paul.
�Don�t forget that fellow in London,� Valentine added helpfully. He placed a sugar lump between his teeth and sucked his tea through it noisily, muzhik-style. Sofya looked at him distastefully.
�Sorry,� Valentine said through the sugar lump. �Picked up the habit in the factory. I was acting the peasant up from the country.� He put his cup down. �Anyway, I wouldn�t worry too much about Volokoskaya, old chap. They�ve got more on you than disposing of an old woman. They�ve got this idea that you�re here to prepare the ground for General Poole.�
�General who?�
�Poole. The officer in command at Murmansk. Now they�ve landed at Archangel, Poole�s moved there. General Maynard has taken over in Murmansk.�
�They landed then?�
�The beginning of the month.�
�Trotsky put pamphlets on the streets about that,� Sofya said. �He said it was a capitalist conspiracy. No one was sure it was true.�
�What makes the Bolsheviks think I�ve got anything to do with that?� Paul demanded.
Valentine looked perplexed. �Well haven�t you, old man? You�re here to liaise between the Legion and Kolchak. The Bolsheviks have quite reasonably jumped to the conclusion you�re connected with the Archangel landings as well. Not that it matters one way or the other.�
�Not to you, perhaps,� Paul said. �You�re not the one they�ll shoot if they find you.�
�If it�s any consolation,� Valentine said, �I rather think they�ll shoot us all if they find us. Your charming cousin, Sofya Ivanovna here included.�
�But Sofya�s got nothing to do with it.�
�She�s a Rostov,� Valentine said. �That�ll be all the reason they�ll need. They�re looking for Pavel Rostov, don�t forget. It�s just as well you�re here under another name. I assume they gave you papers in Finland?�
Paul took them out of his pocket and handed them across the table.
�Well, if they are looking for me,� he said, �the first place they�ll try will be the Rostov house. If they do, it�s just as well Sofya came with me, isn�t it?�
�Absolutely,� Valentine agreed, examining Paul�s papers. �These look pretty good to me.�
�They took them off some poor blighter who died in the Finnish camps. Sofya thinks they�re no good.�
�They�ve started changing the identity papers on a regular basis,� Sofya told him. �They only last a couple of months now before you have to get new ones. And because of the demand you don�t have to have a photograph now.�
�So much the better,� Valentine said, looking at the photo that was supposed to be Paul. �Boris Vladimirovich Alenkov. Well it�s safe to assume no one�s going to be looking for you by that name.�
Paul avoided Valentine�s gaze and started playing with his cup.
�What�s the matter?�
�There was a woman at the house,� Paul admitted. �I told her my name was Alenkov.�
�Fedorova,� Sofya said.
Valentine shrugged. �Why should she remember you? And even if she does, there�s no reason for her to put two an two together.�
�I wouldn�t count on it,� said Sofya. �That old pizdah never forgets anything.�
Paul turned to her in astonishment. Pizdah was the most vulgar Russian word he knew. And he only knew it because he had once said it to his mother, Mikhail having assured him it was a compliment. It was the one time in his life his mother had ever hit him.
Valentine was laughing. �I didn�t expect to hear that word outside the factory floor.�
Sofya blushed, collected the cups and hurried out the room.
Paul felt embarrassed for her. �Have you found out who told them I was going to be on the steamer?� he asked testily.
Valentine shook his head. �No time for that sort of thing, I�m afraid. I should imagine someone has talked out of turn.�
�Lockhart? Perhaps he�s been careless about what he tells Gorky�s mistress. Or Ransome? You said he was pretty thick with the Bolsheviks.�
�Not Lockhart, old man,� Valentine assured him. �The Cheka arrested him last night. They�re trying to tie him to this Kaplan woman who shot Lenin. And that�s not the worst of it. They broke into the embassy here in Petersburg and shot Cromie.�
�Cromie?�
�The naval attach�. He�s been in charge since the ambassador left. They nearly got me, too. I was there for a meeting with Cromie and Harold Hall. Luckily I left early. I�m very much afraid we were betrayed.�
�Who by?�
�I�m not sure. There were a couple of Russian agents with us. They managed to get away.� Valentine raised his eyebrows suggestively. �The Cheka were looking for evidence at the embassy that the British were involved in the shootings. Uritsky was shot in Dvortz�vvaya Square and the man who did it�� Leonid Kannegisser, they say his name is�� ran into the English Club before he was arrested.�
�I thought that place had been closed years ago?�
�Certainly, but its name is enough for the Cheka to make an imperialist conspiracy out of it.�
�And is it?�
�Is it what?�
�An imperialist plot, like they say?�
Valentine smiled ruefully. �Well, that�s the thing, old man. I�m afraid Sidney Reilly�s fingerprints are all over it.�
�This is the Armenian Jew?�
�He�s not a bad fellow, actually,� Valentine said. �He�s just apt to go off half-cocked.�
�What�s that supposed to mean?�
�It seems he was trying to organise a mutiny among the units that guard Lenin at the Kremlin. Came a bit of a cropper.�
�How a cropper, exactly?�
�The guards were Lettish Rifles. Supposedly disaffected.�
�But you said Trotsky brought Lettish regiments in to put down the Left SR coup!�
�Yes. Apparently it turned out that the men Reilly was dealing with were agent provocateurs.�
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Sofya was standing at the kitchen window looking out on a small back garden choked by weeds. Paul stood at her shoulder, succumbing to an impulse to apologise.
�I�m sorry. For getting you into this, I mean. It would have been better if I hadn�t come to you.�
�What difference does it make?� she said, gazing out the window. �You said yourself they were going to evict me anyway.�
�Yes but you weren�t in any danger until I came.�
�Only of starving to death,� she said. �Besides, if your friend, Olyen, is right and they�re looking for Pavel Rostov, they would have come to our house sooner or later.�
�Yes, but you wouldn�t have known about me, would you?�
�Do you think that makes any difference? You�ve a lot to learn about the Bolsheviks, Pavel. It�s not what you know, it�s what you are. Sooner or later they would have arrested me simply for being Mikhail�s sister.�
�I can�t believe even the Bolsheviks are that arbitrary.�
�No? I�ve heard they regularly take the families of men they regard as enemies. We�re all class enemies now, anyone who comes from a family that had property.�
�That�s just political rhetoric,� Paul said.
�Is it? Then why does the fact I�m as poor as everyone else make no difference? I�m still a bourgeois as far as they�re concerned even if I have nothing. It�s not what I have, it�s what I think.�
�They�re looking for scapegoats at the moment, that�s all. It�ll pass.�
�And a great consolation that will be to us once we�re all dead.� She started searching through the cupboards. Finding some stale bread, she put it on the table. �Not even your friend believes it�s temporary, does he? Why else are you here?� She picked up a knife, her expression unexpectedly softening. �Oh Pasha,� she said, �you have no idea what you�ve got yourself into, have you?�
She thought him a fool. Perhaps he hadn�t had much of an idea, but he was beginning to get one. According to Valentine, since the landings in Archangel Lockhart and the rest of the British legation in Russia were regarded as spies. Now Paul had turned up he�d given the Bolsheviks� suspicions credibility. Not that Paul had much chance of contacting Poole or Maynard; from what Valentine had been able to discover from the few sketchy reports available in Petersburg, both men were still where they had landed and were unlikely to move very far south any time soon. Kolchak was God knows where�� still in Japan probably�� and the Legion was more concerned with getting out of Russia than in removing the Bolsheviks from power. It seemed they weren�t adverse to fighting them, but only if the Russians were in their way. Valentine suspected that having failed to convince Trotsky to continue the war with Germany on the eastern front, Lockhart had reluctantly agreed to Sydney Reilly�s attempt to encourage a mutiny among the Lettish Rifles. No doubt he�d hoped a coup to oust the Bolsheviks would garner support from the whole spectrum of Russian politics, now it had become obvious how dictatorial Lenin�s methods were.
Only that was not how it had worked out. Lenin might be dead but it hadn�t brought down the Bolsheviks or provoked any sort of rising. Even if Reilly had nothing to do with the shooting, Lockhart had still been arrested. Cromie had been shot and, as far as anyone knew, Reilly had been forced underground. As for Ransome, he was probably still canoodling with Trotsky�s secretary. Paul could only imagine what Cumming would make of it once he got the news�� stick every sharp object within his reach into his wooden leg, probably.
�Where is Olyen anyway?� Sofya asked, slicing the bread.
�His name�s Valentine,� Paul said. �At least that�s what I know him as. He�s gone to the station to see if he can get us train tickets. He says we need to get out of Petersburg as soon as we can.�
�What about me?�
�You as well.�
That was one thing Paul had insisted upon. Given how Valentine had dealt with Tamara Oblenskaya on the steamer and now, it seemed, Olga Volokoskaya in Copenhagen, Paul didn�t have too many illusions as to how far Valentine might go if he thought Sofya in the way.
�Where will we go?� Sofya asked.
�Moscow.�
�Moscow? Are you mad? What is it the English say, out of the frying pan into the fire?�

Paul supposed it would be if they planned to stay there. He had said as much himself to Valentine.
�It�s the Bolshevik capital. How do expect us to hide there?�
�We�re not here to hide,� said Valentine.
�No, and that�s not what I meant. But Mikhail won�t be in Moscow, will he? Not if he�s got any sense. Anyway, is there any point in looking for him now? If killing Lenin didn�t start a rising against the Bolsheviks what are Mikhail and his friends supposed to do, blow up the Kremlin?�
�That�s true enough,� Valentine allowed, �but I said circumstances have changed. I doubt your cousin will be of much use to us now.� Something in the tone of his voice suggested to Paul that Valentine thought much the same about Sofya, too. �We need to go east,� he went on. �Kazan fell to the Czechs and what they�re calling �The Peoples� Army� three weeks ago.�
�Isn�t that where the gold reserves were moved to stop them falling into German hands?� Paul said.
�C briefed you on the gold, did he?�
�I�m supposed to persuade the Legion that the gold is an objective as far as the Allies are concerned. C made it clear it should be handed over to Kolchak if the Czechs captured it. It wasn�t to be used to ransom the Imperial family.�
�Too late for that anyway, old man,� said Valentine. �By the way, I heard it wasn�t only the tsarevich and the girls they shot but as many grand dukes and duchesses as they�ve been able to lay their hands on as well.�
�Beastly thing to do.�
�Done now� said Valentine pragmatically. �Our main objective, if the Legion has captured the gold, is to ensure it doesn�t fall back into Bolshevik hands. They�re moving on Kazan as we speak.�
�And how do you propose we do that?�
�Rally the troops, old fellow, rally the troops. You�ve still got Masaryk�s letter, I presume?�
Paul patted the belt at his stomach where his gold roubles lay.
�Capital,� said Valentine. �We have to get you to Kazan so you can convince the Czechs that now Poole has landed at Archangel it�s in their best interests to work with the White Russian forces and link up with him. And keep hold of the gold until Kolchak arrives.�
�That sounds easy,� Paul remarked sarcastically.
�They say that Komuch is in control of the Urals Soviet��
�And what�s Komuch?�
�It�s short for the Committee of the Constituent Assembly,� Valentine said, �or what�s left of it. After the October coup a lot of the Petersburg and Moscow assembly members joined their colleagues in those provincial capitals that weren�t controlled by the Bolsheviks. Komuch is a mixture of Mensheviks and Kadets but it�s dominated by Social-Revolutionaries. The point is, if the Bolsheviks want to stop the Legion moving to link up with Poole at Archangel�� which from their point of view is the Legion�s logical move�� they�ll need to retake Kazan. So we need to get there first. I can�t imagine the trains are running through the lines, but it should be possible to get quite close.�
�Aren�t the Bolsheviks in control of the railways this side of the Urals? How close are they likely to let us get?�
Valentine didn�t answer the question. �Of course we�ll need to see it first. Before we commit ourselves.�
�See what?� Paul said.
�The gold. Before we tip our hand, I mean. Men are apt to do odd things where gold�s concerned. And we�ll have to see how the land lies before we reveal who we are.� His eyes seemed to have lit up. �Can you imagine it?� he said to Paul, �eight railway cars full of bullion?�
�But even if the Legion does have it,� Paul objected, �do you really think they�re likely to hand it over on the say-so of a British infantry captain and a letter?�
�If the letter�s from Masaryk. Don�t you think so?�
Paul had no idea. Cumming seemed to assume all Paul would need to do was show the Czechs that the orders came from the Czech National Council and the whole Legion would be ready to do his bidding. But Cumming, Paul was beginning to realise, had more faith in human nature than he had, and the further he got from London the thinner the little faith he did have was wearing. And, for once, he had to agree with Valentine: men were unpredictable where gold was concerned. At least, that�s what he�d always read. He�d had no first-hand experience himself�� the closest he�d ever got to gold were the roubles Cumming had given him and they�d come attached with so much baggage that, frankly, Paul thought they were more trouble than they were worth. He wished he�d never seen the damn things. But that was all beside the point. More to it was what the Czechs would do. Would they be willing to keep the bullion until Kolchak arrived? Another consideration was this Komuch government. After all, it was Russian gold, and if anyone should have a say in how it should be used it should be the Russians. As members of what was left of the Constituent Assembly, Paul didn�t suppose many of them would want the stuff handed over to Kolchak, a former Imperial admiral and a supporter of the monarchy. Or whatever might be left of the monarchy.
It was just as well that eight railway cars full of bullion weren�t the easiest things to run off with. If they were, given the competing claims on the stuff, they�d be chasing it all over Russia.
�Well,� Valentine said, having got no reply to his question as to whether Paul thought the Legion would hand over the gold on Paul�s say-so and Masaryk�s letter, he said, �it�s our job to see that they do.�
�I suppose so,� Paul muttered without enthusiasm.
�That�s the spirit.� Valentine clapped a hand on his shoulder. �Do or die. Isn�t that what they say?�
It was, and Paul was familiar with the adage, even if until this moment he had never actually heard anyone say it in earnest. But then he rather suspected that the kind of people likely to give voice to that sort of notion were rarely the ones who personally did the dying.

�Mikhail won�t be in Moscow,� Sofya pointed out.
She put half a cucumber on the table. She had made cabbage soup with the vegetables they had brought with them and a bunch of elderly and indeterminate greens she had found in the kitchen. It was already evening. They had been at the house all day and Valentine had not returned.
�We won�t stay in Moscow long,� Paul assured her.
�Where will we go? South, now Deniken�s in charge?�
Paul didn�t answer, unwilling to admit they were not going south.
Sofya spooned the soup into bowls, cut the cucumber into slices and salted it. Peasant food, Paul thought, although Sofya ate it readily enough.
�Kornilov was hopeless,� she said, chewing the stale bread and the cucumber. The time to march on Petersburg was July when the Bolsheviks first tried to take power. Lenin and the rest of their leaders scuttled off into hiding. The Provisional Government arrested hundreds of those that were left. That�s when they were at their weakest. The newspapers were full of stories about how Lenin had taken German money to finance his party and how they had let him and his cronies through their lines.
�He dithered,� she said, spooning up the soup. �Kornilov. When he finally moved, Kerensky declared his coup illegal. None of the officers in Petersburg seemed to know what to do and by the time Krymov and the Third Cossack Corps got anywhere near the city the Bolsheviks that hadn�t been imprisoned got into the factories and armed the workers. They went out and tore up the railway tracks.�
Sofya�s face pursed with disgust. �Krymov�s men called themselves �The Savage Division�, Caucasian Cossacks. What did they do? They went cap in hand in front of the Petersburg Soviet and apologised. They said they had been misled and been told the Revolution was in peril. That the Bolsheviks were slaughtering people in the streets.� She tore another piece of bread in two. �They�ll really find out who�s savage once the Bolsheviks find they can get away with it� then they�ll really start a slaughter.�
Paul ate silently. He�d already seen as much slaughter as he wanted to and didn�t care to see any more. It had been bad enough at the front but at least that had been war. One always knew that once back home some semblance of normality could be found. Not here. It astonished him how a civilised country could so quickly fall into chaos. It was as if beneath a thin veneer of modernism, the medieval savagery of Russia still lived and breathed, ready to reassert itself as soon as the mask of enlightenment slipped. But then perhaps it had always been plain enough to see for those who cared to look. All autocrats, from the modernising Peter to the bungling Nicholas had been quick enough to resort to the gnout when it suited them. Well, the boot was on the other foot now. Or rather, the gnout was in the other hand.
Sofya startled him out of his reverie.
�What did you do in England, Pasha?�
�I was a soldier,� he said. �I am a soldier.�
�Tell me about your life there.�
Paul broke a little more bread and took a slice of cucumber. He began to tell her but found, strangely, there wasn�t much to say. He told her about his life at school and his brief time at university before, like all the other young men, he had volunteered for the army. He tried to describe how it had been at the front only to find he didn�t have the words. Then he told her how, after he was co-opted by Cumming, his relief at not having had to go back to the trenches had been tinged with a sense of guilt for abandoning those who were still there.
Finally, unable to go on, he told her instead about his mother�s life in London. How she had kept her past alive by entertaining �migr�s and keeping up with political events.
�Until her monthly allowance stopped.�
�The Bolsheviks took over the banks,� Sofya said. �They stole everyone�s money. No one could get any.�
�It must have been terrible,� Paul said.
�It�ll get worse,� Sofya replied rising and clearing the table. �Now Lenin�s dead I suppose Trotsky will take over. He�s no better. He�s already head of the army.�
�Valentine says they�re using the assassination as an excuse to arrest foreigners. They think the British had a hand in the plot.�
�What plot?�
�To kill Lenin. They�ve already arrested the head of the British political delegation in Moscow and killed the naval attach� who was looking after the Petersburg embassy. Now they think I�m involved.�
�Well you are, aren�t you?�
�I didn�t know anything about any plot.�
�They�ll say that�s just a bourgeois distinction.�
�What do you mean?�
�Whether you knew or not isn�t important. What�s important is your class.�
�But that�s not fair! Just, I mean. That�s not just.�
Sofya began to laugh. �You haven�t changed, have you Pasha? Still the innocent who hasn�t the faintest idea what�s going on around him.�
He wanted to say that that wasn�t fair either, but the sound of a vehicle in the alley outside the house stopped him. He rushed down the hall and peered through the ragged curtains in the front room. The sun had gone down but it was still quite light.
A large car had stopped in the alley. A red flag hung from a baton fixed to the radiator grill. Paul�s stomach churned. He stepped away from the window as Sofya looked out.
�It�s him,� she said.
�Who?�
�Your friend Valentine.�
Paul peered at the car and saw Valentine step out. He said something through the car window to the man sitting behind the wheel then turn towards the house. The car�s engine remained running.
�He�s betrayed us,� Sofya said.
�Don�t be ridiculous,� Paul snapped. But could he be entirely sure? Valentine had done it before, hadn�t he, tricked Paul out of his savings? He had done it to corner Paul into accepting Cumming�s offer, but it was still an underhand thing to do. A pragmatic solution to a problem. A means to an end, like tossing Tamara Oblenskaya over the side of the ship. A Bolshevik sort of thing to do. Would he do something similar now, be pragmatic and betray them to save his own skin?
The front door opened and Valentine called: �Alenkov!� before shutting the door again. Then he was in the doorway looking at them both, every inch the Russian worker, cheap suit, waistcoat, peaked cap and all.
�What�s the matter with you two?� he asked in English. �You both look as if you�ve seen a ghost.� Then he turned to Sofya. �What is it about August in Petersburg? It�s raw out there.� He rubbed his hands together vigorously.
�Who�s car is that?� Paul finally managed to ask, whispering despite himself.
�It�s a Party car,� Valentine said. �I thought it would be the safest way to get to the station.�
�You�re a Bolshevik?� Sofya gasped.
�A Party member since 1910,� Valentine said with a grin. �At least that�s what my membership card says. Only we call ourselves the Communist Party of Bolsheviks now.�
�How can we trust you?�
Some of Valentine�s insouciance had returned. �I�m afraid you�ve no choice, my dear. The Red Guards are on the streets and there are detachments of soldiers at the railway stations and all the government offices. They�re checking everyone�s papers. The Cheka are out, too, only there�s no telling who they are until they put a hand on your shoulder. Without me and my Party card you won�t get out of Petersburg.�
�Did you get the tickets.�
�Three berths on tonight�s sleeper to Moscow. It�s pandemonium at the stations, of course. Everyone trying to get away. Tickets are as rare as hen�s teeth. I showed them my Party card but I still had to bully them into giving us sleeping berths. Important Party business in Moscow, don�t y�know, what with the emergency.� He laughed. �You�re my secretary, by the way,� he said to Sofya, �so I picked up a prop for you to carry.� He held up a small attach� case. �Notebook and pens, that sort of thing.�
�What about me?� Paul asked.
�Well, I went to Party headquarters after the station. The place is in an uproar, needless to say. I couldn�t get any definite information that they�re looking for a Boris Alenkov�� the name�s not on any of their lists for arrests yet. But perhaps no one�s talked to this Fedorova woman yet. They�re looking for you, but only under your real name at the moment.�
�Ross?�
Valentine looked at him indulgently. �Rostov, old man, Pavel Rostov.�
�Stupid of me,� Paul muttered.
�Who�s the man in the car?� Sofya demanded.
�The driver,� Valentine said as if it was obvious. �He�s a Red Guard so be careful what you say in front of him. Russian only. And you,� he said looking at Paul, �had better not speak at all unless you�re spoken to.� He glanced at his watch, rubbed his hands together again and said, �Right. Get your things together and we�ll be off. The train leaves at midnight. We don�t want to be there too early but we don�t want to miss the thing.�
He turned away but stopped again.
�Lenin�s not dead, by the way. Three bullets in him and he still won�t die.�
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Paul could sense the atmosphere on the street even from the safety of the car. The fear was palpable, almost as if it seeped in through the cracks around the doors and windows.
They rode in silence. Paul stared at the back of the driver�s head, the man�s grey hair cut short on the back of his skull and ending in a line that wasn�t quite straight. Every so often he would jerk his chin towards the street and make a comment to Valentine who sat beside him. The trams weren�t running and the little evening traffic there was consisted of lorries and cars flying the Bolshevik flag.
Armed men stood on the street corners, some of them sailors from the Kronstadt naval garrison on Kotlin Island. Most, though, looked to be a motley assortment of the militiamen Valentine had told him about: Red Guards, the cadres the Bolsheviks had raised from factory, railway and postal workers. They had first come onto the streets spontaneously during the February Revolution, then again when Kornilov attempted to march on Petersburg. The Petrograd Soviet had not trusted the Petersburg garrison to defend them and had looked to the workers. After that, the Bolsheviks so thoroughly infiltrated the factories and the Petersburg garrison that when they seized power in October, the soldiers would no longer obey the Petersburg Staff, looking only to the Military Revolutionary Committee set up by the Petersburg Soviet for orders. And this, by then, was under Bolshevik control. The Provisional Government sitting in the Winter Palace had suddenly found they had no military units to call upon. Even the Cossacks, the tsar�s favourite weapon of choice, had been subverted by Bolshevik promises of Land, Bread and Peace.
The Nikolaevsky Station was frantic with activity. The crowd, pushing towards the entrance, was held back by Red Guards on the doors while other men checked travellers� papers. Valentine had the driver get as close to the entrance as he could before they climbed ostentatiously out of the car in full view of the militia. Sofya clutched her attach� case while Valentine carried a bag. Paul, bereft of any sort of prop, trailed behind them.
Valentine shouldered his way up the steps to the entrance, pushing aside the crowd. Paul and Sofya followed in his wake. At the gate he showed his Party card to a man who was neither a Red Guard nor a soldier. Dressed in civilian clothes, Paul assumed he was a Chekist.
�Party business in Moscow concerning the Putilov factory,� Valentine announced importantly, his accent adopting a rough, working-class edge Paul had not heard before.
The Chekist, small and slight and wearing rimless glasses examined Valentine�s papers. He turned his lifeless eyes on Sofya and Paul.
�Who are they?�
�The girl�s my secretary.�
�And this one?�
�One of the clerks. An accountant.�
�What sort of business?�
�Finance,� said Valentine. �Dirty business, comrade, but it has to be done.� He laughed. The Chekist didn�t join in.
�You have tickets?�
Valentine passed him their tickets. The Chekist looked them over and nodded to the militiaman behind him who was barring the gate. Valentine pocketed his party card and papers and passed through. Paul and Sofya scurried after him.
The Moscow train was already waiting on the platform, snorting and hissing like a recumbent animal. The carriages, Paul noted, still sported their pre-Revolutionary colours and classes. Valentine led them along the platform to the front of the train and a first class sleeper. He gave their tickets to the provodnik waiting at the carriage door who indicated their berths.
A bearded balding man in a creased suit was already in the compartment and he stood as they entered, bowed slightly and bid them good evening.
�Pyotr Slepynin,� he said, introducing himself and eyeing Sofya in a manner Paul didn�t care much for.
Sofya seemed not to notice and for the next minute they begged each other�s pardon as they attempted to arrange themselves without treading on one another�s toes.
Once the luggage was stowed they sat facing each other. Slepynin leaned towards Sofya.
�Forgive me, Miss��
�Korovina, comrade,� Sofya said.
�� Miss Korovina. Have I had the pleasure of meeting you somewhere before?� He took a pair of steel-rimmed spectacles from his top pocket and polished the lenses on a dirty handkerchief before putting the glasses on as if, either seeing Sofya more clearly would jog his memory, or the change to his appearance might jog hers.
�I don�t think so,� she said.
�Korovina is my secretary,� Valentine told him. He produced his Party card.
Slepynin smiled at them both and took out his own Party card, handing it to Valentine for examination.
�A Party meeting, perhaps?� Slepynin hazarded, turning to Sofya once more.
�Possibly,� said Sofya, deliberately looking away out of the window at the activity on the platform.
The train jogged forward, the carriage couplings rattling noisily. A whistle blew and the engine responded with a blast of its own. The commotion on the platform intensified and some of the desperate travellers broke into a run. Carriage doors slammed and the train lurched another few feet.
�A meeting I expect,� Slepynin continued, smiling at Sofya over the top of his spectacles.
�Have you heard any further news of Comrade Lenin?� Valentine asked.
�Only that his condition is thought to be stable,� Slepynin replied. His face assumed a funereal aspect. �An outrage. A tragedy for the country. And comrade Uritsky, too. Such counter-revolutionary action must be liquidated. The Social-Revolutionaries are to be held to account. You agree, comrade, of course?�
�Of course,� said Valentine. They exchanged views on the measures needed to counter opposition to Bolshevik power, Slepynin expressing the need for terror. Paul stopped listening.
The train left Nikolaevsky through a desert of hatched tracks and marshalling yards. They passed the Alexander Nevski Quarter, a warren of narrow streets and squalid housing where the workers from the harbour and the factories near the Baltic and Warsaw Stations in the eastern Narva Quarter lived. The Putilov metalworks where Valentine had worked lay in that direction, beyond the Narva Triumphal Arch.
Paul glanced across to where he was sitting, deep in conversation with Slepynin, and wondered how Valentine did it; how he was able to assume a character that must be completely alien to him. To look at him, one would have taken Valentine for a born in the bone Russian, the sort of man Paul himself ought to be, having been born there. And yet he was the alien, as out of step and out of sympathy with those around him as it seemed possible to be. Even Sofya didn�t appear out of place in her cheap dress and scuffed shoes. She had retrieved Valentine�s attach� case from the luggage rack and was presently pretending to study a sheaf of papers she had found inside. She held a pen which she periodically touched to the sheets although, as far as Paul could see, it was dry of ink.
Through the window he caught a glimpse of the Volkovskoye Cemetery in the twilight, where their governess had been buried that morning; interred at dawn only to be resurrected at midnight as Sofya assumed her identity. She had given it to avoid Slepynin�s curiosity, Paul supposed, and was impressed at how quick-witted she had been. No doubt he would have blithered and blathered, forgetting his own alias the moment he needed to remember it. What on earth had possessed Cumming to thinking he was fitted for this kind of work?
On the opposite side of the tracks were working-class districts, hovels mostly, and Paul wondered if it was chance or design that had engineered the passage of Petersburg�s masses through a cemetery each day as they passed to and from work. Was it a deliberate lesson on the temporary nature of life, and the need for the poor to keep their eyes focussed upon salvation? If so it was a lesson being ignored. The Bolsheviks had made their intent plain in weaning the people off their religious opiate�� as Marx had had it�� and to that end had begun sacking the churches. Like Henry VIII, he couldn�t help thinking, unable to keep avaricious hands off all those valuables. Paul didn�t doubt they�d strip the lead off the roofs, too, so that in a hundred years or so Petersburg and other Russian cities would be dotted with crumbling cathedrals like the English monasteries.
A vendor appeared at the door with glasses and a jug of kavass. From a tray he offered blinis, pirogis and pur�es. Valentine and Slepynin dug into their pockets and pancakes and pastries were handed round for a few kopecs. Lenin�s recovery was toasted with glasses of kavass, the fermented fruit juice.
�Did you by chance work at the Ministry of the Interior, Miss Korovina?� Slepynin persisted as Paul watched him spoon the last of an unappetising-looking kis�l gor�khovi�� a pea pur�e�� into his mouth. �I was a mere factotum there before the Revolution, you understand. At everyone�s beck and call. But learning valuable lessons nonetheless on the workings of the bureaucratic autocracy. On occasions, I even found myself in the august presence of his excellency, Minister Kurlov himself, rot his soul.� Slepynin�s face twisted unpleasantly as if his pea pur�e was giving him indigestion. He turned to Valentine. �Was Kurlov tried for his crimes, do you recall?�
�Pavel Grigoriyevitch Kurlov?� Sofya said, as if unable to help herself. �No, he escaped abroad. Others died, though,� she added flatly.
�So I believe,� Slepynin said, his head suddenly cocking to one side like an attentive spaniel�s. �Indeed, was not the under-minister, Rostov, one of those killed in the disturbances?�
Sofya�s eyes dropped to the papers again. �I wouldn�t know,� she said.
Slepynin looked as if about to say something else but the provodnik knocked on the door at that moment, carrying their bedding. It was dark beyond the window now and Paul pulled the curtains together before they shuffled into the corridor while the provodnik made up their bunks. The men stayed outside the compartment for a minute or two to allow Sofya time to undress and get into bed then, when she called, followed her in. She had taken an upper bunk and Valentine took the other, leaving Slepynin opposite Paul on the lower. The light was extinguished and after a muttered exchange of �sleep well,� Paul lay back fully clothed. He closed his eyes, rocking in the bunk to the steady movement and listening to the rattle of the train.
In the dark he thought of Petersburg receding behind them and tried not to think of Moscow ahead at the end of the arrow-straight railway line.
�Out of the frying pan,� Sofya had said. Well, he�d been in worse spots, he supposed. Or would have thought so at the time. In the trenches, though, you knew where you stood�� or cowered, more like�� with the Hun flinging a barrage at your head. There at least you knew why he wanted to kill you, even if it was for no better reason than you were English. Here it seemed as if everyone was after your blood simply because you might support some vague variant of the ideological soup of the day. Here it wasn�t the whining shell one had to listen out for but the knock on your door in the middle of the night. But hadn�t that sort of thing always been prevalent in Russia? The tsarist police had, by and large, been fairly incompetent in their pursuit of revolutionaries and were just as likely, if they happened to catch one, merely to give him a slap on the wrist and pack him off to Siberia for a spell. They sometimes hanged a few now and then for form�s sake�� Lenin�s elder brother among them. A decision Paul supposed some had since come to regret�� or, more likely, regret they hadn�t strung up the whole family while they were about it. But they wouldn�t have done that, of course. Lenin�� Ulyanov�� had come from good stock, minor nobility, rather like the Rostovs themselves. But then that had been the case for many of the revolutionaries, the theorists, at least; Kropotkin had been a prince, top of the tree so to speak, and Paul didn�t suppose anyone had ever thought of hanging him. No, political fever had always been abroad in Russia, a fever to which most of the populace were oddly susceptible. Although whether that was due to the authorities lack of dispensing the final cure he couldn�t say. It was obvious to him now that both his mother and father had suffered a mild form of the fever all their adult lives, even if they had apparently avoided infecting him, their son, with the disease. Not that that was going to make any difference now, whether he had caught it or not. So much for immunity; now it looked as though the damn fever was going to kill him just the same.

A grey light was seeping through the curtains of the compartment but it wasn�t this that had woken Paul. It was Sofya shaking his shoulder the way terriers shake rats.
He grunted. She was leaning over him, dressed only in a thin slip, her slender shoulders and her arms bare. He pushed himself up onto an elbow, the sight of her stirring something in him.
�Wake up,� she was saying.
�I am awake. What�s the matter?�
�Slepynin. He recognised me.�
�What?�
�Regrettably true,� said Valentine, stepping into the compartment behind Sofya.
There was something different about Valentine and it was a moment before Paul realised he had shaven off his goatee. Paul swung himself out of the bunk. He hadn�t bothered to undress. It was hardly novel for him to have to sleep in his clothes and, without the lice to bother him here as they did in the trenches, hardly an imposition.
Across the aisle Slepynin�s bunk was empty.
�Where is he?�
�He went to the lavatory,� Valentine said.
�What are we going to do?�
�We�ll be all right unless he�s already told someone. Even then they�ll be looking for two men and a girl, so I think it best we split up.�
�Can�t we get off before Moscow?�
�This is the express, old man, it doesn�t stop at outlying stations. Too late, anyway. We�ll be in Moscow in twenty minutes.�
�But Slepynin will point us out even if we spilt up.�
�No, we�re all right there,� Valentine said.
Sofya looked back warily over her shoulder at him.
�I�d better stay with Sofya,� Paul said.
�No, they�ll expect that, being family,� Valentine countered. �You and I should take our chances together. Sofya can look after herself.�
�That�s��
Valentine cut him off. �She is Russian, old man. She knows what she�s about.�
Meaning I don�t? Paul felt like asking. Instead he said, �It�ll be dangerous for her.�
�It�s dangerous for us all.�
�Don�t worry about me,� Sofya said. �Valentine�s right.�
Valentine slipped into the corridor. �I�ll take a walk along the train and see how the land lies. Get yourselves ready to be off as soon as the train pulls in.�
�He�s killed him you know,� Sofya said as soon as Valentine had gone.
�What do you mean?�
�Slepynin. Valentine killed him.�
�What?�
�Earlier. The fool took him aside and asked how long I�d been his secretary. For some reason he didn�t suspect Valentine. Because he�s a member of the Party, I suppose. They all think they�re so pure in heart��
�But how did Slepynin know who you were?�
�He used to carry ministry papers to and from the house for Papa. I don�t remember him but then I wouldn�t. There were always government people coming and going. They weren�t the sort of people Papa would introduce me to.�
She reached up to the top bunk for her dress.
�Here,� Paul said, pulling up his shirt, thinking quickly for once. �Take this.� He undid the money belt holding the gold imperials and Masaryk�s letter.
�What�s that?�
�It�s money and a letter. If they catch me I�m dead anyway. You�ve got a better chance on your own. Give the letter to Mikhail if you find him but if there�s any chance they�re on to you destroy it. They�ll have nothing against you, then, will they?�
�Except being a Rostov and leaving Petersburg with you,� she said.
�They won�t know for sure you left with me. No-one saw us together.�
She looked at him doubtfully.
�Take it,� he insisted, holding out the belt.
�Until we�re out of the station,� she said reluctantly, taking the belt and putting it around her waist. The straps were too long and she couldn�t buckle it properly.
�Here,� he said. He reached around her waist as she stood in front of him, arms raised. He felt her stomach fluttering against his hand through the thin cloth of her slip. Her colour rose as he finished tying the belt. �I�ll go outside while you dress,� he said.
�Oh don�t be stupid, Pasha. We�re past that, aren�t we?� Stepping into the dress, she turned. �Button me up.�
He fumbled the buttons while she looked at him over her shoulder.
�Which way will you go?�
Sofya meant at the railway station but he said, Kazan, without thinking.
�Kazan?�
�Yes. The Czechs are in Kazan.�
�But you said Mikhail went south.�
�I have no idea where Mikhail went,� he admitted. �He probably followed Kornilov.�
�But he�s dead.�
�The Czechs are in Kazan,� Paul said again. �And what�s left of the Constituent Assembly. Valentine says they�ve raised an army but we�ve got to get through the Red Army to get there. You�ll be safer if you go south and look for Mikhail.�
�I thought I was coming with you.�
�It�s too dangerous now, being with me.�
�We ought to stay together,� Sofya said, turning and looking into his face.
�They know who we are, Sofya.�
�It�s not the Bolsheviks you�re worried about, is it,� she said. �It�s him. Valentine. He doesn�t want me with you, does he?�
�It�s best if you stay out of his way,� Paul suggested.
�Because he killed Slepynin and that woman in Copenhagen?�
�That�s part of it,� Paul admitted.
�But I can�t take all your money.�
�I�ve got enough.�
The train slowed; the provodnik walked along the corridor, announcing their approach to Moscow.
�Leave us as soon as we arrive,� Paul said. �And be careful,� and before he knew what he was doing he pulled her towards him and kissed her on the mouth.
Sofya stepped back in surprise, flushing.
Valentine slipped into the compartment. �We�re almost there,� he said, looking from one to the other curiously. His gaze settled on Sofya. �You�ll be all right,� he said to her. �We�ll meet up outside the station. Are you ready?�
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Crammed against the carriage door, Paul dwelled upon the suspicion that Valentine had had no intention from the beginning of taking Sofya with them. He supposed he had known as much since the moment they had walked into the house in the Nevskaya although he hadn�t wanted to admit it to himself. Would Valentine have done something there and then if Paul had left him alone with her? Paul�s being there had left Valentine with little option but to let her accompany them to the Nikolaevsky Station. Perhaps if he had been able to work out a safe way of letting Slepynin take her without involving Paul and himself, Valentine would have done that in preference to killing the Cheka agent. For Paul didn�t doubt that that was what Slepynin was, a Cheka agent.
Of course, it might be that he was doing Valentine an injustice. But how could Paul know? He still hadn�t managed to fathom the workings of Valentine�s mind. He wasn�t capable of seeing things through Valentine�s eyes. And he was glad he couldn�t. Killing people wasn�t an entirely reasonable way of solving problems (although he had to allow the High Command back on the western front might give him an argument about that). It wasn�t that he thought Valentine was mad�� not in the homicidal maniac sense, anyway�� it was more a case of the man�s response to any particular situation seemed not entirely sane.
Paul�s train of thought was derailed at that moment as a peasant who had had a run-in with Valentine on the platform while boarding the train suddenly pushed up against him. Given the unpredictability of Valentine�s reactions, the man had no idea of how lucky he was. Even so, he was a malevolent-looking individual. Heavily bearded with a pair of deep-set eyes and long straggling rat-tails of hair, his whole appearance put Paul in mind of evil peering from a haystack. Having squashed up against Paul the man�s lips curled in the semblance of a smile, revealing an irregular row of rotten teeth. A wave of stale breath washed out. Paul turned his head away.
The train was packed and there were no seats. The crowd that had been waiting on the platform at the Kursk and Nizhni-Novgorod Station while the train got up steam had made a sudden surge towards the carriages, fighting to get aboard as if someone had dropped a starting flag. Lines of troops heading for the Kazan front had commandeered several carriages for themselves, and the rest of the passengers had been left to elbow each other aside as best they could. Luggage and parcels had bounced off bodies as everyone scrambled for the open doors. Small livestock, chickens and geese mostly but also the odd piglet which a moment before been tucked contentedly under their owners� arms, began squawking as if the life was being crushed out of them.
Valentine had tried pushing his way through the scrum with the liberal use of his elbows and holding aloft the proletarian icon of his Party card as if its manifestation might part the crowd like a human Red Sea. And, in fact, had just managed to reach a carriage door when the peasant with his face presently stuck into Paul�s had pushed in front of him.
Valentine complained and pushed his card into the man�s face, but this particular peasant seemed signally unimpressed, by both Valentine�s Party card and by his threats.
�Fuck off,� he said and climbed in front of them into the carriage, giving Valentine a lesson in village etiquette as well as language. Not to mention a face full of spittle as he did so.
Paul, jammed up against Valentine as he was, felt him stiffen, halting so abruptly that Paul stepped on the toes of some innocent baboushka behind him. She squealed and Valentine shouted something at the peasant who was now on the step above him. It was a colloquial mixture of dialect and muzhik execration, as far as Paul could make out, and Valentine rounded it off by threatening to have the man arrested. The peasant merely repeated the direction in which he thought Valentine should go and how he should get there.
Where Valentine had learned his Russian, Paul didn�t know; the factories he�d worked in judging by his vocabulary. Paul�s Russian had been learned in the schoolroom of a noble�s house under the vigilant eyes and ears of private tutors. In those surroundings coarse words earned a clout around the head�� peasant violence for peasant manners, as one tutor was fond of saying.
Now, squashed against the carriage door, the brute was blocking Paul�s way again, fumes from his patched smock competing with his foetid breath in the nauseation stakes, fouling the whole atmosphere between them.
Paul squeezed around so that he had his back to the man and pulled down the window to let a little fresh air into the carriage.

They had arrived at Kursk and Nizhni-Novgorod Station. It was the terminus for most of the Petersburg trains, although some coming from the former capital also stopped at the Nikolaevsky. Stepping onto the platform, Paul thought how much more convenient that would have been. The Nikolaevsky was no more than a couple of hundred yards from the Kazan Station from where they would be catching the train for Kazan. The Kursk and Nizhni-Novgorod Station, to the south and on the eastern side of the city, may not have been much more than a mile from the Kazan Station but it still meant having to find their way through the Moscow streets.
He had felt a hand squeeze his arm as he stepped off the train behind Valentine and had turned in time to see Sofya disappear into the crowd. Watching her go, wishing he was going with her, he had bumped up against Valentine.
�Where is she?� he asked.
�She�s gone,� Paul said.
�Gone?�
�I told her to make her own way.�
�Make her own way where?
�South,� Paul said, �anywhere.� Anywhere away from you, was what he meant. �To look for her brother.�
A detachment of soldiers with slung rifles moved along the platform. Roughly dressed in an assortment of ill-matching uniforms, Paul assumed they were bound south themselves to face Deniken.
Valentine pushed something into Paul�s hand. �Here. Show it at the gate. It�s all they need to see.�
Paul looked down and saw he was holding Slepynin�s Party card. At the barrier two expressionless men were watching the crowd. One caught Paul�s eye as they approached. Paul forced himself to make straight for the man, barely breaking his stride and raising the Party card as he reached the barrier. The man�s icy gaze swept over it and then up at Paul. He nodded and Paul walked past though the barrier.
�We can take a tram to Kazan Station,� Valentine said, gesturing across the road to where a line of them were parked. He dropped his hand on Paul�s shoulder. �We should have kept her with us, you know. Your cousin. She knows too much. About us, I mean.�
Paul paused at the kerb. �She said you killed Slepynin.�
For a second he thought Valentine was going to deny it and he held out Slepynin�s Party card like a trump he was prepared to play. Valentine�s face assumed his habitual open expression.
�No choice I�m afraid, old man. He started asking too many awkward questions.� He gave a shrug as if it wasn�t really of much consequence. �He was Cheka,� he said. �Hardly a loss.�
Paul looked at the Communist Party of Bolsheviks card in his hand and thought about Slepynin and the man he had left in the alley; about Pinker on the boat, Tamara Oblenskaya and Olga Volokoskaya. He wondered if any of them had been a loss to somebody.
Valentine started across the road and Paul hurried to keep up.
�Suppose they�d found his body before we got off the train? Did you think about that?�
Valentine boarded the tram through the rear door and bought the tickets. Paul slumped into a seat and leaned against the window. Red flags decorated the exterior of the station. Slogans had been strung across on banners exhorting the people to support the workers and peasants, to defend the Revolution, to stand in solidarity behind the Party� The tram started, rattling along Zemlyan�i.
�They wouldn�t find him before we reached Moscow,� Valentine said quietly. �I put him out the lavatory window. And a devil of a job I had getting him through, too. He hadn�t gone hungry in Petersburg, that�s certain.�
Paul stared at the passing street.
�Well, if she�s gone she�s gone,� Valentine said philosophically. �With luck we�ll be out of the city before they pick her up.� Then, no doubt remembering it was Paul�s cousin he was talking about, he added in palliation, �I know she was family of sorts, but after all old man, you hadn�t seen her for a long time and they�d hardly treated you like the prodigal son, had they?�
Paul was thinking Valentine had confused his biblical analogies but said nothing.
�So I�d put her out of your mind if I were you,� Valentine went on. �One thing, she doesn�t know where we�re heading so if they do happen to pick her up at least she won�t be able to tell them much. Anyway, all to the good if they assume we�re headed south as well. As it is I think we can now dispense with Mikhail Rostov. Komuch has raised their own army. We�ve got Masaryk�s letter of introduction to the Legion and that�s all we�ll need.�
Paul said nothing at all.
He watched the Moscow street pass on the other side of the window. He had been to the city often as a boy with the family, usually on the way to or from the family estate near Rostov. The trains south left from the Kursk and Nizhni-Novgorod, and they would invariably arrive there and generally break their journey in the city. They had a family house in Moscow in the Byeli Gorod, the most elegant quarter of the city near the palaces and shops on the wide streets north of the Kremlin. His mother had been fond of the opera and the ballet. She often attended performances at the Great Imperial Theatre in Theatre Square, or plays at the smaller Imperial opposite. As children they had never been allowed to accompany the adults and would have to stay home under the supervision of Korovina or someone like her. Unless it happened to be summer when the theatres were closed, in which case they would be taken to the circus, the Truzzi or the Nikitin in the Triumf�lnaya Sad�vaya.
He had always thought of Moscow since as being the heart of Russia. Or perhaps more accurately, he supposed, his memory of Moscow filtered through his mother�s recollections. But he did have memories of M�tyuska Moskv��� �Little Mother Moscow��� of his own. Mostly they were sights and scenes glimpsed from carriage windows as the family moved between railway stations and the house. Or while out shopping, or on the way to the circus. As he recalled now, Moscow had always appeared more colourful to him than home�� Petersburg�� and while he recalled that many people in Moscow dressed in the bourgeois style�� what had then been termed German dress�� as they had in Petersburg, it was here in Moscow that one was able to see the full diversity of the Russian Empire. There were the Tartars and the Circassians to be seen; Greeks in their red fezes and Persians wearing their tall conical sheepskin caps; there would be Cossacks from the Don and Bokhariots� and everywhere the bearded muzh�ks, the peasants in their bast slippers and caftans and their army�ks. Looking out the tram window now, the colours were drab, like home�� his real home�� England. Army tunics and greatcoats could still be seen, despite the war with Germany being over. But they had a new war now, one with each other. And, like Europe, that required soldiers, dull men in grey unenlivened by any colour to denote rank or staff. Any colour other than red, that was. There was plenty of that: Bolshevik red.
When the tram reached Kazan Station he followed Valentine out of the front door. Threading their way through the crowd outside the station he became aware of the sense of menace in the air. He could almost taste it, as if he inhaled it with the oxygen. It had an electrical, almost metallic, taste, a taste redolent of blood in the back of the throat. Was it premonition? Or was the sense of menace simply a memory of blood mixed with fear, the anti-coagulant that kept it flowing? Imagination again. But it was exactly how he had felt in London, at Liverpool Street Station, when he had had the assassin�s blood over his clothes and was expecting to be challenged any minute.
What had his name been� Yashin? Yankov? No, they were Russian names and Valentine had said the man had been Lithuanian. Yurkas, that was it. For some reason the Bolsheviks preferred Lithuanians and Letts to staff their political police. Why was that? Did they believe Russians had an inborn disinclination against using force against their fellow nationals? He had never noticed the fact. Certainly not when the tsar had needed a demonstration broken up, a few heads cracked or a few men shot or sabred down. But then the tsar had favoured Cossacks for that sort of job and the Cossack was a breed apart�
�Hungry?� Valentine asked unexpectedly.
Paul realised he was. He had eaten nothing since the bread and cucumber he had shared with Sofya apart from a blini on the train.
�There�s a traktir by the station,� Valentine said. �We can eat there. We can�t count on getting much on the train and it�s nine hundred versts to Kazan.�
�Six hundred miles? How long will that take?�
�Thirty hours at least. The express is quicker but I don�t know if we can get on that. Best take the first offered.�
�No chance of a sleeper, then?�
Valentine chuckled. �You�re a worker now, old man, and don�t you forget it.�
�Sofya said you needed food cards to eat in traktirs.�
�Don�t worry about that,� Valentine assured him. �As Communist Party members we�re top of the heap now.�
Traktirs were cellars usually, the long dark rooms that served cheap black bread and salted cucumber, tea and vodka. Only there hadn�t been much vodka since the outbreak of the war when the tsar put an embargo on its manufacture�� another thing the working classes had had against him, Paul supposed. Traktirs were where the poor and the peasants ate; where the workers who had no more than a few kopeks in their pockets could rely on vodka to make them forget the fact. They had traktirs in Petersburg, of course, but Paul had never been inside one. Valentine, though, pushing through the door and down the steps looked quite at home in the gloom of the long room.
It was no more than half full but the stench of the place hit Paul�s nostrils as if it had been packed to the gunnels. The air was thick with an odour of sweat and stewed tea, heavy with coarse Russian tobacco and rank clothes and unwashed bodies. He had grown used to the close proximity of men in the trenches, of living cheek by jowl with filthy bodies in uniforms that hadn�t been taken off for days at a time, used even to the constant aroma of putrefaction. But this was different. The trenches were at least in the open air. Here the ceilings and walls somehow compressed the smell so that walking into the room felt like immersing oneself in redolent fluid.
�Over there,� Valentine said, gesturing at one end of a long table by the door. �They might ask for a ration card but just show them your Party card. No one will argue.� Then he wandered off across the room and left Paul to it.
Paul sat down, showed them Slepynin�s card and began chewing unenthusiastically at the bread served him. He asked if there was vodka and was brought a cloudy spirit that tasted as if it had been distilled from army boots. He knocked it back anyway and lit a cigarette. Russian tobacco had a taste all its own, at once sugary yet somehow oriental; heavy with a musty odour. He breathed it in deeply to rid himself of the stench around him.
Valentine came back, broke some bread and began sucking tea through a sugar lump.
�There�s a train in an hour. There�ll be troops on it moving to join Trotsky at the Kazan front.�
�Trotsky�s there?�
�Lenin told him to retake the city whatever the cost. They�re saying Trotsky�s already shot every tenth man in the units that ran when the last attack failed.�
�Lenin�s still alive then.�
�Yes. If I can get to a telephone I�ll try ringing Ransome, see if I can find out what the situation is. Eat up and we�ll go and get our tickets.�
Paul pushed the bread away. �I�ve had enough.�
At the station, while Valentine bought their tickets and went to find a telephone, Paul looked for a lavatory. He found a malodorous one by the waiting room, a cubicle so filthy it suggested that whoever�s job it was to clean it had decided the chore beneath him now the Revolution had arrived.
Paul needed a wash. The spirit he had drunk, whatever it was, had been a bad idea. Already dehydrated from the overnight journey, it had only made him feel worse. He wasn�t quite desperate enough to drink the rust-coloured trickle emanating from the faucet, nor would have been even if there wasn�t a cholera scare in Moscow. Instead he took off his cap and dampened his hands then ran them over his face and around his collar. Needless to say there was nothing on which to dry himself, so he wiped his hands on his jacket. Putting the cap back on he went outside and waited by the gate until Valentine showed up.
�Ransome�s in Stockholm with his mistress, Evgenia Shelepina,� he said when he returned. �She�s purportedly there to assist the Bolshevik Ambassador to Sweden, Vovovsky. I didn�t know who I was speaking to so I kept it short rather than tell them anything.�
Paul thought that was probably just as well. He hadn�t forgotten that someone had tipped off the Bolsheviks that Cumming was sending him to Russia. It could only have been one of the myriad agents or diplomats already in the country. Logic would have dictated that whoever it was also knew of Valentine�s presence, but somehow he seemed able to come and go with impunity. Paul supposed the chances of ever finding out who the traitor was were slim and, as long as long as he wasn�t arrested, he didn�t much care. Finding traitors was Cumming�s job�� or Kell�s. All Paul wanted was to get to some place where he might have a decent stab at trying to do the job he was there to do. Kazan seemed to offer the best opportunity for that and the fewer people who knew they were going there the better. Of course he still needed to contact the Legion, and to do that it would have helped if he had Masaryk�s letter. But that was in the money belt with Sofya.
All things considered, that was where he would have preferred to be as well.
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He had lost sight of Valentine. Paul wasn�t even sure in which carriage he was. Shortly after they had left Kazan Station Valentine had squeezed his way to the other end of their carriage waving his Party card looking for a seat. Paul had tried following him using Slepynin�s card but seemed to lack the requisite air of authority and got stuck behind people while Valentine disappeared into the next carriage.
Throwing one�s weight around had been easy enough in the trenches with men accustomed to doing what an officer told them. Yet it was quite another in the teeth of a civilian rabble who probably didn�t think much of the Bolsheviks in the first place. Out of uniform Paul didn�t seem to possess the conviction that others would do what he told them to do and, of course, they always recognised the fact. So he had stayed where he was, putting up with the discomfort and the evil-looking muzhik for the few miles it took to reach Veshnyak� where the peasant and many of the other passengers got off the train.
When it started again he went looking for Valentine. He passed through two crowded carriages without luck and had just entered a third when he was stopped in his tracks. Two seats down, sitting pushed against the window by a round little woman in a headscarf, he saw Sofya gazing out at the passing countryside. A chicken was nestled contentedly in her lap and she was idly stroking the animal�s feathers with her fingers.
Perhaps she sensed he was there for she looked up, saw him and suddenly smiled. She had barely smiled at him at all since he had found her and, touched, he walked along the aisle towards her and leaned across the stocky peasant woman and said, somewhat redundantly:
�You�re here!�
The chicken in her lap squawked and fluttered its wings. Sofya ran a soothing finger over its bobbing head.
�Where was I to go?� she asked. Then, lowering her voice, �Anyway, I�ve still got your� you know� the belt?�
�I told you to keep it.�
Her thin shoulders rose in a shrug. �And what will you do for money? Besides, I have no idea where Mikhail went. And there�s nothing in Rostov for me since they burned our estate.�
The peasant woman turned to her, listening.
�I thought of going back to Petersburg,� Sofya said, unconcerned at being overheard.
�It�s not safe,� Paul told her, thinking they ought to be more careful what they said.
�What was I supposed to do then? You said you were going to Kazan so I thought I�d better come with you. Would you rather I didn�t?�
�Of course not. But how did you know what train we were on?�
�I saw Valentine buying tickets at the Kazan Station. I told the man at the window I wanted a ticket for the same train.�
Paul glanced at the rotund peasant and found she was looking up at him. Her eyes seemed to hold nothing beyond the odd muzhik impenetrability he remembered as a child. It was a strange amalgam of animal cunning and vacuous innocence, an admixture that, like oil and water, one might suppose could not coexist. But it was always there nonetheless.
�It would be better,� he said to Sofya, making a point of avoiding using Valentine�s name, �If you didn�t mention to our friend that I told you we were going to Kazan.�
�Why not?�
�And� and I want you to be careful of him, Sofya.�
�Careful? You mean because of what he did to Slep-�
�No,� Paul said quickly before she used the Chekist�s name. �Just be careful, that�s all.�
�Are you suggesting he�d try��
�Of course not,� he said, laughing as if the notion was ridiculous. �You�ve still got the letter, I suppose?�
�Of course. Do you want it back?�
The peasant was turning from Sofya to Paul and back as they spoke and Paul glanced meaningfully at her and frowned at Sofya.
�Later,� he said, looking along the carriage. �I have to find him. Will you stay here until I come back?�
The peasant�s eyes stayed on him as he straightened up and she smiled and patted Sofya�s arm protectively. Paul walked down the aisle, opened the doors between carriages and passed into the next. It was jammed with troops, squashed into the seats and standing in the aisle. He went back into Sofya�s carriage, glancing at her as he passed. She was gazing out the window again, still fondling the chicken and with the peasant�s hand on her arm.
He retraced his steps to where he had been stuck against the malodorous muzhik, then continued into the carriage beyond. The train was crammed with the press of passengers. The air was filled with the sharp tang of body odour and tobacco smoke and, mixed with it, the reek of animal dung. He finally saw Valentine at the far end of the carriage, conspicuous by having an empty seat beside him as if he carried a contagion. The Party card, Paul thought, a plague of its own. Paul dropped into the seat.
�Where have you been?�
�Squashed into a corner with that peasant you had the altercation with when we got on,� Paul said. �He got out at Veshnyak�, thank God. You were lucky to find a seat.�
�Nothing to do with luck. As soon as they see a Party card they assume I�m Cheka.� He let his gaze wander round the carriage. �Although I doubt the Cheka bother with niceties like showing identification. It�s a sign of how jumpy everyone is getting. I was talking with another Party man who said after Lenin was shot the Moscow Cheka rounded up all their opponents. He said quite a few have been liquidated already.�
�Liquidated? You mean executed?�
�Haven�t you heard the expression before? I�m surprised. It�s always been a favourite euphemism here for disposing of a problem.�
�You forget how old I was when I left.�
�Wasn�t your mother political? Didn�t she ever talk about liquidating people?�
�Hardly,� Paul said. But his mother was the last person Paul wanted to discuss with Valentine. He leaned closer, keeping his voice down. �Do you think they�ve shot Lockhart?�
Valentine shook his head. �Unlikely. For one thing the Bolsheviks have Litvinov and Chicherin in London. They�ll want them back if things turn sour.�
Paul wondered how much sourer things could turn. They�d thrown Lockhart and his aide in prison, shot Cromie at the embassy, and denounced the Allied landings at Archangel and Murmansk as an invasion. It was hardly a matter to debate in a crowded railway carriage, though. He asked Valentine where the other Communist Party member was.
�He got off. Actually,� Valentine said, �he disagreed with the repression. That suggests there might be some dissension in the ranks.�
�That�s good news, isn�t it?� Then added matter-of-factly, �Sofya�s on the train,� as if such a commonplace observation might go unnoticed in the general run of the conversation.
But Valentine noticed. His forehead creased but he said nothing. Paul found himself explaining:
�There was no point in her going south� She doesn�t know where her brother is and apparently the family estate�s been confiscated. The peasants burned the house and taken the land.�
�That�s happening everywhere,� Valentine said, looking out of the window as though he expected the train to pass a country house on fire at any moment. �It�ll get worse, too. They even looted Tolstoy�s estate, apparently.�
�Yasnaya Polana?� Paul said in amazement.
�Is that what it�s called? They say his wife and daughter were lucky to escape with their lives. It�s just as well he�s dead, I suppose. A mob of illiterate peasants is no respecter of literary reputation.�
Paul was shocked. Saintly Tolstoy, the peasants� friend? If his estate wasn�t safe, whose was? He wondered how many others there were like the Rostovs who hadn�t fled when they had the chance. It was beginning to look as if it was too late now, at least if one wanted to get out with anything of value; perhaps even one�s life. It made him wonder why any had stayed. Was it arrogance? The hubris of a wealthy elite unable to comprehend that the life they enjoyed had gone, and their status with it?
He didn�t suppose the Rostovs were much different in that regard. Being only three generations from a peasant on the make, though, one might have supposed that the avarice that had lifted them out of serfdom might have given them some inkling as to just what those peasants they had left behind might do given the chance. But perhaps their memories weren�t that long. Money and power were corrosive agents and theirs had eaten away all those distasteful truths about their origin. That was probably why they had disliked him and his mother so much; being in the Rostovs� eyes social inferiors, his mother may have excited what few memories of where the family had come from that remained.
�It�s all fair game now,� Valentine said, �if there�s land to appropriate. Lenin isn�t going to find the peasants as easy to manipulate as he did the workers, though.�
�You sound as if you think he�ll live.�
�How did she know which train we were on?� Valentine suddenly asked.
�What, Sofya? She followed us from the station.�
�I never saw her.�
�Perhaps you weren�t looking,� said Paul, glad for once to be able to point up some deficiency in Valentine�s expertise.
�Where is she now?�
�A couple of carriages back, sitting with a peasant and a chicken. Do you want me to fetch her?�
�Not if she�s got a seat,� Valentine said, sounding uncharacteristically considerate. �It�s a long journey.�

The train turned east after Lyubertzi, passing through Gzhel and Kurovskaya. They made a lengthy stop at Tcherusti and, getting hungry, Paul got off only to find the restaurant was closed. He regretted not having eaten more in the traktir while he had the opportunity. It was another 150 versts to Murom and would take hours.
The morning crawled by in discomfort then slowed into an interminable afternoon. When they finally reached Murom they found the railway restaurant open but with little to offer. The soldiers on their way to the Kazan front spilled off the train and immediately filled the restaurant and Paul deliberately kept out of their way. He killed time by reading the faded posters on the waiting-room wall. They promoted the attractions of Murom�s old town, extolling the beauty of the River Ok� and its harbour. A timetable advertised steamer trips up the Volga to Nizhni-Novgorod, for the tourists who once visited the area, he supposed. Not these days. There were no bourgeoisie left to take idle trips through the Russian countryside. When the soldiers came out of the restaurant and began milling around the platform like aimless sheep, he followed Valentine inside and made do with what they had left, bowls of kasha and bread.
Sofya did not get off and Paul put a piece of bread in his pocket to give to her later. He didn�t suppose she had eaten any more than he had since the previous day and certainly wouldn�t have gone into a traktir by herself.
�Masaryk�s letter,� Valentine said as he finished. �Once we get to Kazan we�ll find whoever�s in command of the Legion and show it to them. It�s safe?�
Paul patted his stomach where the money belt used to be, wishing Valentine wouldn�t keep on about the letter. He supposed he�d better get it back from Sofya in case Valentine took it into his head to look at the damned thing. Later, he decided, when it got dark and Valentine was asleep. He could slip back to where Sofya was and retrieve it. But it wouldn�t be dark for a long time yet even though they had been travelling for the best part of ten hours. The train barely made twenty miles an hour and there was still over four hundred to go before they reached Kazan. Not that he supposed they�d get as far as the city itself on the train. The front would be between them and the town and they would have to get off as close as they dared and make their own way across the lines.
He lit a cigarette after finishing what was left of his kasha, leaning towards Valentine so as not to be overheard.
�Those steamer timetables gave me an idea,� he said. �In Petersburg we took a barge to get to your house in the Nevskaya. Sofya said it was safer than using the streets. Perhaps we could get into Kazan the same way.�
�Go on.�
�Well, if steamers used to ply up-river to Nizhni-Novgorod, I suppose they must have gone down-river as well, to Kazan?�
�I was thinking much the same thing myself,� Valentine said.
�Oh. You were, were you?�
�There�s a town called Sviy�zhsk about thirty miles before Kazan. The line crosses the Volga just a few versts beyond it, over a new railway bridge they built just before the war.� He paused and his lips twisted with an ironic smile. �They called it the Romanov Bridge although I daresay it�s probably been renamed the Trotsky bridge by now. Before the revolution steamers used to run up and down the river taking passengers who didn�t want to go by train. I was thinking we might be able to find one that will take us into Kazan.�
�Unless the Bolsheviks have blockaded the river,� Paul said, wondering just when Valentine had started thinking about a steamer.
�I don�t see why they should,� Valentine said, sucking noisily on his tea. �After all, they�re on the offensive and anyone coming down river will be behind the Bolshevik lines. It�s the Whites who are under attack.�
�What about someone trying to reinforce Kazan?�
�And cross miles of enemy territory to do it?� Valentine asked.
�People going over to the Whites, then,� Paul suggested. �To get away from the Bolsheviks.�
�It was your idea to find a steamer,� Valentine said, but that is more likely. If we do find one I expect we�ll be fired on, but I suppose you�re used to that.�
Even if he was it was hardly something Paul had gone through by choice. Not that he could see there was much of one now. He�d only been putting forward objections because Valentine had claimed to have had the idea of a steamer first.
The train whistle blew and they climbed back aboard. Most of the passengers appeared to have got off at Murom and, although a few more had boarded, there were seats to spare as he passed back through the carriages to give Sofya the bread he had brought from the restaurant. He found her drinking tea made with water boiled in the samovar at the end of the carriage and sharing a meal with the peasant woman. Small parcels of wrapped cheese and cucumber, cooked potato and beets, lay spread across their laps. The chicken was still sitting on Sofya�s lap, clucking contentedly as it pecked at stray morsels of food.
Sofya looked inquiringly at his unappetising lump of rye bread. �Pasha,� she said, taking it, �that was thoughtful.�
He went back to where Valentine was sitting, feeling even more hungry than he had been before.
They crossed the Ok� and then the Tyosha River. The train rumbled on at its pedestrian pace, accompanied by a dirt road that paralleled the track. In the late afternoon they ran south-east through a wheat district. There wasn�t much traffic on the dirt road, just the occasional cart and a few peasants on foot walking between villages. The golden fields of wheat stretched away either side of the track, undulating in the breeze and bowed down under the heavy weight of their ears. Mesmerised, Paul stared at it for hours until dusk began to fall. It would be harvest in a week or two and the fields full of toiling peasants, scything down a crop that this year they would regard as their own, to sell as they pleased. What would Bolshevik ideology have to say about that?
As darkness fell the passengers began making themselves comfortable, stretching out across the hard wooden seats or lying in the aisle. Some time after midnight Paul left Valentine snoring quietly, his head resting against the window, and carefully stepping over prone bodies made his way to Sofya�s carriage. The peasant woman had stretched herself out over a pair of vacant seats, her chicken nestled in the crook of her arm. It opened a wary eye as Paul passed. Across the aisle, Sofya had curled into a foetal ball, her head cradled by her bag. He leaned over her and gently shook her shoulder. She woke with a start. He put his finger to his lips and slid into the seat as she moved her legs.
�What is it?� she whispered.
�The letter. I need it back.�
�Now?�
�Valentine thinks I still have it.�
�Then why give it to me?� she asked irritably.
�Is it still in the belt?
�No. I took it out in case I had to get rid of it quickly.�
�Give it to me then.�
She scowled at him again and twisted round and tried putting her hand down the front of her sarafan. But the neck of the garment was too small and she could only get her hand down as far as her wrist. �I can�t reach it. I�ll have to unbutton my dress.�
�Here?�
She looked at him theatrically and sighed. �No, in the lavatory, of course. I�ll take it off and give you the belt back while I�m at it. It�s under my slip now so it wouldn�t show. Do you want some tea first? We can get water from the samovar.�
�You�ve got tea?�
�Oksana gave it to me,� she said, nodding towards the sleeping woman across the aisle. �She�s been very kind. She shared her food with me and gave me some tea.� She rummaged in her bag, took out a tin mug and a little pouch of tea, shaking some of the dusty leaves into the mug. Paul followed her down the aisle to the samovar set on a shelf outside the provodnik�s tiny compartment.
Sofya filled the mug with hot water and stirred it with the grubby spoon that hung from a chain.
�You first,� Paul said as she offered him the mug.
Paul waited while Sofya sipped the tea, glancing through the open door at the prone figure of the large female provodnik, dressed in a creased railway uniform and asleep on her bunk. Next to her tiny cabin was the lavatory. The door was closed but he didn�t have to see inside to know what sort of a state it was in. The smell advertised its condition.
Sofya gave him the mug and he finished the tea. She opened the lavatory door and looked inside. The floor was awash.
�I won�t take my dress off in there,� she said adamantly, her face wrinkled with a fastidiousness that six months of living in squalor hadn�t managed to eradicate.
�Then just unbutton it and get the letter out,� he said.
The provodnik stirred and Paul pushed Sofya through the door. She lifted her feet as she went in, grimacing. �Pasha!�
Paul followed her in and closed the door behind them. He tried washing out the mug in the small basin but no water came out the faucet, confirming his suspicions as to what the liquid sloshing across the floor was. Sofya turned her back to him, twisting and turning in her attempt to reach the letter.
�Pull your dress up,� he said.
She threw him a baleful look, began to hoist the hem of the dress then stopped.
�I can�t,� she said. �I�m not wearing anything under my slip.�
�For God�s sake! Take it off, then. I�ll wait outside.�
She looked at the urine slopping across the floor with the rocking of the train. �In here? It�ll get soaked.�
There was a knock on the door and he reached for the handle, holding it closed.
�Is everything in order?� the provodnik asked through the door.
�A moment, please,� Paul called. �Quickly,� he hissed at Sofya. �Take it off. I�ll close my eyes.�
The provodnik rapped on the door again. �Who is in there?�
Paul leaned his weight against the door. �Come on,� he whispered urgently.
�You�ll have to do it,� she said. She moved towards him, unbuttoning the top of the dress and pulling the neck out with her fingers.
�Turn around then,� he said and reached over her shoulder and down the front of her dress, his fingers brushing her throat.
�It�s lower,� Sofya said, her neck colouring.
Paul felt her collarbone and then the small swell of her breasts. He tried to feel for the letter without seeming gratuitous about it. His fingers brushed against a nipple and she shivered. He touched the top of the envelope and pushed his hand deeper, accidentally cupping her left breast in his hand as he did so.
�What are you doing?� Sofya hissed.
The door pushed in behind him and he stumbled, almost knocking Sofya over. He still had his hand down her dress as they turned towards the outraged face of the provodnik.
�What is going on?�
Sofya blushed scarlet and Paul withdrew his hand, pulling the letter with it.
�Degenerates!� the provodnik shouted. �Get out. Get out! Get of here.�
Sofya rushed past her, mortification masking her face. Paul hurried after her, avoiding the provodnik�s eyes.
Back in her seat Sofya refused to look at him. She turned her head to the window and stared into the blackness beyond.
Paul sat next to her. His hand was shaking. Something had happened to him�� to them�� in the lavatory. He kept staring at his hand, the one he had put down Sofya�s dress.

34

In the early hours the train stopped at a small station and the peasant woman gathered her belongings. She stood over them, lit by the dim carriage light and smiled down at the sleeping Sofya before hoisting her chicken under her arm and waddling off. At some point Sofya had turned from the window and put her head on Paul�s shoulder. Numb and stiff from sitting in the same position, he remained still, not wanting to disturb her. He was hungry but the station lay in darkness and there were no peddlers on the platform selling food. After a while the train began to move again and he supposed he must have dropped off to sleep because the next time he opened his eyes the first light of dawn was streaking the sky. The sun came up and he judged their direction to be north-east. Beside him Sofya stirred, looked at him sleepily as if for a moment not quite sure who he was, then averted her eyes.
�Did you sleep?� he asked.
�A little,� she mumbled.
�Are you hungry?�
�Do you have anything?�
�No.�
�Then why ask?� She looked across the aisle.
�She got off,� Paul said. He put a hand on her arm. �What happened��
�Do not speak of it,� she said.
�I did not mean��
Sofya�s eyes flashed and he stopped.
She rummaged in her bag and pulled out the piece of bread he had brought her from the restaurant the day before.
�Here,� she said, passing him the bread and taking a wilted piece of cucumber and a twist of paper from the bag. She broke the cucumber in half and opened the paper to reveal a little mound of salt.
�An offering?�
�You remember? Bread and salt?� She dipped her cucumber into the salt and bit the hard bread, chewing it less than daintily. �The traditional welcome for travellers?� she said through a mouth full of bread and cucumber. She held the twist of paper out to him. �Don�t you remember when we used to go to our estate?�
�On the Sea of Azov,� he said.
�It always sounded so romantic. The Sea of Azov.�
He supposed so. He had never thought much about it before.
�All the servants would stand in line when we arrived and offer us bread and salt in welcome. Remember?�
�Yes, I remember.�
�Oh, Pasha,� she suddenly said, �they burnt it. The house, they burned it to the ground. Why did they do that? What has happened? What did we do to deserve this?�
Paul munched his cucumber and chewed at the stale bread. He could have given her the ideological reasons, austere and arid as they were; justifications for violent action as he had heard them quoted by his mother�s circle of bourgeois leftists. Or he might even have repeated the political mantras of class hostility he had learned from Jacobs during the interminable hours they had spent together in the shell-hole�� language he now knew had its roots more often in envy and jealousy than in any reasonable demand for social equality. But none of that dealt with individuals. None of that could explain or excuse what it must feel like to stand amid the ashes of your own house, or to have your home expropriated simply because fate had dictated you were the unwitting recipient of an unequal share of the product of an unjust system.
So he could say nothing to her to explain what had happened. And who was he to do so anyway? She knew more about the situation and the arguments than he did. What she was looking for was appeasement, something that might mollify the feeling of injustice she felt. Telling her that injustice was what the vast majority had always suffered was not good enough. Besides, what was Sofya other that one small person unfairly injured by an unstoppable cataclysm? If he looked out of the train window he would see dozens more at every stop. And really, was what had happened to her any less fair than what had happened to the downtrodden under the autocracy? He didn�t suppose so. But then neither did the one excuse the other.
He took her hand, half-expecting her to pull away. But she didn�t. She sighed and gazed out at the never-ending land that stretched to a seemingly limitless horizon. What were they in the infinity that was Russia? Two souls lost in its vast expanse. From that perspective what did they, or any of their fellow passengers come to that, really matter?

It was late in the morning when the train pulled into the station at Alat�ir. They had been travelling for more than twenty-four hours and he was tired and hungry and numb from the hard seating. And it would be still another ten hours to Kazan, had the train been going that far. They would have to get off before that, sometime in the afternoon before they reached the front. At Sviy�zhsk, Valentine had said. But it was still some eight hours away.
They climbed down from the train. Valentine was standing on the platform and walked towards them. Behind him, troops were spilling out of the front carriages.
�Sofya Ivanovna,� he said offering a mock bow. �I hardly expected to see you again so soon.�
�Or at all?� she asked tartly. �Am I still to call you Olyen this far from Petersburg, or are you known as something else in this region?�
Valentine merely smiled. �The restaurant is open,� he said. �I suggest we get something to eat.�
They edged past a knot of soldiers standing outside the door arguing with each other about whether they could afford to eat, and found a table.
�How far from the front are we?�
�About two hundred versts,� Valentine said. He glanced at the troops hovering outside the door. �I suppose they spent all their money in the station restaurant at Murom. They don�t look as keen to get to the front as they did in Moscow. Perhaps they�ve heard how Trotsky treats those not showing enough resolve.�
�How does he treat them?� Sofya asked, looking at the menu.
�He shoots them.�
She shrugged. �My brother always said that�s what we should do when they wouldn�t fight, so nothing much has changed for them, has it?�
Paul could just picture his little cousin behind the conscripts, prodding them towards the front like cattle. That would have been Mikhail all over, keeping someone else between him and the guns. �I thought that�s what they did do,� he said.
�They tried,� said Sofya, �and the soldiers deserted.�
�The difference with Trotsky,� said Valentine, �is that it�s not just those who won�t fight he executes. He shoots every tenth man in any unit not showing the requisite courage.�
�Why don�t they mutiny here?�
�He doesn�t rely on ordinary soldiers to do the shooting. He has political commissars and a Bolshevik core only too happy to do the job.�
A waitress came to the table. They asked her what was available and she pointed at the menu. They ordered everything.
�No shortage of food here,� said Sofya, eating fresh bread and wiping butter from her chin.
Paul worked his way through a plate of blinis, looking at the soldiers still debating whether or not they could eat.
�Where are their officers?�
Valentine had a bowl of borsht. �They all wear the same uniform these days. The new Red Army has abolished signs of rank. Every man is a comrade now, equal in the sight of the state. As long as they do what the commissar says, that is.�
�What rank is a commissar?�
�He�s the political officer. He outranks everyone. No order is issued without his agreement and if he thinks the officers aren�t sufficiently revolutionary, he removes them. He gestured towards a thin bespectacled youth arguing with a man behind the counter. Despite being in uniform, he looked more like a student than a warrior. He was shouting and took his revolver from its holster and placed it on the counter.
�That�ll be a commissar,� Valentine said. �Negotiating free food for the men, no doubt.�
The man behind the counter looked down at the gun and then at the waitress who was waiting nervously at his shoulder. He nodded vigorously.
�Of course,� the man said to the commissar, �but of course, comrade.�
�It was the same after the Revolution in Petersburg,� Sofya said. �You couldn�t get on a tram for the crowds of soldiers and sailors riding for free. Everyone else had to pay, of course. They�re nothing but bandits.�
�Lower your voice,� Valentine warned.
She glared at him.
The commissar waved to the men at the door and they filed inside filling the empty tables.
They looked like conscripts to Paul. He had seen enough of their kind on the western front to recognise the type, close enough to the fighting now for all their initial bravado to leech away. They had the dull blank faces of village youths, still pliant enough to walk towards the guns when ordered to do so. That would make them the perfect soldiers from any commander�s point of view.
They ate until they were full, pooling their money to pay the bill. Valentine sorted through the assortment of coin and paper.
�Start getting rid of your accounting tokens. Any Kerenski roubles, too. They may not take them in Kazan and they certainly won�t want the Bolshevik money.�
There may have been a revolution but Paul had noticed how most people still preferred to be paid in the old imperial rouble, no matter whose head was on the note.
The train steamed east again, out of Alat�ir. After ten minutes Valentine excused himself, making his way towards the carriages that held the troops. He was gone some time and when he returned he gestured for Paul to sit beside him.
�I�ve been talking to one of the officers. They�ve all got copies of this.� He handed Paul a printed news sheet:
The Fifth Army has been assigned the task of taking Kazan. Our enemy is trying to break through from Kazan to Nizhny Novgorod, Perm, Vyatka and Vologda, to link up with the Anglo-French troops, and to crush the heart of the workers� revolution � Moscow. But before Kazan stand the workers� and peasants� regiments of the Red Army. They know what their task is: to prevent the enemy from taking a single step forward: to wrest Kazan from his grasp: to throw back the Czech mercenaries and the officer-thugs, drown them in the Volga, and crush their criminal mutiny against the workers� revolution. In this conflict we are using not only rifles, cannon and machine guns, but also newspapers. For the newspaper is also a weapon. The newspaper binds together all units of the Fifth Army in one thought, one aspiration, one will. Forward to Kazan!

It was signed L.�Trotsky.
�Not the sort of thing they circulated on the western front,� Paul said. �Czech mercenaries and officer-thugs? Drown them in the Volga�?�
�Quite,� said Valentine.
�Not that many of those fellows we saw back in the restaurant will be able to read it. Their officer said most of them are illiterate.�
�If Trotsky�s in the habit of shooting them if they don�t advance,� Paul said. �I should imagine they�ll get the message even if they can�t read.�
�It�s like his speeches.�
�The point is,� said Paul, �we�ve still got to get through this Fifth Army somehow. Did you find out if they�ve blockaded the Volga or not?�
�Yes, they�ve got a flotilla of steamers on it under Raskolnikov.�
�Who�s he?�
�One of the Kronstadt sailors who helped the Bolsheviks seize power.�
�Well if they�ve got the steamers, how are we going to find one to take us through their flotilla?�
�Take one of theirs?� Valentine suggested.
�And how do you propose we do that? We�d have to get right up to the lines first.�
�I assume the train will run to the lines.�
�That will mean staying on it. How can we do that without raising suspicion?�
Valentine smiled at him in that smug way of his that Paul was beginning to find irritating.
�I sort of gave the officer I was talking to the impression we�ve been sent by the Central Committee to rebuild the Party apparatus once Kazan has fallen. He swallowed it, so it might be enough to get us to the lines.�
�But Trotsky�s there!� Paul objected. �He�ll have people with him ready to do that, surely? They won�t believe us without specific orders� proper documentation��
�We�ve only to bluff our way as far as the lines,� Valentine said. �I�m not planning on introducing myself to Trotsky. Once we�re off the train and find ourselves a steamer it won�t matter. And we�ll have the element of surprise.�
We�ll have bullets in the back our heads, Paul felt like saying. If they were caught, they�d be taken for the kind of officer-thugs Trotsky had written about. Or worse, agents of the Anglo-French invasion. They�d be shot out of hand. What they�d do to Sofya didn�t bear thinking about.

They were still some versts before the station at Sviy�zhsk when the provodnik came through the carriages with a soldier telling anyone who wasn�t with the army that they would have to get off the train.
�That�s the officer I spoke with,� Valentine said, pulling out his Party Card. �He�s in charge of the unit.�
When they reached him Valentine waved his card at the officer and said they�d be staying on the train.
�Military only,� the officer said.
�But Party workers�?� Valentine protested.
�You�ll have to talk to the political commissar, comrade. All I know is military personnel only. Anyone political is up to him.�
Valentine looked out of sorts. �What now?� Paul asked. �Talk to the commissar?�
�Not him,� Valentine said vehemently. �He�d ask too many awkward questions. We don�t want to arouse suspicion. We�ll get off at the station at Sviy�zhsk and see how the land lies.�
There was only a handful of passengers left to get off at Sviy�zhsk and as soon as a detachment who had been waiting on the platform boarded, the train left the station again, running north briefly before crossing the Volga over the new Romanov Bridge.
Outside the station they found half-a-dozen droshkys waiting for passengers who wanted to go into the town, some distance east on the banks of the Sviyaga River, one of the Volga�s tributaries.
The nags in the shafts and the men driving them all looked to Paul like the rejects left after the Red Army had conscripted anything of possible use. Valentine walked along the line looking at the drivers and chose a particularly grizzled one. Valentine asked him how far it was to Sviy�zhsk.
�Eight versts. Where are you staying?�
�We�ve not made arrangements yet.�
�Pity,� said the driver as they climbed up behind him.
�Are there rooms to be had?�
�Not unless you�re army.� He snapped the reins and the horse reluctantly began to move.
�Nothing?� said Valentine. �Anything will do.�
�Not unless you�re army,� the driver repeated.
�Weren�t there steamers on the river?� Valentine said as if it had just occurred to him. �We could stay on one of them.�
�All requisitioned by the army for their flotilla.�
�All of them? There must be something, surely. If there are no rooms� Weren�t there any boats the army didn�t take?�
�Maybe there is, maybe there isn�t,� the driver said. �Nothing a lady would want to stay on.�
�We don�t mind roughing it for a night or two, do we?� Valentine said turning to Paul and Sofya.
�No,� said Paul automatically.
�Where is the flotilla?�
The driver turned in his seat and sized them up while the horse plodded on. His eyes lingered on Sofya.
�On the Sulitsa beyond the Sviyaga. The front line is just across river from there. You�re not army, then?�
�Us?� said Valentine as if the idea was ridiculous. �No, we�re in the grain business.�
�Well, if you�re here to buy wheat then the army�s got all that, too.� He spat to one side of the carriage.
�The army�s in the town, you say?�
�All over it,� the driver replied, gazing steadily at Valentine. �It makes food difficult to find. Prices are high.�
�That�s the way of it with the army,� Valentine sympathised. �We�re happy to pay you for your trouble, if you can find us accommodation.�
�It won�t be cheap.�
�That�s no problem,� Valentine assured him. �You see,� he said slowly after a pause, �we were hoping to get to Kazan� But I suppose the army is on the left bank of the Volga, too?�
�From Vasilyevo to north of Gruzinskoye. They say they�re going to retake Kazan.�
�When?�
�Any day.�
The droshky driver pulled the carriage to a halt. High on a bluff, Sviy�zhsk�s towers and domes rose above its other buildings pointing heavenward. Beyond the town, two tributaries of the Volga flowed darkly to join it from the south. On the far bank of the furthest river Paul could make out the tents of the army camp and a line of steamers moored to the bank.
�That�s the Sviyaga. The Sulitsa�s beyond it where the army�s camped with the flotilla.� He stared at Valentine pointedly. �Did you still want to go into town?�
�You mentioned there may be something if we didn�t mind roughing it? As I said, we�re happy to pay you for your trouble.�
�Only a fool refuses money,� the driver said.
�Accounting tokens, Kerenski or roubles?�
�No tokens or Kerenski.�
�Roubles it is.�
�Times were hard then,� the driver ruminated, �but a man knew where he stood.�
Valentine turned to Paul. Paul sighed, remembering the Finns. He had little left except the gold imperials Sofya was still wearing. He handed over his remaining notes.
�Here,� said Valentine to the driver, counting out the money. Will this help?�
�I know a man who has a boat. You said you wouldn�t mind a boat?�
�Just what we�re looking for,� said Valentine.
The driver spat again. He cracked the reins and turned the droshky off the main road onto a side track.
�That�s what I thought.�
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�Kazan? They say they will be there in a few days. Why not wait, go in after they�ve retaken the city?�
They were in the cramped saloon of a small steamer. The room was nothing more than a rough wooden structure built onto the deck of the boat, but big enough to hold a table and a few chairs. Sofya had dropped into one, looking hungry and exhausted. Paul and Valentine were standing at one end, at the foot of a few steps that led up into the captain�s wheelhouse. His name was Vasily Malinovsky. The droshky driver had told them that Malinovsky used to run up and down the Volga, carrying sightseers and a little cargo but had lost his business when the Bolsheviks came.
The steamer was called the Lyena, a diminutive of Ilyena, the name of Malinovsky�s wife. It wasn�t a very large boat and Paul wasn�t sure if either it or its captain was river-worthy; Malinovsky was an unkempt and bleary-eyed shambles of a man. If the empty vodka bottles lying around the floor of the small saloon could be taken as evidence, the captain was awash with enough alcohol to float his Lyena. It was floating but that seemed about as much as the steamer was capable of, since on boarding they had had to step over what Paul took to be a miscellany of engine parts.
Malinovsky had greeted them suspiciously, running a grimy hand over the stubble of his chin, and Valentine had approached the subject of what it was they wanted obliquely. Paul knew Valentine was being cautious, sounding out the man, not wanting to tip his hand� but then, if they weren�t all in the same boat, so to speak, trying to avoid the Bolsheviks, what were they doing hidden under the trees up a side channel of a tributary of the river?
Tired of the prevarication he suddenly interrupted.
�By then it will be too late.� Valentine�s glared at him but Paul pressed on regardless. �We need to get into Kazan ahead of the Red Army.�
Malinovsky�s eyes darted around his wheelhouse as if he suspected a trap. �Ahead of the army? Why would you want to do that?�
�To contact the Czechs,� Paul said.
�You�re not Czechs.�
Having got in the same boat, Paul decided to take the metaphor a step further and burn it. �We�re British,� he said.
Valentine groaned.
Malinovsky�s bleary eyes opened wider. �You�re with Kappel?�
�Who�s Kappel?�
�The commander of the People�s Army of Komuch in Kazan.�
�Komuch,� Paul said. �Yes, we�re with Komuch.�
�My wife�s in Kazan,� Captain Malinovsky told them morosely as if it were pertinent to the conversation. �When the Red Army retreated some local militia commandeered my boat. They didn�t give me time to fetch her and my son.�
�You�ll want to get back to them then,� Paul said.
�Why didn�t they keep this boat for their flotilla?� Valentine demanded.
�The engine,� said Malinovsky. �They burnt out the piston rings pushing her too hard. I told them to slow down, Lyena�s an old lady, she needs rest now and then. She�s not used to hurrying. They panicked. I told them we�d burn out her rings if we kept the pace up but they told me to shut up or they�d shoot me.�
�So the engine won�t work?� Valentine said, when he could get a word in.
�Seized up before we reached Sviy�zhsk. I got her this far and was waiting for parts when Kappel and the Whites attacked. If they�d taken Sviy�zhsk I could have got the parts and gone back to Kazan but the Latvian Riflemen pushed them back��
�Latvians?�
�The Lettish Rifles,� Malinovsky said. �They were with Vacietis, the Volga front commander. Trotsky arrested him when some of his men refused to fight. That�s when the devil started shooting them, every tenth man. After that the Latvians regrouped and stopped Kappel. What was that? Five days ago?� He passed a hand across his mouth as if a drink might lubricate his memory. �I could have gone with Komuch but I didn�t want to leave my boat. The Reds would have stripped her for parts.�
�She won�t go then?� Valentine said.
�I just said, didn�t I?� Malinovsky complained. �I didn�t have the parts or I would have gone back to Kazan before the Reds regrouped.�
�And if you could get the parts,� Paul asked,� how long would it take to fix her? Could you get her fixed before they retake Kazan?�
Malinovsky eyes turned shifty.
�What�s the point?� said Valentine. �Where are we going to get the parts from? We�ll have to try another way.�
�Or is she already fixed?� Paul said, suspecting Valentine wasn�t the only one prevaricating. �You�ve already got the parts or you wouldn�t be hiding up this channel.�
�I�ve got the parts but if I fix her they�d take her off me,� Malinovsky persisted. �Anyway, it�s too late now. You�d never get past the flotilla. They�ve got three destroyers with them now.�
�Destroyers?� Paul said in alarm.
�From the Caspian Sea.�
�They�re little more than torpedo-boats really,� Valentine said as if he already knew about them. �They were part of the Baltic Fleet and have been upgraded to destroyer class. Admiral Cowan chased them off the Baltic so they were brought down here through the river system.�
�But they�re fast,� insisted Malinovsky. �We couldn�t outrun them. Or their guns.�
�What about your wife and son?�
�I�m going in after the Red Army retakes the city.�
�And what will you find after Trotsky�s army�s been through? What will they do to her?�
�Pavel!� cried Sofya from behind him in the saloon.
�It�s true,� wailed Malinovsky. �Lenin has told Trotsky to retake Kazan whatever the cost. They�ll bombard the city first, flatten it if necessary. Then there are all the Latvian pigs�� A tear rolled from one of his eyes and coursed a crooked path through his stubble.
�Not if you get in first,� Paul said. �You can pick up your wife and son and escape down the Volga.�
�We�d never get past the flotilla. If they caught us they�d steal her off me. How will I earn a living without my boat?�
Paul was about to say he wouldn�t need to. The Red Army would shoot him. But it was hardly the time to bring that up.
�We�ll pay you,� Paul offered. �What have you got to lose?�
Beside him Valentine seemed to have been stunned into silence by Paul�s sudden assertiveness. But, contrary to his own expectations, he had got this far. Kazan and the Czechs were only a few miles down the river and he was not inclined to let a rag-bag Red Army flotilla stop him from getting there.
�I haven�t got any more rouble notes,� he said to Valentine. �What have you got?�
�Me, old man?� Valentine said in English, sounding surprised. �I�m not the one with the money. Use the gold pieces C gave you.�
Malinovsky�s ears pricked up as if he might have learned an English word or two from British sightseers, �gold� being one of them.
Paul turned back to Sofya. �The belt?�
�What are you doing with it?� Valentine demanded.
Sofya stood up, looked around the saloon and pointed to a low door beside the steps up to the wheelhouse.�
�What�s down there?�
�My cabin,� Malinovsky said.
She opened it. Paul moved to help her.
�I�ll do it myself this time,� she said pointedly, climbing down the steps into the cabin.
Paul heard the chink of more bottles as she crossed the floor of the small cabin and a few moments later she came back up carrying the linen belt.
�Here,� she said handing it to Paul, smoothing down her dress, �I�m glad to be rid of the thing.�
Paul passed it to Valentine who passed it back before taking the Malinovsky�s arm and steering him aside to negotiate a price.

Paul and Sofya sat on the bank under the trees. The steamer was moored a few yards away. Malinovsky had begun the repairs and was bent double in the engine compartment by the boiler, refitting the odd pieces of machinery that had been lying around. Valentine was standing over him, displaying, as far as Paul could see, either an unsuspected talent for mechanics or a lingering suspicion of Malinovsky�s motives.
In his saloon, looking over his charts of the Volga, the captain had told them what he knew about Kappel and the People�s Army of Komuch. Vladimir Kappel had apparently turned up in Samara after it had been taken by the Legion and the fledgling People�s Army of Komuch in June. He was a White cavalry officer and, along with other members of the old General Staff, had begun assisting Komuch in organising the People�s Army. At first, there was no more than a detachment of infantry, some mounted artillery, and a cavalry squadron of which Kappel was made commander. Although he was a monarchist and didn�t care much for the Social-Revolutionary ideas about military discipline, Kappel had nevertheless accepted Komuch�s conditions of service as long as he was able to fight the Bolsheviks. By July he had been made commander of all Komuch forces. Under him, and with the support of the local Legion detachments, the People�s Army had taken Kazan on 7th August. With the Red Army in disarray it had seemed as if there was little to stop the People�s Army�s march west on Sviy�zhsk, but Trotsky�s reorganisation of the Red forces had held Kappel at the Romanov bridge then pushed him back into Kazan.
Sofya, leaning on one elbow on the grass watching them work on the boat asked:
�Do you think we�ll get through?�
�Of course,� Paul said automatically. �With luck we can be past the flotilla before they realise what we�re doing. It�ll be dark and the current will help.�
There was no reason, of course, why the current shouldn�t help the army�s steamers, too, but he saw no reason to alarm her. Malinovsky, showing them his charts of the river and had outlined the Red Army�s positions. That had been enough to alarm anyone.

A mist crept along the river. It�s sluggish fingers reached over the swirling current and drifted with the eddies. Dusk had fallen but Paul knew six hours of true darkness was all they could count on. They had spent the evening in the saloon pouring over the charts again. They were rudimentary; according to Malinovsky, the detailed knowledge of the Volga, its shoals and underwater obstructions, were in his head. No one knew it like him, he boasted, and Paul had marvelled at the change that had come over the demoralised wreck of a man they had found on the boat that afternoon. He suspected Malinovsky had been at the vodka again. They had all taken a nip earlier, even Sofya, to stave off hunger pangs more than anything. There was nothing to eat on the boat and they had brought nothing with them. Malinovsky offered to go into Sviy�zhsk and buy food�� it could still be had, he said, despite the ruinous prices. With Paul�s imperial roubles in his pocket the captain now seemed game for anything, but Valentine vetoed the suggestion. Given what Malinovsky now knew, he wasn�t prepared to let the captain out of his sight.
He had already taken Paul to task for saying too much to Malinovsky. Paul had replied facetiously:
�You could always slit his throat and steal the boat.�
Valentine had hesitated, as if taking the proposal seriously. �Do you know how to operate it?�
Paul dropped the subject.
Malinovsky told them the Red Army on the Volga was divided into two groups�� the left group with the flotilla stretched along the lower reaches of the Sulitsa, south of the village of Savino to where the Sulitsa joined the Sviyaga and flowed into the Volga; the left group, on the north bank of the Volga, was sat across the railway line and along the banks of another tributary. Rumour in Sviy�zhsk had it, Malinovsky maintained, the army would move east and attack Kazan any day. They had artillery, armoured trains and cavalry to augment the infantry. The steamers that made up the flotilla, apart from the three destroyers from the Caspian, were a variety of craft. Some were bigger than Malinovsky�s Lyena and a few were even smaller, although none, to his knowledge, were large enough to mount artillery. That would have to be brought up by rail or overland along the dirt roads that connected the villages strung along the Volga. Or alternatively on the road a few versts further north that followed the railway line. Malinovsky had heard, although the captain couldn�t vouch for the truth of it, that there was another army straddling the railway line to the east of Kazan. He had heard them refereed to as the Arsk Group, under a man named Azin. These weren�t Bolsheviks but a revolutionary peasant army, Tartars and the like.
It struck Paul that all of Russia�s armies were peasant armies. It fell to that human mass to do the fighting whatever the case and whoever the commander. It was their fate to be picked up and wielded like a club; a brute force given as fodder to the artillery and machinegun and to be regarded in the final accounting as no more than casualty figures. No tsar, Bolshevik or White leader, as far as Paul was able to determine, thought of them as anything other than a resource, something to be exploited and expended as occasion demanded. It astounded him just how complaisant they always were, biting back only when pushed beyond endurance, and even then rarely. Now they had been recruited to fight each other, Bolshevik throwing them against White. He couldn�t help hoping that they would just refuse.
They were waiting for full darkness. Malinovsky said that if they could steam past the flotilla to where the Sviyaga and the Sulitsa joined the Volga, they would make good time once they caught the stronger current on the main river. The trick would be to get past the flotilla unchallenged. He still had the red flag they had made him fly when they had evacuated Kazan and, if they hoisted it, it might be enough to fool anyone watching and give them the head start they needed to Kazan. With the new engine parts he had fitted, Malinovsky bragged he could outrun anything else in the flotilla. Paul decided it was hardly the time to remind the captain that only that afternoon he had referred to the Lyena as an old lady who needed coaxing and frequent rest. There was little enough optimism around for Paul to crush any that did rear its head.
The Lyena had a shallow draught allowing Malinovsky to hug the bank as they passed under the town of Sviy�zhsk. Approaching the confluence of the Sviyaga and the Sulitsa, the lights of the Red Army camp showed through the trees. The engine chugged softly, voices from the camp carrying above it on the still air. The campfires stringing the bank through the trees shimmered like glowing links of a chain.
Paul squatted in the stern on a stack of timber by the boiler. He was wishing he had a gun of some description. A rifle would have been his first choice but he�d have taken his old army Webley in a pinch. They had taken that off him in Finland although he discovered Valentine had somehow managed to hang on to the pistol he had taken off Oblenskaya on the steamer. He was presently crouched in the bow with it, under the wheelhouse. Sofya was in the small saloon, having been told to keep her head down.
Paul had looked around the boat for a weapon but had found nothing more lethal than one Malinovsky�s large spanners. He grabbed it nevertheless. It might not be a lot of use but at least he could brain anyone who attempted to board the steamer. That was assuming they weren�t blown out of the water first.
Joining the Sulitsa, Paul felt the current quicken. Malinovsky steered the boat into the centre of the stream to catch the flow. A second later a challenge reached them from the far bank, calling on them to identify themselves. The night suddenly filled with an ominous silence except for the cough of the Lyena�s engine. Paul held his breath.
�The steamship Lyena,� Malinovsky shouted back, leaning out of the wheelhouse. �Joining the flotilla.�
The silence deepened. Then the voice called back, �Advance, Lyena.�
Malinovsky opened the throttle and the little steamer gathered speed with the current. To his right Paul saw the boats of the flotilla moored against the eastern bank, lights strung like pearls on their rails and smoke stacks. Past them loomed the larger outline of one of the destroyers. On the bank beyond, the camp was alive with movement. Shadowy figures flitted in and out of the trees. The Lyena�s engine was rattling noisily now, drowning all sound from the shore. Paul fed more timber into the boiler�s firebox as Malinovsky had told him to do and was half-choked by the smoke streaming aft from her stack.
Clearing the most easterly of the moored steamers, it must have become apparent that the Lyena had no intention of slowing and joining the rest of the boats. Paul waited for another challenge but could hear nothing above the beat of the Lyena�s engine and, just as he thought they had got away with it, a spotlight illuminated the river behind them and he heard a crack as sharp as a bullwhip.
The bulwark beside him splintered. An moment later something whined past his ear instantly followed by a second crack. Memories of the trenches came flooding back as he realised he was under fire. He brandished the spanner pointlessly then threw himself to the deck as the light ranged across the river. From the bank ahead of them the sound of a machinegun cackled like a maniac above the pounding engine. The wheelhouse glass shattered and the steamer seemed to judder as rounds hammered into her hull. The Lyena bucked and veered to starboard as she joined the main channel of the Volga, wallowing like a hippopotamus as the two currents converged. Malinovsky swung her towards the northern bank and the machinegun fire receded behind them. Paul raised his head above the bulwark, peering back along the river and listening for the sound of a chasing destroyer. The spotlight was uselessly ranging the southern bank and one of the campfires, set higher from the river, seemed to flare brighter as he watched. The boom of artillery followed, echoing over the water. He ducked again as the shell screamed overhead and splashed into the river beyond the bow. Another followed but without the spotlight the gunners could not get their range. The shell whined over their heads to port and exploded in the trees on the northern bank.
Paul fed the firebox then crawled for�ard, clattering down the steps into the saloon. He found Sofya crouched under the table, arms over her head. Another shell hit the water to aft throwing up a plume of spray and rocking the Lyena. Paul reached for Sofya. He put his arms around her and she pressed against him.
She was shaking and he remembered his first time under an artillery bombardment, hunkered down in a trench dugout. That had lasted an hour and a half, quaking the timbered walls and ceiling of the dugout with every explosion, threatening to bury them in mud.
�Have they hit us?� Sofya asked.
Paul looked up into the wheelhouse but could see nothing.
�I don�t think so,� he said. �They can�t get our range.�
And as he said it he realised the shelling had stopped. He crawled back aft and peered over the stern. He could hear nothing but the sound of their own engine. The spotlight had gone out. Paul thanked the Russian Orthodox God for the incompetence of the sailors manning it. To his amazement no destroyer had followed and he wondered if its commander had been ashore. If the navy was anything like the army he was familiar with, no one would dare do anything without orders.
The Lyena was hugging the north bank. He suddenly realised that if there were any forward units on the river they were steaming straight for them. He checked the boiler then went back through the saloon and up into the wheelhouse.
Malinovsky was at the wheel. The windows in front of him had been shattered and blood was running down his face onto his shirt.
�You�ve been hit,� Paul said.
�Glass, that�s all,� said the captain.
Paul held his shoulders and squinted at him through the gloom. Malinovsky�s left cheek had been lacerated and he had a wound on his neck that was pumping blood. Paul shouted for Sofya and took the wheel.
�Can you steer?� Malinovsky asked. Paul supposed he was about to find out. �Head for the centre of the river.�
Sofya came up to the wheelhouse, saw the blood and helped Malinovsky back into the saloon.
Paul turned the wheel away from the bank but too far. He spun it back to compensate. Through the broken glass he saw the bow was empty. Valentine had gone. Hit? He might be on the deck, or even gone overboard� Paul opened his mouth to shout when a hand fell on his shoulder and frightened him half to death.
�That was close,� said Valentine.
Paul�s heart missed a beat. �Are they following?�
�I don�t think so. How�s Malinovsky?�
�Cut. Flying glass. Sofya�s seeing to him.�
�Can you steer this thing?�
�As long as I don�t hit anything,� Paul said. �Can you?�
Valentine took the wheel. �I�ve done a bit. Go aft and see if you can see anything.�
�You�d best keep her mid-river,� Paul suggested. �They might have started moving troops up-river already.�
Valentine grinned. �Aye-aye, skipper.�
In the saloon Sofya was bandaging Malinovsky�s neck with strips torn from a shirt. The captain�s face was pale, his eyes black beads sunk deep in his head. Paul laid a hand on his shoulder and went aft to look back onto the dark river. He could see no lights and heard no sounds above the rhythmic chug of their own engine. He put some more timber in the firebox then, reaching for his cigarettes thought better of it. He didn�t suppose there were snipers like they had in the trenches, but a light on the river and the sound of an engine would be enough for a competent gunner to estimate their range. He put the cigarettes back in his pocket and made his way round to the wheelhouse again.
�It�ll be light by the time we reach Kazan,� Valentine said.
Looking east down-river, Paul saw the first faint suggestion of dawn. Somewhere ahead was the People�s Army of Komuch and the Legion. Another front line to pass through and with nothing more than a letter for cover.
Malinovsky came up into the wheelhouse, shouldered his way past Valentine and retook the wheel.
�How far is the railway station from the steamboat pier?� Valentine asked.
�On the Volga? Twelve, thirteen versts.�
�So far?�
�It�s the floodplain. In the spring the Volga and the Kazanka Rivers burst their banks. This time of year it�s dry enough but the Volga pleasure steamers always tied up at a pier near the mouth of the Kazanka. Before the fighting there used to be trams and carriages to take people into the city, but now�� he finished with a shrug.
�What about the Kazanka?� asked Paul.
�Yes, I can take her up the Kazanka, past the Admiralty. The railway bridge crosses the river just beyond it. North of the Zilantovski Monastery she bends around and runs parallel to the dam. If we can get through I can dock her near the Kazan Kremlin. It�s no more than a verst or two from there to the railway station. But if you�re thinking of taking a train east you�ll have to get through Azin�s army first. Your best bet will be down-river. That�s the way the Whites will go when the Red Army move up.�
�You think they�ll evacuate?,� Valentine asked. �They took the city from the Red Army. What makes you think they�ll give it up without a fight?�
�Trotsky,� barked the captain. �They didn�t take it from Trotsky. He�s come to take it back.�

A morning mist clung to the river and the floodplain. Out of it Kazan rose eerily on her hills. Paul had never been to the city. All he knew of Kazan was what he remembered from his school lessons. Those interminable hours spent in the classroom of the Rostov house in Petersburg, vying with Mikhail to answer the tutor�s questions on history correctly and always coming second-best. Some of it had stuck, such as the fact that Kazan had been founded by a Tartar Khan before being captured by one of the tsars. He remembered this chiefly because the tsar�s regent had risen against him and massacred all the Russians in the city. It was the sort of bloodthirsty detail that appealed to schoolboys. Fifty years later Ivan the Terrible had re-conquered Kazan but now Paul couldn�t recall if that monster had taken a belated revenge. He did know that later still the pretender, Pugatch�v, had destroyed the city and that Catherine the Great had rebuilt it. Now, after Lenin�s orders to Trotsky, unless the People�s Army of Komuch and the Czech Legion could stop them, it stood on the brink of a second destruction.
Malinovsky pointed through the mist to the mouth of the Kazanka River on the north shore and the steamboat pier beyond began to materialise in the dawn light. Beside it a tramway ran north-east towards a Tartar tower. To the west lay the centre of Kazan with its cathedral domes, mosques and towers.
They rounded a point and the Lyena began to wallow again as the current of the Kazanka fed into the Volga. Malinovsky swung the wheel and the steamer began to drift before her screw bit the water. She seemed to stop for a moment before turning her bow into the current. Now they were closer to the pier, Paul could see troops at the river�s edge watching their progress. Malinovsky had taken down the red Bolshevik flag they had been flying while passing the flotilla and run up in its place the tattered remnants of the white shirt Sofya had used to bandage his cuts. Seeing the troops, the captain leaned out of his wheelhouse and bellowed �Komuch,� at the top of his voice. The name hung on the air for an instant, then was swallowed by the thrum of their engine.
Two miles further on, as they approached the railway bridge, Paul saw a line of boats blockading the river.
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�He was here!� Sofya�s eyes were wide, her face flushed.
�Who was here?�
�My brother! Mikhail! He came with Colonel Kappel.�
�Mikhail is in the army?� That possibility was almost as big a surprise for Paul as the fact that they had reached Kazan.
�No, not in the army,� Sofya said breathlessly. �He came to take charge of the gold reserves.�
The guns opened up again. The Red Army was shelling the city from their positions on the Uslan Hill on the west bank of the Volga. They all ducked automatically. The shell whined overhead, exploding somewhere in the vicinity of the railway station and shaking the room.
�It�s true, old man,� Valentine said slipping into English while keeping his eyes on the ceiling as plaster began showering down like confetti. �I should imagine Kappel wants to make sure the reserves stay in Russian hands. He�s a monarchist, but since Komuch are the only Russians in this area fighting the Bolsheviks he�s thrown his hand in with them. Your cousin was attached to the Ministry of Finance so he�s the man Kappel�s brought to do the job.�
Paul thought Mikhail had been with the Ministry of the Interior, not Finance. He looked at Sofya but she seemed far too excited at having found her brother to be concerned about where he worked. As for Kappel� Paul could see what the general had to gain but wondered why the rump of the Constituent Assembly would do business with a monarchist officer and a reactionary representative of a tsarist ministry like Mikhail Rostov. But he had learned a lot in the past couple of days about the opposition to the Red Army and how the seemingly united anti-Bolshevik front cloaked a myriad of dissenting factions, all squabbling all over their own self-interest.
�You�ve seen him?� he asked Sofya.
�No, he�s already left.�
�They shipped the gold back to Samara,� Valentine said. �Your cousin went with it.�
Another rat leaving the ship, Paul thought.
The city was in chaos. The situation had deteriorated since they had arrived four days earlier. He had been up the Syuyumb�ka tower at first light that morning. The old Tartar construction was around two hundred and fifty feet high and dominated the Admiralteiskaya quarter. From the top one had a good view of Kazan and, more importantly, of the Volga and of Uslan Hill on the west bank. The Red Army had moved it�s artillery up under cover of darkness and now occupied the Uslan. On the east bank, what Malinovsky had called the Left Bank Group of the Fifth Army had advanced towards the mouth of the Kazanka. Although Paul couldn�t see them, he supposed Azin�s Arsk army had sealed the river and rail routes to the east.
The bombardment felt indiscriminate, although he didn�t doubt the Red Army had a purpose in the haphazard way they peppered various parts of the city with their shells. Terror. The poor citizen beneath the barrage had no idea where he might be safe. Initially it had seemed that their target was the Syuyumb�ka tower. But no sooner had one scrambled down from the observation point into the streets of the Admiralteiskaya, or took shelter under the walls of the Zilantovski Monastery, than the shells appeared to follow one with a disconcerting vindictiveness. They shelled the railway line and the station then, to show their lack of discrimination and favour, ranged east and gave the old Tartar quarter a pasting. What little that remained of Komuch�s army in the city had been almost encircled along with the few Czech detachments left. The only route out of Kazan now was by barge down the Volga, and there was no telling how long that would remain open given the approach of Raskolnikov�s flotilla. In the panic that had followed the start of the bombardment, anyone who could had already got out, including many of the White Russian officers who�d wasted no time decamping with what they could carry. Any equipment that couldn�t be loaded onto the barges had already been abandoned. As had many of the civilians who looked to the army for protection. News of the widespread arrests and executions by the Cheka in Petersburg and Moscow following the attempt on Lenin�s life had already reached the city. No one in Kazan was under the illusion that distance and lack of complicity would save them.
It was astonishing to Paul how quickly the fear he had felt four days earlier as they had steamed up the Kazanka�� fear that had vanished on realising that the blockade ahead of the Lyena was manned by Czech troops�� had returned. His short-lived sense of triumph at having reached his objective had barely survived the first day. Once the reality of the situation had dawned upon him, the fear was back, gnawing at his stomach like hunger pangs. But pangs that couldn�t be placated by a couple of pounds of black bread.

As soon as the Lyena had been boarded, Paul had given Masaryk�s letter to the officer in charge of the party. Initially truculent, the man�s attitude underwent a miraculous transformation. He immediately despatched a messenger and then hurriedly arranged an escort for the Lyena and, half an hour later, Paul was standing in a railway carriage in front of the commander of the Legion�s forces in Kazan, Colonel �e�ek.
There was something almost oriental about �e�ek, with his thin moustache and round face, bundled as he was in his rumpled grey uniform. But then Paul was willing to conceded that his euphoria at reaching Kazan, the city�s history and Tartar heritage, his exhaustion through lack of sleep and hunger, may all have combined to induce a confusion that bordered upon hallucination.
He gave the colonel a smart salute�� his due, Paul had thought despite his own civilian dress�� and had recited his rank and regiment, before attempting to explain his mission. This he did without direct reference to Cumming and the Foreign Service and made, he couldn�t help thinking, something of a hash of it. �e�ek listened attentively, gripping Masaryk�s letter in his fist as if it were a tangible link to his Czech homeland.
�You have come from General Poole? How close to Petersburg are they?�
Paul had to explain that he had not actually come through Archangel and had no current news of Poole�s whereabouts but believed him still to be in the northern port. �e�ek looked crestfallen. �I�m here to liaise with Admiral Kolchak,� Paul said. �Where can I find him?�
�In Japan,� said �e�ek.
�Still?� It had been weeks since Cumming had said Kolchak would be arriving.
�Of course,� �e�ek added, his voice heavy with irony, �the Russians might know more, if you can find any officers still left in Kazan to ask, that is.�
�e�ek then questioned Paul as to how they had managed to get through the Red Army lines, and had an aide take notes on the Red Army positions. Then he had excused himself, delegating the aide to see to the needs of Paul and his companions.
They were found rooms close to the railway station. The evacuation of Kazan following the failure of Komuch to take Sviy�zhsk and the reinforcement of the Red Army had left no shortage of accommodation in the city.
Valentine immediately hurried away to find out what he could about the gold reserves. Sofya went with him. She needed clothes, she said, to replace her sarafan, now stained with Malinovsky�s blood in addition to the rest of the dirt it had picked up on the journey. Paul, left alone, returned to �e�ek�s headquarters. He managed to persuade the Czech adjutant to put him on temporary attachment to �e�ek�s command with the rank of podkapitan�� the equivalent of staff captain�� and, to his relief, was at last able to swap his proletarian disguise for a Czech uniform.
Although the uniform boosted Paul�s own morale he soon discovered the Legion to be dispirited. They had been led to believe by the French liaison officer to the Legion, Major Guinet, that the arrival of the Allies in Archangel would open a route home for them to the west. They had taken Simbirsk and Kazan on this understanding. That Poole had made little or no progress towards them to form a unified front left them feeling betrayed.
With �e�ek�s permission Paul had toured Kazan�s defences and talked to the men. News of his arrival had preceded him and the first question he had to answer was always �When are the allies arriving?� Paul had never been much good at prevaricating in English and his attempts at evasion in Russian were as transparent as glass. His Czech, of course, was non-existent. He wondered if the other Paul Ross, the Czech speaker, might have handled himself better, although suspected the man was as likely as not to have taken advantage of the situation, sat the depressed Legion officers down to a game of cards and relieved them of their pay.
What was clear whatever language was used was that the men were sick of fighting other people�s battles. Their enemy was the Austro-Hungarian empire. Russians were regarded as fellow Slavs�� peasants and proletarians like themselves. Fighting alongside them on the eastern front, the Czechs and Slovaks had been as open to Bolshevik propaganda as their Russian comrades. They believed revolution was an idea worth fighting for; hadn�t they all had enough of emperors and autocracies? Now they were beginning to wonder if the agitators had not been right. How had it happened that they were required to fight for European allies whose only assistance came in the form of dubious promises? And fight alongside many Russian officers who had served the former tsar and wanted nothing more than to replace him with whatever Romanov grand duke might be found who had survived the Bolshevik purge� The ordinary Russian soldier conscripted by Komuch to fight beside them had deserted at the first opportunity. They had disappeared either to get back to the land (it was harvest time, after all) or to go over to the Reds.
Paul had had no answers for them. Corporal Jacobs, his companion in the shell-hole, might have had some although Paul suspected even he might have had second thoughts had he seen what Paul had in Petersburg. So all Paul could do was make the best of it. Like �e�ek, and do his duty. If there was no longer a need to contact Sofya�s brother, and he was in no position to liaise with the tardy Poole, then Paul thought the least he could do was stay with the Czechs until the equally tardy Kolchak arrived. As for the gold reserves, Komuch had already decided that they would be safer back in Samara once again�� the city from whence they had been removed to prevent them from falling into Czech hands. Now the gold wagons were moving east once more, Paul was quite happy to let Mikhail and Valentine worry about them. That seemed to free him of all his obligations.
Except for the one he had placed upon himself.
He had Sofya to consider. And, to his surprise, he found he was considering Sofya most of the time.

Their rooms were shabby. Empty, yet full of an aura of having been left in a hurry. Some food remained in cupboards and unwashed plates and a few cooking utensils in the sink. Abandoned clothes lay scattered about the flat. Sofya sorted through them with her new-found pragmatism for salvaging anything that might be of use. She saved a winter coat thoughtlessly discarded in a summer panic, and some worn but still serviceable underwear for Paul. Valentine, she said, could forage for himself.
Which was just what he had been doing. Discovering that Mikhail was now with the gold reserves had altered Valentine�s attitude to Sofya. It seemed to Paul that Valentine now thought he needed to cultivate Sofya as a means of being introduced to Mikhail. He had already introduced himself to what remained of the Komuch administration in Kazan�� which wasn�t much as most of government officials who had travelled from Samara following Kazan�s capture had promptly decamped again with the White officers and their army. Borrowing Masaryk�s letter, Valentine had managed to acquire some sort of accreditation as an ad hoc emissary of the Allies.
�We need to get to Samara,� Valentine had said in much the same way as he had declared the need to get out of Petersburg. They were sharing a meal made from the few provisions Sofya had been able to buy in the increasingly chaotic city. �There are no trains. Azin has taken the villages to the north-east and cut the line. The river is the only way out. We ought to find Malinovsky.�
�He�s gone,� Sofya said. �He collected his wife and son as soon as we arrived and left.�
�It�s too late for any boat that�s still up the Kazanka anyway,� Paul added. �They won�t get past the mouth of the river now. If the artillery on Uslan Hill doesn�t sink them, Raskolnikov�s flotilla will machinegun them before they get to the pier. All that�s left are the barges moored lower down the Volga, for the Czech retreat.�
�How long can they hold out?� Sofya asked.
�A day or two, no more.�
�No chance of relief, I suppose?� Valentine asked gloomily.
�None. They had their chance when Kappel came up from Simbirsk to take Sviy�zhsk. It was the Lettish Rifles that stopped him.�
He looked pointedly at Valentine. It had been the Lettish Rifles Reilly had tried to subvert in Moscow, after they had supposedly become disaffected following the arrest of the SR leaders. Vacietis, the Volga front commander, had warned Trotsky to withdraw them from the Kazan front and had been arrested for his pains. Trotsky had begun decimating his own men until the Lettish Rifles had stiffened enough to turn Kappel back from Sviy�zhsk.
�Now we�re outnumbered at least four to one,� Paul went on. �The whole front has collapsed. Without more men and equipment the Komuch army hasn�t got a hope.�
�And the Legion?� Valentine asked.
��e�ek�s already been cut off from the units on the railway east of Kazan. His only hope is to reach Samara.�
�Then we need to go with him.�
�I�ve already arranged it,� Paul said. �We�re to be at the barges in the morning.�
Sofya smiled at him and reached a hand across the table.
Valentine raised an eyebrow. �Well done, old man.�
�But we�ll have to be ready early,� Paul said.

There had been no danger of oversleeping. The bombardment began again before dawn. Paul hadn�t slept much anyway. Since discovering that Mikhail had recently been in the city, Sofya�s spirits had risen and they had talked until midnight, sitting on a battered sofa and sharing what was left of Paul�s cigarettes.
�I didn�t know you smoked,� he said as she reached for the one he had just lit and placed it between her lips.
�It was very fashionable with society ladies,� she said drawing in the smoke, then coughing. She looked critically at the cheap Russian brand. �But not things like this! We used to smoke good Russian cigarettes, or even English. You could buy many English goods before the war.�
�I can�t imagine they encouraged it at the Smolny Convent,� Paul said.
She inhaled tentatively again. �No, but all the girls used to do it. It was thought sophisticated.�
�In the trenches,� he said, �it was thought indispensable. The men�s one luxury. If you don�t count hot meals.�
�Was it terrible, Pasha?�
�Sometimes I think it was preferable to this. At least there one knew who the enemy was.�
�Not Valentine anymore,� she said, giving him a mischievous look.
�No, he�s changed his tune. Now we�re clear of the Bolsheviks.�
Only he wasn�t clear of the Bolsheviks. What he was, he found a few hours later, was still on the sofa, stretched out and alone. He had fallen asleep. Sofya had gone to bed. He sat bolt upright, wide awake as the artillery bombardment began again.
It was still dark and an explosion in a nearby street was followed by a crash in the room next door. Valentine emerged half-dressed and nursing his shin.
�They�re getting closer.�
�We need to get going,� Paul said.
He woke Sofya. They carried their few belongings in bags and bundles out into the greying dawn light. People were running aimlessly through the rubble trying to escape the shells. The trams that had run across the floodplain to the steamer pier had long since ceased. There were no droshkys to be had and the only way to reach the river was on foot. Others were already ahead of them, hurrying across the meadows towards the Volga. On the far bank to the west, the flash of artillery pieces revealed the Red Army�s positions on Uslan Hill. The river was still in darkness but small twinkling lights, rising and falling with the current, betrayed the presence of Raskolinokov�s flotilla. Nearing the bank the ground underfoot became boggy. A crush of people had converged on the remaining barges, shouting and struggling towards the bank. Valentine, ahead of Paul and Sofya, reached into his waistband and withdrew Oblenskaya�s pistol.
A detachment of Legion soldiers with rifles and fixed bayonets held the crowd at bay, guarding the gangways onto the barges. The crowd milled in front of them, suitcases and bundles parrying the bayonets. Paul, in his Czech uniform with Sofya and Valentine in his wake, pushed to the front waving their authorisation papers above his head.
�From Colonel �e�ek,� he bawled at the soldier at the foot of the gangway. �We have passes.�
A officer behind the man reached past and took Paul�s authorisation. He read it and nodded.
�Three,� he said and the soldiers moved aside to let them up the gangway.
The barge was crowded with legionnaires. Some stood on the deck where they could, others lined the gunnels with their rifles pointing across the river. Edging between those on the deck, Paul gave the bundle he had been carrying to Sofya.
�You�d better find some cover. As soon as it�s fully light they�ll shell the boats.� He held his hand out to Valentine.
Valentine frowned. �What�s this?�
�I�m staying,� Paul said.
�Pasha!� Sofya cried.
�What? Don�t be stupid, old man. The city�s about to fall. You know what�ll happen if they catch you.�
�I was sent to join the Legion,� Paul said. �There are still units in the city. How can I leave them now?�
�But they�ll be getting out, too!� Valentine protested. �Besides, they�re stretched from here to Siberia. You can join some other unit, can�t you?�
�That�s not quite the point, is it.� Paul said.
�The point? What is the point?�
Another party boarded the barge and they had to shuffle along the deck to make room.
�Good God, man,� Valentine said. �C didn�t send you here to die like a rat in a trap.� He turned to Sofya. �Tell him, Sofya, make him see sense.�
Sofya dropped her bag and bundle. She grabbed his arms.
�Valentine�s right, Pasha.� She stared into his face, her own aghast. �There�s nothing you can do here! You can�t help anyone by dying. Come with us, please. We�ll find Mikhail. Isn�t that what you were supposed to do?�
What he was supposed to do hadn�t had much bearing on what he had been doing for some time. It seemed to Paul that all he had done so far was to run away. Here he had an opportunity to stop running, to turn and fight back. The �why� no longer seemed important.
�Make sure she finds Mikhail,� he said to Valentine.
Sofya clung to him. �No, Pasha. Come with us, please. For me. I want you to come with me.�
Paul eased her back. �I�ll find you again, Sofya. I promise.� He kissed her, pushed her gently towards Valentine and turned away.
From the bank he saw them looking at him, Valentine�s hands on Sofya�s shoulders. Her hands were clasped in front of her breasts as if in prayer. A shell whined overhead and a hundred yards along the bank an explosion threw up a mass of mud and grass. The crowd screamed and scattered. The gangway was hauled onto the deck and the barge�s engines coughed into life. The boat drifted away from the bank and turned with the current.
Paul watched it for a moment longer as the shelling crept closer. Then he turned towards the floodplain and Kazan again.
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Snow lay deep underfoot. Ice had formed thick against the riverbank and crept over the stream with an opaque frosting that concealed the torpid flow beneath. Along the bank, trees canted under the weight of snow like rows of stooped old men, dropping their load now and then with an accompanying whoosh that sounded like gasps of relief. Then stillness returned, ghostly white, a silence broken only by the crunch of snow under the men�s boots and the rasp of their frozen breath.
They kept to the bank of the river, following its bends and making east by the compass. Earlier the glow in the sky to the west, glimpsed through the trees, had been taken for the low sun. Now, with dusk approaching, it still glowed unnaturally bright. Not the sun, but some burning village.
Paul tucked the tails of his bashlyk hood into his coat against the cold. The snowstorm had caught them unprepared. They had been away from the train for two days, wandering disorientated through a forest that looked strangely different under snow. They had originally been attempting to outflank a detachment of Reds who were trying to outflank them and cut the line to their rear. Instead, they had found one of the units of partisans who now seemed to infest the forest like lice. One never knew which side they were on until they started shooting. Most held some sort of allegiance to the SRs but since the Social-Revolutionary split with the Bolsheviks in the summer many of the peasant groups had gone their own way. Some held no allegiance to anyone but themselves.
It had snowed again overnight, the temperature dropping even further. It was still dark with a rising wind when Lieutenant Capek, the officer in charge of the patrol, had got them on their feet before they�d been buried under the growing drifts. Tired and half-frozen, Paul had fallen in with the rest, chewing on a piece of dried meat from his dwindling rations while the lieutenant and his sergeant argued about which way the railway line lay. Finally settling on a north-west direction, they walked for an hour in silence, the sound of their progress muffled by the deep snow. When they blundered out of the trees into the small clearing, they had surprised themselves as much as the band of partisans they found camped there.
Capek hadn�t waited to ask questions. The firing started as soon as he saw the band. Paul pitched headlong into a drift, struggling to free his Mauser from the awkward wooden holster. The gun was a 7.63mm Czech issue semi-automatic, nicknamed the �broomhandle� from the fact the wooden holster doubled as a detachable shoulder stock. He hadn�t had it long but had already grown to hate it, forever stubbing his fingers on the rigid holster. Now, amid a chaos of rearing horses and running men, he struggled to get a gloved finger through the trigger-guard. By the time he had sent a few erratic shots into the mêl�e in front of him, two horses and half-a-dozen men were down in the reddening snow. The rest of the partisans had run for the trees. Paul emptied the Mauser after them for good measure and climbed to his feet. The Czech beside him didn�t get up. He was sprawled on his face, leaking a bloody stain from his head which was already freezing in the snow.
Paul bent over him and made sure he was dead, then joined the rest of the patrol in mopping up. Some muffled shots came from the trees and another, louder, rang through the clearing as someone put a wounded horse out of its agony. The rest, still tethered, reared in alarm.
The patrol had lost one man killed and another wounded. Eight partisans lay dead in the snow with another as good as, his lower jaw shot off and blood that showed no sign of stopping soaking into the collar of his coat. He was looking up at the circle of men standing over him, making a noise that was part scream and part gurgle. As he approached them, Paul wondered why the man wasn�t extended the same courtesy as had been given the horse. Looking around the clearing, though, he saw that Capek was absent. Off chasing the remaining partisans through the trees, no doubt; the man had an unquenchable thirst for aggression. No one else in the patrol appeared prepared to shoot a prisoner without his say-so and none of them thought to ask Paul. He may have been a captain and outranked Capek but he wasn�t a Czech. Looking at the bleeding creature, Paul decided to shoot him himself, but the Mauser was empty and by the time he had taken off his gloves and then fumbled more bullets in with numbed fingers, the man had lost consciousness and had collapsed quietly back in the snow.
They began stripping the dead of their clothes and weapons and divided them up among themselves. One of the men, a Slovak and friendlier than some of the others, passed Paul a Kirgis coat, a voluminous fur garment which, when on, felt like the embrace of a polar bear. He managed to swap his boots for a pair of valenkis, the tough felt Russian footwear that kept out not only cold but water too. The partisans had been cooking and one of the Czechs got their fire going again, heated up their breakfast and doled out a portion to each man. Paul sat on a fallen tree trunk and ate the pottage, not as good as the meals they served on the train but still the first hot food he had eaten since the patrol had left the line.
Lieutenant Capek returned, pushing a trembling prisoner into the clearing in front of him. He was a young boy with an adolescent beard that didn�t hide his pitted face and who looked scared out of whatever wits he might once have possessed. He stared around at them all then averted his eyes, gazing fixedly at the snow at his feet. The lieutenant ate some breakfast while the rest of them stripped the camp of anything useful. They burned what was left to deny it to anyone else.
Having finished his breakfast, Capek poked the toe of his boot several times at the wounded partisan till he came round, then made his quaking prisoner watch while he dispatched the wounded man with a shot to what was left of his head. His point made, Capek, in no hurry to find out on which side the partisans had been, trussed his young prisoner to the pommel of a horse and following a track through the trees led them out of the clearing.
Paul trudged through the deepening snow in the footsteps of the man in front. There were bloodstains on his new coat, he noticed, although he�d not found any bullet holes in the fur. The stains recalled how, a lifetime ago, he had got blood on his jacket the day he had met Cumming. Now, the odd bloodstain didn�t worry him at all�� once he�d ascertained it wasn�t his own. After all, there was no shortage of blood in Russia. It flowed with the liberality of a river.

He had been lucky to get out of Kazan. The Baltic Fleet destroyers they had passed while on Captain Malinovsky�s little steamer had moved up the Volga the same night Sofya and Valentine had left. The destroyers had joined the artillery in the bombardment of the city and Paul had watched the flash of the ships� guns from Syuyumb�ka tower. The Arsk Group, Azin�s peasant army, sitting astride the railway line to the east had already taken the villages of Kinderle and Klykli. They were a mix, Paul was told, of Tartar remnants of an old Khanate from the Kazanka River region, and of Votyaks, a peasant people who spoke the Udmurt language. Presumably, unlike the peasant supporters of the SR Party who had joined The People�s Army of Komuch, they had swallowed Lenin�s promises of Land, Bread and Peace.
It was an odd peace, and Paul had wondered how long it would be before the Votyaks realised that the Bolshevik Holy Trinity came at a price. They would get their land and bread but only once they had attained peace, and the catch to that bargain was that they had to fight for it first.
The sailors of Raskolnikov�s flotilla were a different matter. They had been in the forefront of the Revolution since the beginning, were more politically aware than the peasant armies and committed to Lenin and Trotsky. You could see as much in the disciplined manner they had come ashore at first light, impervious to the artillery Komuch had used to counter their bombardment. As the sailors pushed towards the city, the rear Legion units and what remained of the Komuch forces were in danger of being encircled. The army group on Volga�s left bank was moving in from the north to close the ring. The last hours were chaotic. Men had scrambled to get aboard whatever river-worthy craft was left. The skiffs and leaky barges that had been rejected when any craft worth having had been commandeered, now looked like godsends. The defenders had tried to retreat in an orderly fashion but demoralisation was written across every face. Komuch and the Legion had held the city for just one month, long enough for every reactionary and tsarist officer who had been in hiding while the Bolsheviks were in control to come crawling out of the woodwork. As soon as they had sensed which way the wind was blowing, these remnants of the tsarist army and administration had made sure they had got out first, abandoning the rest of the civilian population to the approaching whirlwind. As usual in war, any consideration of the rank and file had come a poor second. They would just have to trust to luck�� if the concept of luck applied as far as the Bolsheviks� scientific theory of history was concerned. Paul had a nasty suspicion that the only thing that would be applied to the civilian population would be the barrel of a gun. One couldn�t expect anything else. When Kazan had been taken in August and the boot had been on the other foot, all the Bolshevik sympathisers remaining in the town had been rounded up and shot. That hadn�t been on the orders of the Legion, or even of Komuch, as such. From what Paul had heard, it had been Kappel�s decision.

They stopped at midday. The wind had dropped and they gathered around Capek and the useless scrap of paper he called a map, discussing whether or not they were heading in the right direction. Paul hung on the periphery. His opinion, naturally, was not canvassed. The horses took the opportunity of a stop to paw at the snow to find grass. One of the men scattered the little fodder for them that they had taken off the partisans while the young prisoner they had taken, still slung over the back of one of the ponies, vomited down the animal�s flank. Paul pulled his head up and gave him some water from his flask. They ate some more cold rations and then, after fifteen minutes, resumed their march. Capek moved them down onto the ice below the river bank, sending the pony burdened with the prisoner ahead to test its thickness. The ice held and the patrol followed.
Two hours later in deepening gloom they came to a small railway bridge crossing the river. Capek scrambled up the bank and stood on the line, sniffing the air like a bloodhound.
He beckoned them to follow and crossed the wooden bridge as the rest of them climbed up the bank. On the bridge, the sky through the trees appeared grey like a wash of dull paint. Paul could feel a faint movement of a breeze against his face and caught a tang of wood smoke on the air. The patrol was picking its way along the track ahead of him, following Capek. He hurried to keep up, unaccustomed to the weight of his new winter coat.
Half a mile along the line they were challenged by outlying guards. A few hundred yards later they found the train.

They called them bron�viky. Iron-clad monsters, they straddled the railway like sullen rhinoceroses; armoured beasts that had evolved their hard carapace as protection against a harsh environment. Ahead of the locomotive, lengths of protruding rail had been chained on a flatbed wagon, ready for use either for repairing damaged lengths of line or, more brutally, as a battering ram against opposing trains. Some bron�viky were armed with artillery pieces; most had rows of machineguns that bristled like spines behind the protection of heavy armour plating. Perhaps the largest things some peasant villages had ever seen, the appearance in a district of these leviathans, snorting smoke and steam, invariably inspired awe and terror. It amazed Paul that the patrol had somehow managed to lose theirs.
Paul�s train was one of fifteen. The rest of the �chelon lay on the main line and formed part of the Legion�s rear guard, the bulk of the remaining army now having been strung out across the length of Siberia from the Urals to Vladivostok. Paul�s �chelon had been moving east again, retreating in the face of a Red Army rejuvenated by Trotsky�s reorganisation and bolstered by the growing number of peasants who were deserting the People�s Army of Komuch in favour of the Bolsheviks. Like the bands of partisans they were encountering�� peasant supporters of the Social-Revolutionary Party�� Komuch�s peasant army had become disillusioned by forced conscription and finding themselves once again under the yoke of a re-emergent tsarist officer class. No one was sure how long the deserters would tolerate Bolshevik brutality but with their aid, since September, Trotsky had retaken Kazan, Simbirsk and Samara and was now threatening Ufa. The rearmost regiments of the Legion were constantly harried by Red units looping ahead of their positions and cutting the line in front of them in an attempt to isolate trains. In an effort to forestall this, the Legion was obliged to take each branch line they came to and try to outflank the Reds and isolate them. Paul�s train had left the main line in an out-flanking manoeuvre ten days earlier. With the patrol back at last, he was hoping they could now rejoin the rest of the �chelon and shake the feeling of being sheep separated from the rest of the flock, lost in a forest full of wolves.
Walking alongside the train, Paul experienced once more the sense of astonishment he had felt upon first joining the Legion; seeing how, since seizing the trains, along with the stations and miles of track from the Bolsheviks after the mutiny at Chelyabinsk, they had organised themselves. Some of the locomotives and stock were already armoured, sheathed in steel and iron plating, others had been armoured as they travelled. They called their cars teplushkas, a colloquial Russian word for the heated goods wagons that usually carried people. Having found themselves in an almost untenable position, the Legion had made a remarkable best out of a seriously bad business. Most trains were overcrowded, it was true, given the number of men moving east�� sometimes as many as forty to each boxcar, with nothing more than boards for bunks�� but Paul had been fortunate in his allocation and shared one end of a boxcar with three Czech second lieutenants�� podporuciks, as they called themselves.
While some of the boxcars had been adapted as quarters, the flatbed wagons had been armoured and carried machineguns and light artillery, if they were fortunate enough to possess it. The rest of the train was made up of a miscellany of rolling stock: mess huts, field hospitals, staff headquarters� On the western front Paul had become used to battalions having to fend for themselves when equipment promised by Staff usually failed to materialise. Here the Legion had turned the ability to forage and improvise into an art. They were now a well-equipped army, able to strike and�� crucially�� move and keep mobile, despite the Red Army�s propensity for cutting the line and ambushing them. Disciplined and efficient, he had found the Legion not only able to defend itself but also to repair the line when needed. They had bakers� vans and galleys and, beyond the rudimentary hospital, a veterinarian unit to care for their horses; even a tailor to run up the clothes they needed.
The Czech and Slovak POWs from the eastern front�� as well as those already living in Russian territory�� came from a variety of backgrounds and professions. Some had wives and travelled in married quarters. Paul had discovered that there was hardly a job required that someone in an �chelon couldn�t turn his hand to: men on one of the trains, he had learned, had come across a discarded printing press and got it working again and now the Legion printed its own newspaper�� an edition of �eskoslovens�k densk, a Czech-language paper that used to appear in Kiev.
Not that Paul could understand the thing when he did see a copy�� his Czech was still rudimentary�� and, at the rear of the retreating Legion and often cut off as they were, editions of the paper were out of date by the time they reached them. Up-to-date news was hard to come by although confirmation of the fact that Masaryk and the Czech National Council had openly acceded to the Allies� pressure for the Legion to become part of a new front had run up and down the line without the need of a newspaper. It was the main topic of discussion. There was to be a new offensive and men all along the Trans-Siberian were being turned around and brought back west. There were mutterings of discontent, and more, even talk of another mutiny.
The irony that the contents of Paul�s letter had finally been given legitimacy was not lost on him. It was all politics, of course: as the war was drawing to a conclusion in the west, Masaryk needed Allied support in any peace talks in order to win Czech and Slovak independence. That support came at a cost and the Allies� price would be the defeat of the Bolsheviks.
It was not going down well. The bulk of the Legion had been fighting through necessity�� to maintain their independence and to get out of Russia�� yet many of the rank and file were in sympathy with Bolshevik politics, if not their methods. On the eastern front, Red propaganda had persuaded many Czechs and Slovaks of their virtue. Still more had found natural allies in the Social-Revolutionaries. Talk of having to fight alongside former tsarist officers against the Revolution had once again rekindled talk of mutiny.
In Kazan, Colonel �e�ek had already discovered the price demanded for having allied himself to Kappel. After the mutiny at Chelyabinsk, �e�ek and the 1st Division of the Legion had found itself on the wrong side of the Volga and cut off from the main body of the Legion. Fighting their way east to join the central �chelons, they had taken Samara and helped establish a Social-Revolutionary government with the remaining members of the Constituent Assembly. Then, together with Major Guinet, French liaison officer to the Legion, Kappel had persuaded �e�ek to halt his easterly progress and to join the attack on Kazan. Struck by the ease with which they had taken Samara, �e�ek and his men, in sympathy with the socialist ideals of Komuch, forgot their oath to the Czech National Council to maintain the Legion�s neutrality. The deciding factor in this had been Guinet�s assurance that Poole�s Allied forces in Archangel were advancing south to provide a second front. Kappel�s idea had been to attack Kazan and take the Reds unprepared.
As it happened, the Bolsheviks had abandoned the city in the face of a small Serbian unit under an ex-tsarist officer named Blagotic before the arrival of Kappel and �e�ek�s trains. Once there, though, with no news of Poole, it had become obvious to �e�ek that Guinet had overstated the Allied commitment. Guinet had duped �e�ek into betraying his oath to the Czech National Council. Kappel continued to advance, but Kazan was as far as he got. His attack on the Romanov bridge and an attempt to take Sviy�zhsk failed. By then Trotsky had brought up another regiment of Lettish Rifles and, in his own unique way, had stiffened the resistance of those already there.
�e�ek�s disenchantment was but a microcosm of the decline in his own men�s morale. They had broken their oath and the Allies had let them down.
It was at this moment Paul had chosen, if in a unwitting way, to appear brandishing Masaryk�s letter.
That the tattered�� and now anachronous�� letter absolved �e�ek of some of the guilt he felt at his own actions did nothing to lessen the abhorrence in which he held Guinet and the Allies. �e�ek may have treated Paul�� and Sofya and Valentine�� with courtesy, but on reaching Samara, having first ensured his rear units had safely evacuated Kazan, he informed Paul he would be contacting the Legion commander, General Syrov�, before deciding what to do with him.
Syrov� had recently been given overall command of the Legion, a fact regarded as an omen by many of the Czechs and Slovaks as Syrov� had worn an eye patch since he had lost an eye the previous year in Brusilov�s offensive on the eastern front, a wound Paul soon discovered that left Syrov� resembling another one-eyed Bohemian Hussite warrior, Karel Zizka. Zizka had apparently defeated a German army some time back in the 15th century, an historical consonance Paul found to be typical of the morass of Czech and Slovak mythology in which he now found himself mired.
News had filtered through that Poole and his troops had finally begun to move south along the railway towards Vologda, a town north-east of Moscow. A separate force had also advanced east, up the Dvina by river barge towards Kotlas. But that had been in September and there�d be no news since. With winter upon them Paul doubted if Poole would get any further.
The knowledge had only deepened the Legion�s sense of disillusionment and had hardly helped Paul�s cause. It sometimes seemed to him that those legionnaires he met saw him as an embodiment of the unreliability of the Allies� character. It was as if he personally stood for all the blandishments and assurances that had never been made good, and they treated him accordingly. Although never hostile, nor even outwardly insulting, Paul had nevertheless come to feel to be a man apart; with them but not of them; tolerated but not appreciated. Like a man aware of a congenital fault, he had attempted to make up for this with overcompensation. He volunteered for every patrol, committed himself to every action. Yet he made no impact upon their wall of indifference. He had vaguely hoped when the news of Masaryk�s declaration of Czechoslovakian independence reached them that their resentment might be buried. But although this was cause for celebration along the Trans-Siberian line, the declaration was still tempered by the knowledge that whatever their status in their own eyes might be, they were still stuck in the frozen heart of Russia with no option but to fight their way out.
At the time, Paul suspected that �e�ek�s passing him on to Syrov� was an act of revenge, against both Paul�� as the Allies personified�� and against Syrov� himself. Syrov��s appointment as commander had been made over �e�ek�s head; a slap, it might have been construed, for �e�ek�s precipitate action in Kazan. Another school of thought maintained it was because of �e�ek�s egalitarian attitude towards his officers and men. Standing to attention in front of �e�ek in Samara, having been summoned by the colonel, Paul saw little evidence of this sympathy. Syrov� could decide what to do with Paul, �e�ek informed him, and in the meantime Paul could make himself useful in Samara.
On arrival he had made enquiries about Sofya and Valentine. The treasury shipment that had arrived in Samara from Kazan, he discovered, had been transferred to Ufa while Komuch was engaged in talks with a west Siberian political grouping from Omsk. His Excellency, M. Rostov, who had accompanied the treasury officials, had put up at the Grand Hotel on Dvory�nskaya. If he had given it any thought, Paul might have expected Mikhail to be still using the old tsarist method of address and, now he did think about it, he wondered�� possibly cynically�� if his cousin had taken the opportunity of Russia�s confusion to unofficially advance himself a rank or two.
The Grand Hotel turned out to be one of Samara�s more expensive hotels although, upon reaching it, Paul was told that Mikhail had already left for Ufa in the company of his sister, Sofya Ivanovna Rostova. There had been no messages left for a Pavel Rostov, nor had reception any record of anyone going under the name of Valentine, Hart, Olyen, or even Darling.
In the event, Paul had found himself of little more use in Samara than he had been in Kazan. The city was taken by the Red Army on 7th October, Paul having already been packed off to Colonel Voitzekhovsky, one of Russian officers who had commanded the original Czech forces on the eastern front. Like a handful of other Russian officers, his duty, a liking for the Czechs and Slovaks, and detestation for the Bolsheviks had persuaded Voitzekhovsky to stay with the Legion after the Revolution. Voitzekhovsky had been chief-of-staff to Colonel �e�ek when �e�ek commanded the 1st Division and had since taken over Syrov��s former command of the �chelons between Chelyabinsk and Omsk. In the event, though, Paul had never reached Voitzekhovsky, passing into the hands of Colonel �vec, a survivor of the original Dru�ina raised to fight on the eastern front. Paul had liked �vec and had had hopes of serving on his staff, but �vec had had his hands full and had shifted him on once more. From �vec Paul had passed from one group to another, one train to the next like the object in a game of pass-the-parcel, until he had ended up on a branch line off the Samara�Ufa line with Kapitan Lubas.
There had been no opportunity for him to visit Ufa and it was by chance�� the Legion being in control of the railway and adjacent telegraph lines�� that Paul discovered, with Ufa now under threat, that Komuch had decided to move the gold reserves once again, this time by rail to Chelyabinsk. Before he was able to find out if Mikhail and Sofya had followed it, Paul heard that while arrangements were being made for storing the gold in Chelyabinsk, orders were given for the train carrying it to proceed to Omsk.
Paul heard little of the resulting political furore. Lubas�s train had been sent up the line to outflank a unit of Reds. Paul, cut off from any news of events, tried to make himself as useful as possible, although this generally meant traipsing after Lieutenant Capek on various patrols. When not doing this, Paul had found it best just keep out of other peoples� way.
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Paul ate in the mess wagon before returning to the teplushka he shared with a dozen others. The tiers of bunks were curtained off for privacy and windows cut into the boxcars for light. The sliding door was double-insulated against the cold. A burhzuika�� a wood-burning stove�� in the centre of the teplushka warmed the wagon, its leaking chimney adding to the general fug in the air.
�Still alive,� Karel Romanek noted as Paul slid open the door. Romanek was one of the Czech lieutenants with whom Paul shared one end of the teplushka and at that moment was lying on his bunk, next to Paul�s own, reading a torn copy of �eskoslovens�k densk. �I was beginning to think the Reds had got you this time.�
�Not yet, Karel,� Paul assured him. �Although some partisans tried.� He eased himself out of his Kirgis coat, suspending it on a peg where it hung bulkily with ursine disinterest.
�And you have a fine new coat,� Romanek added. �Surely the previous owner didn�t give that up willingly?�
�He was past caring,� Paul said.
�Ah. In the midst of life��
Paul climbed onto his bunk, pulling off the valenki boots and wriggling his toes to get some feeling back into them. Romanek returned to his paper. They conversed in Russian. Romanek spoke the language well having come from the western Ukraine district of Volhynia�� one of the Czech enclaves in the former tsarist empire. Paul had learned a few words of Czech although the majority of the language still remained a mystery to him. Nevertheless he leaned across to look at the newspaper despite the fact it was printed in Czech and he could make neither head nor tail of it.
�Where did you get that?�
Karel didn�t look up. �It�s an old edition.�
�And by the look of it, everyone else on the train has read it before you.�
�Except you,� said Karel pertinently. �But then, you don�t read Czech.�
�I�m learning,� Paul said. �As a matter of fact I picked up a new phrase just this morning, one of Lieutenant Capek�s.�
�Oh, what was that?�
�Shoot him,� Paul said in Czech.
Romanek smiled sourly.
Paul stretched out on his bunk. �So what�s the old news?�
�Only politics,� Karel replied. �Of no interest to a burzhui like you.�
�Czech politics or Russian? Red, White or Green?�
�Green?�
�Haven�t you heard, Karel? Green is what they�re calling the SRs now, the partisans anyway.�
�Partisans on which side?�
�I don�t think it matters. They probably thought they needed a colour, to distinguish them from the Red and the Whites.�
�Politics do that,� said Karel.
Romanek had been a member of the SR party before the war, but had joined a Czech Dru�ina in the tsarist army specifically raised to fight Austria-Hungary.
�I�ve always found it something of a paradox,� Paul observed, trying to get a rise out of Romanek, �how the Social-Revolutionaries always maintained they were democrats while happily assassinating tsarist ministers. Assassination never struck me as very democratic.�
�A legitimate political tactic,� Karel said evenly. �In certain situations. Although I doubt many did it �happily� as you put it. After all, both the Bolsheviks and the Mensheviks weren�t adverse to assassination before the Revolution. They call themselves Social-Democrats.�
�True,� said Paul. �And it has to be admitted that the Bolsheviks have taken to the practise like ducks to water. I suppose assassinating workers is one way of saving them from tsarist oppression.�
Karel said nothing, by now used to Paul�s sarcasm when it came to political rhetoric and the use of semantics to justify the twists and turns of an ideology. And Paul knew Romanek was aware he only resorted to sarcasm because Romanek was guilty of the practise himself.
A case in point was Karel�s argument for having served in the tsarist army. While Karel believed he hadn�t compromised his revolutionary credentials fighting against Austria-Hungary, as opposed to for the tsar, Paul merely thought it to be a fine distinction; another example of the revolutionary�s propensity for semantic manipulation. The slightest of examples, granted, but for Paul it represented the thin end of a wedge. A wedge that would eventually lead to any fact and all logic being nothing more than fodder for verbal gymnastics; a demonstration of the revolutionary�s practise of redefining their beliefs to match their actions.
Although in Karel�s case, Paul was prepared to allow that the Czech had a point. Karel was a Czech nationalist first and foremost.
�Even so,� Paul couldn�t stop himself from suggesting, �if you hadn�t tried to assassinate Lenin, the SRs might still be in coalition with the Bolsheviks.�
Romanek swung his legs over the side of his bunk and wagged his finger at Paul.
�I didn�t shoot Lenin. Kaplan�s action was not SR policy.�
Paul smiled. Romanek would always bite in the end; the Czech�s convictions lay under the thinnest veneer of restraint, ready to snap back like a bad-tempered dog at the slightest provocation.
�I didn�t mean you personally, Karel,� he said. �I was speaking representatively. But if the assassination wasn�t SR policy, what was the attempted coup at the congress in Moscow about?�
�About restoring the legitimacy of the Soviets and repealing Brest-Litovsk,� Karel replied heatedly. �About not colluding with Germany and Austria-Hungary.�
Like most radical SRs, Romanek had supported the Bolshevik seizure of power in October 1917. But the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk had been the parting of the ways. To the SR party�� and to Karel in particular�� Lenin had begun to look pro-German, an assertion that oddly evoked the tenor of Paul�s meeting with Cumming in London. For Romanek, as a Czech, a treaty with the Austro-Hungarian empire was no way to establish a Czech nation. He still supported the Revolution but now espoused the line�� along with most SRs�� that the Bolsheviks had betrayed it. Not only by making a treaty with Germany and Austria-Hungary, but by seizing all power for themselves. They had ignored the wishes of the other socialist parties and ridden roughshod over the Soviets themselves. And these were not the only bones of contention. The question of land, in particular, had split the parties. Paul had learned all about it since bunking with Romanek. It had been Bolshevik policies regarding land and the peasants that had sparked the previous summer�s uprisings and given Komuch their legitimacy.
The poor peasants� committees�� village councils imposed by the Bolsheviks�� were one of Karel�s favourite hobby-horses. These were a rural equivalent of the housing committees Paul had encountered in Petersburg.
�Shiftless drunks and idle loafers, for the most part,� Romanek habitually grumbled. �Backed up by the Cheka and ideologues from the cities� The Bolsheviks are no different from the Whites. To them a peasant is an animal, there to do his bidding. If he won�t, he�s given what the landlord gave him�� the lash and the butt of a gun.�
This, Karel maintained, was the reason why the People�s Army of Komuch�� under Kappel and spearheaded by the Legion�� had made so much progress the previous July and August. Dispossessed peasants and those outraged by Bolshevik policy had flocked to the SR army.
Since then, though, they had lost the initiative. Trotsky had reorganised the Red Army, bringing in more Latvians as well as German and Austria-Hungarian POWs, and the hard-line SRs had returned to the Bolshevik fold. Romanek�s rhetoric which, on the advance had sounded like a crusade, now in retreat sounded more like sour grapes.
Karel�s next topic, Paul knew, would be a vehement tirade again the old tsarist officer-corps� assumption of the Komuch army�s leadership. But having heard it all before, he now regretted having stirred Romanek up.
In an attempt to head off the lecture, he asked:
�Any news of Gajda?�
Radola Gajda was another rising star who, like �e�ek, had been overlooked when Syrov� had been made commander of the Legion. In Gajda�s case because of the man�s hubris.
Karel, flummoxed at having his train of thought derailed, stopped complaining about the Bolshevik�s treatment of the SRs.
�Gajda? He�s at Omsk. He arrived from Vladivostok with some Russian admiral and a British general in tow. Is that why you asked? There�s something about it in the paper.�
Paul sat up. �A Russian admiral? Who? What�s his name?�
�Given the scarcity of Allies in this neck of the Russian woods,� Karel replied, repaying Paul�s earlier sarcasm in kind, �I thought you�d be more interested in your British general.�
�Funny.�
�His name�s Kolchak. It seems Boldyrev, the commander-in-chief of the so-called Directory has made him minister of war.� Karel�s face betrayed his distaste. �Another tsarist restorationist like Kappel, I suppose.�
�When did they get to Omsk?�
Romanek turned back a few pages. �About a week ago, it says.�
�And how old is the paper?�
Romanek looked to the front page.
�What�s today�s date?�
�The eighth, I think.�
�November? It�s about three weeks old, then. Why the interest?�
�It was Admiral Kolchak I was sent here to meet. I�m supposed to liaise between him, the Legion and the Allies.�
Paul suspected he had already told Romanek this, having explained it to just about every Legion officer he had encountered. Like much else now regarding the Allies, though, most of those he had told had either taken what Paul said with a pinch of salt, or dismissed his story as a downright lie.
�Kolchak, the Legion and the Allies,� Karel ruminated. �Spot the missing side of that triangle.� But his voice lacked the bitterness Paul was accustomed to when the subject of the Allies� arrival was ever mooted. �What does it matter now, anyway?� Karel asked. �More to the point, I would have thought, is what is Gajda doing with Kolchak if he�s to be the new minister of war? Komuch is the rightful government here, not any reactionary Directory of Five.�
�I don�t suppose it�s easy for Komuch to argue they�re a government when they�ve lost all their territory,� Paul said.
Romanek grunted and went back to his newspaper. It was the Czech�s usual response when the facts were at odds with his opinions.
Paul lay back on his bunk once more, thinking that, despite it, Romanek had a point. What was Gajda doing with Admiral Kolchak?
The name was one of the first Paul had heard on joining the Legion. Radola Gajda, a Slovak, was one of their heroes. The youngest of their commanders, he was among the first officers to resist the Bolsheviks� attempt to disarm the Legion. Commanding �chelons east of the Urals, he had got sick of the constant delays and harassment they had had to suffer at the hands of the semi-autonomous Soviets controlling the various regions of the Siberian railway line. Despite Lenin�s orders to speed the Legion through to Vladivostok, their trains had been halted at every town and subjected to incessant demands to give up arms and supplies before being allowed to continue. Back in the early summer, after weeks of what Gajda regarded as blackmail to surrender weapons and food and anything else the Bolshevik authorities took a fancy to, he had drawn up a plan of attack to take the Bolsheviks head on. It had taken the authority of the Czech National Council to dissuade him from breaking the Legion�s neutrality. And it was generally supposed that it was this aggression that had precluded Gajda�s appointment as overall commander and had handed the job to Syrov�.
More recently, Gajda had been along the Trans-Siberian line beyond Irkutsk, securing the thirty-nine Baikal railway tunnels east of the lake through which the Legion had to pass to reach Vladivostok and which the Bolsheviks were threatening to dynamite. If Gajda had come west again it could only mean that he was to be part of Masaryk�s acceptance of the Allies desire for the Legion to form a new eastern front.
Paul closed his eyes, listening to the muffled sound of men beyond the wooden planking of the boxcar. The locomotive was getting up steam. They would be rejoining the rest of their �chelon soon and he wondered if now they, too, would be turning west and making a stand. The Allies might have blackmailed Masaryk and the Council into keeping the Legion in the Urals, but how much actual support would they provide if the Legion stayed to fight? The Allies had already let them down once. Could they expect the Legion to believe that this time they would keep their word?
Paul pinched the bridge of his nose between his fingers and sighed. Now he supposed he would have to try to meet Kolchak. He had more or less accepted that his mission had been a failure; having been on the retreat since losing Kazan two months earlier, it was hard to see it in any other terms. He had realised as much as they had departed the city under the Red Army�s final bombardment.

Paul had clambered aboard the last barge to leave as the Red Army sailors had moved through the streets of Kazan and down across the flood plain. In his hurry to get on board he had collided with another Legion officer and they had fallen, tangled together, onto the deck.
�Kapitan Gavenda,� the officer said, dusting off his trousers and offering Paul his hand. �My apologies.�
�My fault,� said Paul, shaking Gavenda�s hand and squatting behind the equipment cluttering the deck as the barge pulled out into the river.
Gavenda gestured across the receding flood plain and said something about the Red Army advance, pulling a crumpled copy of the Bolshevik paper, Izvestia, from his pocket. He said he had taken it from a dead sailor and pointed to the contents of a telegram it had printed from some Bolshevik functionary named Stalin. The telegram gave the Party�s reaction to the attempt on Lenin�s life and called for �open, mass, systematic terror��
�That�s nothing,� Gavenda said, and went on to quote something he�d read in a copy of Krasnaya Gazeta, the Red Army newspaper, demanding �that their enemies to be drowned in blood, floods of blood of bourgeoisie, as much as possible��
There was something hysterical about it all and cowering on the deck of the barge seemed to Paul the ideal position in which to ponder the incongruities of Bolshevism. Lenin had launched the Bolshevik October revolution with his call for �Bread, Peace and Land�. Paul had never heard the Bolshevik leader speak so could only presume the man was a remarkably persuasive orator. After all, peace was an elusive condition and to achieve it the soldiers on the eastern front under the tsar had stopped fighting and pursued a revolution. The absurdity of Trotsky�s army now having to fight to maintain their peace treaty with the Germans was, to say the least, bemusing.
Paul supposed it made Lenin�s demand for �peace� yet another example of the Bolshevik propensity for using convoluted logic to attain their ends. The slogan, Paul discovered later, was one Karel Romanek was fond of quoting, and not without a measure of sarcasm.
�Bread, Peace and Land?� he had a habit of suddenly asking, apropos of very little at all, �who does Lenin think he is, the tsar? Are bread, peace and land, his to give? Don�t the peasants already occupy the land? Don�t they use it to grow the wheat to make their own bread? Now if he was to give them peace�? But no, he doesn�t give them peace. He makes them fight for what is already theirs, and requisitions their wheat so they can eat while they do it! And if he wins, what then? He will steal their land as well and force them to work on state-run farms� What a paradise comrade Lenin offers his people!�
Back in the summer, there had been many peasant uprisings to illustrate Romanek�s disquisition on the Bolshevik�s policy towards the peasants and the question of land. It had been one of the causes of the split with the Social-Revolutionary Party and why Komuch had been able to raise an army so quickly. But things had changed since then.
When Paul had first heard of Trotsky�s decree that every tenth man in units not obeying orders be shot, he had been reminded of Voltaire�s supposed remark upon hearing that the Royal Navy had executed Admiral Byng: that the British shot the odd admiral now and then to encourage the rest.
There may have been a cold mathematical elegance underlying the terror of decimating one�s own army, but Paul couldn�t deny that it seemed to work. The Bolsheviks had retaken Kazan barely a month after they had lost it. Simbirsk had fallen two days later, followed by Syzran and the Alexandrovsk Bridge. A demoralised Legion, with Paul in tow, were now retreating along the railway into the western foothills of the Urals. Samara had already fallen and the Red Army was advancing on Ufa.
Part of this had to be put down to the Social-Revolutionary�s Komuch government squabbling with the more reactionary West Siberian groups that controlled Omsk. The talks they had in Chelyabinsk, it was said, had been acrimonious with the atmosphere worsened by the fact that the gold train had been spirited away from under the nose of Komuch at the railway station.
The compromise cobbled together to present a united front against the Bolsheviks had given rise to the creation of what was known as the �Directory of Five��� a government which consisted of two SRs, two Liberals, and General Boldyrev who commanded the Peoples� Army of Komuch. It may have been the best they could come up with at the time, but not all the SRs acknowledged it and most reactionaries detested it. Amid rumours of coup and counter-coup, the reactionary rump of the tsarist officer corps had subsequently gained ascendancy in the People�s Army of Komuch and now seemed more intent on exacting revenge upon the SRs�� who they regarded as responsible for the Revolution in the first place�� than in actually fighting the Red Army. But since the gold reserves had now turned up in Omsk, Paul presumed it would be the Omsk government who would be playing the tune. Given that they were now the only ones who could afford to pay the piper.
He suspected Kolchak�s arrival would change things once again. For good or for ill. Opposing the Bolsheviks, as Karel Romanek was often wont to remark, was making strange bedfellows of them all. With the Legion caught in the middle of every faction, Paul had even heard the opinion voiced that the Czechs and Slovaks had more in common with the Bolsheviks than they had with the current regime in Omsk. For his part, he was beginning to wonder if he had anything in common with any of them�

Men came down the length of the train hammering on the doors announcing its imminent departure. The guard prepared to change, with men turning out of their bunks and pulling on their winter coats for a cold vigil on the flatcars behind the machineguns. Paul luxuriated in the knowledge that having just returned from a two-day patrol, he could look forward to twenty-four hours of inactivity.
Karel passed his copy of �eskoslovens�k densk to one of the returning guards who was warming himself in front of the stove. He pointed out something in the newspaper and a discussion ensued, joined by one or two of the others who had been woken by the noise. As they spoke in Czech, Paul found himself unable to follow what was being said but assumed it to be the usual debate about Masaryk�s decision to bow to the Allies request and have the Legion join the White forces in a new offensive against the Bolsheviks.
Grand strategy being out of his hands, Paul was more concerned with the insular problem presented by Kolchak�s arrival. If the admiral was in Omsk then somehow Paul was going to have to find a way of getting there. Omsk was the other side of the Urals�� in Siberia on the main Trans-Siberian line. He didn�t doubt that his train�s commander, Kapitan Lubas, would not be sorry to see the back of him although as his commanding officer Paul would still have to seek his permission to leave. Then, once back with the �chelon, there would be other permissions to seek: �vec�s or �e�ek�s, or whoever was now commander of the 1st Division. Whoever would have the final say-so wouldn�t miss him, Paul was sure; after all, his presence was a constant reminder to them all of the Allies inconstancy.
Oddly enough, having just thought of the man, Paul suddenly heard Colonel �vec�s name mentioned amidst the Babel of the carriage. Or perhaps hearing it was what had brought �vec to mind. Whichever, Paul now became aware that the earlier discussion had escalated into an argument. He could still make nothing of it, although in the heat of the disagreement some Russian was creeping into the dispute, resorted to by those for whom Czech was not their first language.
They were certainly quarrelling over �vec even if Paul could not make out exactly why. He had only met the man briefly, having been passed by �e�ek along the line to the Russian Colonel Voitzekhovsky, and had spent just three days under �vec�s command. It was common knowledge that �vec�s men, the 1st Rifle Division, were the first to have been ordered to rally and turn for the new counter-offensive and there had been a rumour that, exhausted and demoralised, they had refused. But that had been shortly before Lubas�s train had left on its escapade up the branch line. The Legion kept itself informed of events via the telegraph line that paralleled the railway but, as the small branch line on which they�d been travelling didn�t have a telegraph line, no one on Lubas�s train had heard if the rumour had proved true. Or, if true, what the outcome had been. At the time, the claim that any unit of the Legion would disobey orders had been hotly contested; they had mutinied at Chelyabinsk, but that had been against Russian officers in the face of Bolshevik aggression.
On the western front, Paul was well aware that men had been shot for disobeying orders; here in Russia, Trotsky was now famous for it. But the Legion did things differently. On hearing the rumour, the men had talked it over among themselves�� always in Czech, suggesting to Paul that it wasn�t something they cared to discuss with an outsider. Nonetheless, his impression had been that while most of the men were in sympathy with comrades too shattered to turn and fight, they would also be ashamed if the report proved to be true and the 1st Rifle Division had disobeyed orders�� particularly the orders of a man like �vec. His ability and character were highly regarded, an opinion Paul had come to share despite the brevity of their acquaintance. If what they heard proved true, however, he supposed �vec would be too preoccupied by problems of morale and discipline to be concerned with any request from Paul to proceed to Omsk.
Doubting anyone would tell him what the argument was about, he didn�t bother to ask, assuming it concerned �vec�s 1st Rifle Division again. In the event, the locomotive�� a dozen or so wagons ahead of their boxcar�� interrupted the argument by expelling a great breath of steam as if impatient to be on the move again. A moment later, two long blasts on the whistle alerted any last dawdlers to get aboard and shortly afterwards the train lurched to the grating accompaniment of clanking bogies and couplings.
Paul�s teplushka shuddered and the train picked up a little speed. The argument petered out and men returned to their bunks. Within ten minutes the movement proved enough to lull several to sleep and the sound of snoring became an accompaniment to the leitmotif of the wheels rattling over the track. The man who had been given Romanek�s newspaper had begun to doze, allowing the paper to slip onto the floor. Paul glanced down at the indecipherable headline on its front page and shifted his position on the bunk.
The boxcar was warm. He felt he was finally thawing after the two-day patrol, his bunk a feather bed compared to sleeping on frozen ground. The movement of the train was comforting.
If the gold was in Omsk, he thought, then that presumably was where Mikhail and Sofya were. Valentine, too, no doubt. It meant Sofya was safe and he didn�t have to worry about her anymore. She was on the other side of the Urals� So far away, although he supposed now he had a reason to go to Omsk there was a chance he might see her. She might be safe and he no longer had to worry about her, but that didn�t stop him from thinking about her. Now she was no longer with him, he found that he thought about her all the more.
Out of the blue, her face would suddenly pop up in his head; something she had said would skitter through his mind and, when he was least expecting it, the timbre of her voice would ring in his ears. He found the whole business disturbing. Yet not disagreeable. In fact, in a masochistic sort of way, it was all rather pleasant.
On the edge of sleep, his mind weighing all the ramifications and expanding and contracting as perception did in a state of semi-consciousness, his train of thought took a branch line and he began to wonder, with Gajda also in Omsk as well as some British general, if, like the gods looking down on the soldiery at Troy, his fate too was being manipulated on some elevated level; arbitrarily decided on a whim. If that were the case, was there any point in attempting to steer the path of one�s own destiny?
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The grinding of metal woke him. The train was braking, an operation on this particular locomotive always accompanied by a screaming battalion of banshees. He raised himself on one elbow and rubbed the sleeve of his tunic over the small window cut into the top of boxcar. A film of ice on the outside of the glass hazed a view of buildings and a water tower.
�It�s a depot,� he said to Romanek who had begun stirring.
The train came to a noisy halt and sat amid a hissing of steam and creaking metal, contracting in the cold. Men were jumping down onto the platform and Paul could see them milling around the station office.
�Picking up the rearguard,� Romanek said, climbing out of his bunk. He began pulling on his heavy winter coat, preparing for his turn of duty on the freezing flatcar with the machineguns. He had just put on his boots and was reaching for the sliding boxcar door when someone began hammering on the outside.
�Just wait will you?� Romanek called in Czech, a phrase Paul could just about understand as it was what others were always telling him.
Romanek opened the interior door, packed with insulation, and was about to squeeze through a gap in the exterior door when it was slid wide open. Paul gritted his teeth as the warmth of the teplushka was sucked out of the boxcar.
The legionnaire on the platform was shouting at Romanek. Around Paul, men sat upright on their bunks. Romanek said something back and Paul could tell from his tone of disbelief that something had happened.
�What is it?� he asked in Russian.
The others ignored him, gathering at the open door oblivious to the cold.
�What�s happened� Paul asked again in faltering Czech.
Someone said something over his shoulder that Paul didn�t understand. Except for the name �vec. The legionnaire on the platform moved on to the next car, hammering at the door. Romanek pulled theirs shut.
�What, Karel?� Paul tried a third time. �Something about �vec?�
�He�s dead. He shot himself.�
�What?�
�Two weeks ago, at someplace called Aksakovo. After his men refused to fight. It came through on the telegraph.�
�Why, for God�s sake?�
Romanek glared at him. �Why? Why do you think? His men refused his orders. His men wouldn�t fight.�
�But to shoot himself�?�
�He was an honourable man. He took their refusal to fight as a personal failure.�
The train began moving again. Romanek returned to his bunk, the machineguns forgotten. The other men sat around, looking down at the planked floor. No one said anything. After a while Paul asked:
�What�ll happen now?�
Karel looked up.
�Now? We do what �vec�s men should have done. We fight.�

Once back with the rest of the �chelon, Paul found himself summoned to the wagon of Kapitan Lubas who, after a brief interview, told him to report to the divisional commander. This turned out to be Colonel Voitzekhovsky, �e�ek having been ordered to Vladivostok. The colonel was in his staff carriage on another train several miles to the east and, assuming he was being passed along the line once more, Paul dithered over whether to encumber himself with his gear or return for it later. Deciding he might be carrying it to no purpose, he decided to leave it and managed to get a lift part way to Voitzekhovsky�s train from a wagon hauling wood. He rode a horse bareback for a further twenty minutes until both Paul and the agitated animal tired of the novelty. After that he mostly walked.
Back in the early autumn when Paul had first joined the �chelon, the road that paralleled the line was always busy; invariably men could be found stretching their legs or just taking the air and exchanging gossip; teams of horses would canter up and down being exercised; supplies were constantly being transferred from one train to another. Now, in a cold November with snow thick on the ground, the men kept inside the teplushkas, conserving their warmth and energy; horses were content for the most part to remain in their boxcars.
Just yards from the rail line, the trees hung white with snow, their laden boughs drooping with an air of depressed gloom under its weight. At night while they all lay in their bunks, wolves could be heard howling, one pack to another, and the men exchanged tales of people who had wandered into the trees after dark and had not returned. Boredom encouraged the stories. Sitting in the teplushkas with only candlelight for illumination, there was little to do but talk or sleep. If the stories were true, Paul suspected it was the boredom that prompted men to take nocturnal excursions into the trees. No more than a few feet away, pristine and forbidding, the forest exuded the aura of having lain untouched for millennia. Nonsense, of course. In summer the whole aspect of the country was different. But summer was brief and winter seemed to be the forest�s natural state. Why anyone would want to fight over it, Paul didn�t know. He could understand men coveting the good earth to the south, but this deep and unending forest? It sometimes seemed to him to be the antithesis of what any human being could want.
But that too was nonsense. The area teemed with people. It was the land of the Kirgis; further north lived Voguls and Ostiaks. There were Tartars and, far to the east, beyond the Urals and Omsk and Tomsk, lived the Buryaits. He had learned about them in the schoolroom of the Rostov house in Petersburg, the facts pushed into a unresponsive brain only with the liberal use of the cane across the knuckles or the flat of the hand applied to the back of the head. He could relive the pain of it if he ever thought too long about the schoolroom although it was only now, in adulthood, that he had begun to suspect the punishments may not have been inflicted out of any educational zeal but rather through resentment and class envy. The house might have been seen as a microcosm of Russia: the peasant class at the bottom, skivvying and slaving in the kitchens and the stables, little advanced socially from the serfs they had once been; through gradations of servants above them of varying station, up through the house to the governess and tutors or, in the country, the stewards and bailiffs and land agents� What, he wondered, had given those at the top the right to lord it over the rest? Hadn�t they all begun on an equal footing? Back when everyone had run naked through the trees like the wolves�

He had not met Voitzekhovsky before, having been shunted into the now dead �vec�s siding while on his way to meet the colonel. After that successive officers had passed him along the line with the alacrity of men ridding themselves of a dud banknote.
Voitzekhovsky, a Russian, had been with the Czechs since the first Dru�ina had been raised. Most of their other Russian officers had by now departed, either through Czech pressure or because the Russians themselves preferred to join the growing White forces. Voitzekhovsky had remained. Along with General Diterikhs, formally the aide of General Janin�� the Frenchman nominally in overall charge of the Legion and now Syrov��s second in command�� and perhaps Kappel, Voitzekhovsky was one of the few Russians trusted by the Legion. Unlike many of his fellow officers from the old tsarist army, Voitzekhovsky was not a man who despised the Russian peasant.
The fodder of choice for every tsar who needed to feed his enemies� cannon, the peasant was the Russian army�s staple crop. The common soldier, brutalised and thought of as little more than a dumb beast of burden by their officers, had in their hundreds of thousands voted for the Revolution with their feet, deserting their regiments on the eastern front. Unlike many of his contemporaries, Voitzekhovsky understood this and recognised the need for reform. But he was trying to turn back a tide; the resurrection of the White officer corps in the People�s Army, along with old methods of conscription and discipline, had become more than just a contributory factor in the wholesale desertions since the summer.
Paul supposed the problem preyed on Voitzekhovsky�s mind since the colonel�s face was etched with lines. He was still a young man although, if any trace of youth remained beneath his sallow skin, it was now masked by overwork and concern. It showed on his high forehead, and in the thinning hair he wore parted in the middle.
�There�s to be a ceremony in Ekaterinburg,� Voitzekhovsky began without preamble as soon as Paul had presented himself. �I�ve been ordered to attend. You had better come with me.�
�What sort of ceremony, sir?�
�You know the Czechs and Slovaks are to be granted statehood?�
�Czechoslovakia? Yes sir.�
The news of the fact had come through on the day of �veck�s funeral. Masaryk and the National Council had finally achieved their objective, Austria-Hungary no longer being in any position to argue against the independence of Bohemia, Moravia and the other regions that now made up the new nation of Czechoslovakia. There had been celebrations along the length of the Trans-Siberian, from Ufa to Vladivostok, tempered among the 1st Division, at least, by the fact they were burying �veck. It was common knowledge that the men who had disobeyed his orders were now volunteering for every hazardous mission proposed. Ironically, most of them would probably not live long enough to enjoy the fruits of statehood.
�The Legion is to be presented with a standard and regimental colours.� Voitzekhovsky�s voice was flat, without emotion as if, as a Russian, he regarded himself to be detached from the honours.
�Wonderful,� Paul said, sounding just as remote. �Who�s to present the colours? General Janin?� It seemed unlikely as since his arrival, Janin had rarely strayed out of Vladivostok.
�The Directory�s new minister of war.� Voitzekhovsky paused meaningfully. �An admiral.�
�Admiral Kolchak? Isn�t he in Omsk?�
�He�ll be touring the front after the presentation. I believe he is the man you came to Russia to meet.�
Paul became aware that he had begun to slouch. The Czechs� attitude to army hierarchy had begun to infected him with the egalitarianism he had once professed to embrace. His discipline had slipped along with it and he imagined what the reaction of his old battalion commander back in the East Surreys would have been. He straightened up.
�Yes, Colonel��
�Was there something you wanted to say?� Voitzekhovsky enquired as if divining a hesitancy in Paul�s response.
�Sorry, sir. I was going to say that it�s true Admiral Kolchak was the man I was sent here to meet, but events seem to have overtaken me. If you see what I mean��
�Events have overtaken us all, Ross,� Voitzekhovsky said. �But I do see what you mean.�
Paul�s English name sounded odd coming from Voitzekhovsky�s mouth. Paul had originally reported to �e�ek in Kazan as Captain Ross, on attachment from the East Surreys as liaison officer to the Allies. But, on joining the Legion, he hadn�t known quite what to call himself and, given the men�s attitude towards the Allies, often introduced himself as Rostov. Using both, he�d found himself caught between the two. He answered to either now, although suspected he was more universally known as �the Englishman�.
�However,� Voitzekhovsky went on, �we can�t be held accountable for events beyond our control. The situation may have changed but you still have an obligation to fulfil your commission, do you not? That is why I�m taking you to Ekaterinburg. You can present yourself to the admiral. I am informed he has a British officer, General Knox, accompanying him, so perhaps he will be in a position to issue you with new orders should you require them. Either way you�ll be pleased to be released from any responsibility you may feel towards the Legion.�
Standing in the snow outside Voitzekhovsky�s staff carriage, preparing for the long walk back to his train, Paul wondered if he had ever actually felt any responsibility towards the Legion. What he had usually felt was that he was little more than an appendage while serving with them. How they had felt towards him was another matter. Certainly not a responsibility. A liability, perhaps, judging from their usual attitude. But that was the army for you. No matter what army it was. It was like an order of the day: the wrong man in the wrong place was to be assumed a liability.
But Voitzekhovsky�s parting remark was not what Voitzekhovsky had meant, of course. It was because the colonel was the man he was that he had phrased it so. What he had meant was that Paul had been the Legion�s responsibility, and he was as glad as the rest to be rid of him. That�s why the Legion respected Voitzekhovsky, Paul supposed. He was a man sensible to other men�s sensibilities. Other Russian officers no doubt called a spade a spade, and their peasants worse than that. Trudging back through the snow to retrieve his accoutrements and wishing he�d brought them with him, Paul couldn�t help but wonder into which camp Admiral Kolchak would fall.
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The Legion presented arms.
Unexpectedly, the band struck up the British national anthem and, looking surprised, the colonel and his staff began mumbling along. Paul watched Gajda lead the units of the Legion who had been ferried to Ekaterinburg for the ceremony as they marched past the raised platform at the end of the square where Admiral Kolchak stood. It was Paul�s first sight of Gajda and it appeared to him that the man exuded the deceptive appearance of being a big man while being of little more than average height. Perhaps it was the Slovak�s growing reputation that added bulk to his presence. There was an arrogance to the way he marched past the dais, back straight, head erect� although the errant hank of the dark hair he combed across his head threatened repeatedly to ruin the overall impression by falling into his eyes.
The band of the 25th Battalion, Middlesex Regiment�� �The Navvies� Battalion��� had landed in Vladivostok while Paul was still kicking his heels in Helsingfors. That had been in early August. Three months later, most of the 25th were still in the far-eastern port, a ragbag of men graded B1, Paul had heard�� unfit for active service. They were only in Siberia, rumour had it, so Britain would not look bad when compared to the commitment made by the Americans.
Gossip also gleefully reported the 25th had now acquired a new sobriquet, the �Hernia Battalion� and that in keeping with their lack of fitness they also lacked tents and mosquito nets. To be fair, they had been issued with fur coats and hats for winter fighting, although these had turned out to be black. Considerate of the quartermaster, some said, as it made them better targets in snow for those Red Army recruits Trotsky hadn�t yet found time to teach how to shoot straight.
The band�� and a hundred other men�� had been detailed to accompany their colonel, John Ward, from Vladivostok for the ceremony. A tall man in his early fifties, rather tubby with a short bristling moustache, Ward had been a regular for some years before the war and was currently a Labour member of parliament. Not that Paul had learned any of this from Ward himself�� the colonel�s adjutant had filled in the details after Paul had presented himself upon arrival in Ekaterinburg. Though why Ward was back in uniform at his age, or was part of an intervention force in Siberia, for that matter, hadn�t been disclosed.
Paul�s puzzlement had rather mirrored Ward�s own when Paul presented his compliments to the colonel and asked�� in a roundabout way�� whether it might not be possible for him to serve with the 25th Middlesex under some sort of attachment. Paul had rather been hoping that being fit, unlike the rest of Ward�s men, the colonel might possibly be glad to have him.
�Ross?� Ward barked back somewhat querulously, standing erect in dress uniform and towering over most of the other men around him. �East Surreys? Where are they then?�
�France, sir,�
�France? What are you doing here then?�
�On attachment. To Commander� To Foreign Service,� he amended.
�Who?�
�The War Office, sir. Intelligence Corps. Here to liaise with Admiral Kolchak and the Czech Legion.�
�What do you want to join the Middlesex for, then?�
�I thought I might be of more use in my regular capacity, sir. As an infantry officer.�
Ward looked in askance. �Not with us, lad. Hadn�t you better do what you were sent here to do? Can�t change horses midstream on a whim. Besides, there�s not a lot of call for intelligence with the Middlesex.�
Paul supposed it was meant to be a joke but Ward�s expression remained deadpan.
�I had been hoping to talk with General Knox,� he said.
�Gone back to Vladivostok. Left Omsk two or three days since.�
�So I gather, sir. That�s why I�ve come to you.�
�Can�t help you,� Ward said adamantly. �War Office wouldn�t be best pleased to hear you�d be reassigned on the say-so of a mere colonel. Best follow orders. If you were sent here to liaise, my boy, I�d stick to the letter.�
�I tried that, sir,� Paul explained. �Sent my compliments to the admiral by way of his staff but I don�t know that they reached him.�
Ward pursed his lips and glanced towards the dais where the admiral and his entourage had gathered for the ceremony. �The Admiral�s a fine man,� he said, his emphasis perhaps suggesting a view that the admiral�s staff were not. �General Knox is of the opinion he�s what Siberia needs. Just the man to sort these Bolshies out.�
It occurred to Paul to ask why a labour politician and trade unionist such as Ward was so keen to have the Bolsheviks sorted out. It occurred to him to ask, but he didn�t. If there was one thing he had learned since he had returned to Russia, it was that other people�s politics were a minefield into which it was best not to stray.
�Right, sir,� was all he said.
Ward nodded enthusiastically towards the units marching past the dais. �I hear the Czechs have already given them a bloody nose.�
Having just arrived, Paul wondered if perhaps Ward hadn�t heard the �Bolshies� had started hitting back. He was about to mention the fact when Ward said:
�Best be getting over there myself. Why don�t you come to my train once this is all over? I�ll see that you meet the admiral.� And he touched his stick to his cap and turned away, striding towards the dais with his staff in his wake.
Paul cast around for Voitzekhovsky but the Russian colonel wasn�t to be seen. Edging closer to the dais, he tried to get a better look at Kolchak. He had attempted it earlier but hadn�t got to see much of him, the admiral�s staff�� the usual mixture of gleaming buttons, boot polish and arrogance�� not letting Paul get anywhere near their superior. Now, with everyone wrapped up in greatcoats and furs against the wind, it wasn�t easy to see much of anyone, only pale and pinched faces beneath a variety of caps and Astrakhan hats. The admiral was dressed in a British greatcoat, his admiral�s epaulettes attached, and from as much as Paul was able to see looked a somewhat austere individual. For some reason Paul couldn�t fathom, Kolchak recalled the mental picture Paul had formed of Count Dracula while reading Bram Stoker�s popular novel. He could only suppose it was the pallidity of Kolchak�s flesh in contrast to the black intensity of his eyes. Had the admiral had the occasion to smile, Paul wouldn�t have been surprised to find he displayed an unnatural elongation of the canine teeth.
He watched the ceremony until the end when, to the bemusement of the Czechs and Slovaks, the battalion band offered a selection from Gilbert and Sullivan. It brought to mind his earlier hope of seeing Major-General Knox, probably the only man sufficiently senior�� or perhaps merely sufficiently egotistic�� to countermand Paul�s London orders. As Knox had been appointed head of the British Military Mission, Paul assumed the general could do as he pleased with British military personnel in Siberia. The fact that he�d returned to Vladivostok to confer with Janin, had come as something of a blow although, having learned something of General Knox from Ward�s adjutant, Paul had not been over-optimistic of success anyway. Knox had apparently been chosen to accompany Kolchak because the major-general knew Russia well and spoke the language. He had been military attach� in Petersburg in 1910 and had returned again in 1914, having been an admirer of the regime and having had close contacts with the former Russian army�s General Staff. Knox had been, the adjutant assured him, a supporter of Intervention from the beginning.
All in all not the sort of man, Paul had decided, likely to give him any more of a sympathetic hearing than had Ward.
Kolchak and his staff had already departed the dais. The square, crowded minutes before with troops and civilian onlookers, was fast emptying. The band of the Middlesex Regiment had packed up their instruments and the few spectators who remained, having till now braved the November wind to watch the ceremony to its conclusion, had begun to wander off. Paul cast around, wondering what to do. There was a banquet to be given in Kolchak�s honour, with speeches and the like as there had been in Omsk upon the admiral�s arrival, but Paul hadn�t been offered an invitation. No doubt all the Russian officers from the old regime who had washed up in Ekaterinburg would be there, along with the local politicians and whatever few senior Czechs had been asked to attend. The rank and file, of course, would have to make do with whatever the kitchens on their trains could provide and that, he couldn�t help thinking, would still be far better than anything the poor conscripts at the front could expect. As it was, he had quite lost his own appetite. The admiral had his carriage attached to Ward�s train but it would be hours before either of them would return to the station. Paul had time to kill.

Across the windswept square, at one end of Voznes�nski Prosp�kt, a bell began to toll in the tower of the Church of the Ascension. At the other end, at a junction some yards further to the west, a street ran down the hill from the corner towards the Is�t river. From where he stood, Paul could see that the water hadn�t frozen yet although ice flows were already drifting down river on the sluggish current.
It was on this corner that the house stood.
Perched at the apex of the junction, with the roads sloping away in two directions, some of the ground floor windows further down the street were, at the top of the hill, almost below street level. A substantial building with two floors, a courtyard and a garden, it was built of stone with quoins at the corners that matched windows in the attic rooms in the roof. These, in arched stone, mirrored the semicircular porch awnings above the main entrance. This stood at the top of a short flight of steps. Another door, on the side of the house that faced the street running down to the river, had to be accessed because of the rising ground down a flight of steps.
According to Voitzekhovsky, when the Czechs had first arrived in Ekaterinburg there had been a tall wooden fence around the property�� more of a palisade from the way the colonel had described it�� but it had been taken down shortly after they got there. The Czechs had also found a shrine in front of the property and had taken it to be some sort of devotional tribute to the dead. The shrine, however, had been erected some years earlier to commemorate the church that had originally stood on the site. That had been demolished when the new, larger church�� with the bell tower�� had been built further along the street.
The house had been the summer residence of a well-to-do local family by the name of Ipatiev. He had been a soldier when younger and was now a metallurgist of some repute, although this hadn�t stopped the local Bolsheviks from evicting him and his family when the house was deemed suitable as accommodation for some special prisoners. After the Legion had entered Ekaterinburg, given the import of what had happened there, a colonel by the name of Sokolov had been tasked with investigating the deaths. Despite this, Gajda decided to make the house his headquarters. Voitzekhovsky�s face had assumed a stony impassiveness as he had imparted this particular piece of information and Paul assumed the Russian had not approved. It seemed to Paul, however, that Gajda�s action had been in keeping with what he had heard of the Slovak�s character: headstrong, supremely confident, and suggestive of the kind of hubris that, sooner or later, was likely to trip him up.
A sentry box stood on the corner of the house. Two Czech soldiers were inside, sheltering from the wind. One of them acknowledged Paul as he approached, giving him the kind of comradely wave that, in the Legion, passed for a salute. Paul was about to stop and ask if it might be possible to take a look inside but, by the time he thought about it, the sentry had ducked back into the box again out of the wind.
Curiosity getting the better of him, Paul walked up the steps to the front door.
He had been on the North Sea, on board the steamer Hesperus, when he had read of the tsar�s murder. It had been the 21st of July, if he remembered correctly, and several days after the murders had actually occurred. The family had been shot, in fact, three days before his interview with Cumming. He had wondered since if C had known that they were already dead. It was possible, although the Bolsheviks had not announced the deaths at the time�� and had been mealy-mouthed about the fact when they finally did. The leadership in Moscow would have known by then, of course�� they after all had given the orders�� and it wasn�t the sort of news one could keep a lid on.
Paul couldn�t remember if, at the time, Cumming had said much about the Imperial Family at all. He did recall it mentioned that no one was keen on the Bolsheviks getting their hands on the Russian treasury as ransom in return for the tsar�s safe-passage. All in all, though, Paul thought the chances were that Cumming hadn�t known or he wouldn�t have wasted his breath on the matter. That Cumming hadn�t been too clear on the progress of the Legion was obvious. In fact, at the time, Legion trains had only been days away from Ekaterinburg and it was now supposed it had been the chance of rescue that had prompted the Bolsheviks to murder of the family. Personally Paul wasn�t entirely convinced of the argument. If the Bolsheviks had wanted to stop the former tsar falling into the Legion�s hands, all they had to do was take the family with them when they retreated. It seemed much more likely to him that their death had already been ordered, regardless of the Legion�s advance. After all, they had made short work of the grand dukes and any other members of the family they could lay their hands on, and there had been no one near threatening to rescue them.
Not that the Legion�� as far as Paul was aware�� had had any plans to rescue the tsar and his family. It was doubtful they had even known where Nicholas was or, if they had, cared. It wasn�t as though they had joined the Dru�ina to fight for Nicholas; they had joined it to fight against Franz-Josef. As far as they were concerned one autocrat was much like another.
The door wasn�t locked. Paul pushed it open. There was no sound of voices or movement inside and, standing in the entrance hall in front of a wide flight of stairs leading up to the first floor, all he could hear was the sound of the wind scouring the square behind him. He cleared his throat noisily. Silence. He called out and, when no reply came, closed the door behind him and started up the stairs.
Voitzekhovsky had said that the rooms used by the Imperial Family�� and in particular the cellar where they had been murdered�� had been sealed pending the investigation but that Gajda had opened them up again to show visitors. Perhaps by now the investigation was over. Sokolov had apparently been out in the forest excavating the spot where the burned bodies were supposedly buried, so it might be that he�d finished with the house. Ipatiev had apparently been allowed back in after the Legion retook Ekaterinburg and given the use of some of the ground floor rooms. But whether the metallurgist�s family was still in residence, Voitzekhovsky hadn�t said. It might be that after the Bolsheviks and the murder, the Legion and Gajda, the property had lost some of its charm for them.
Paul assumed that Gajda and his staff were at the banquet; given that the house appeared empty he supposed anyone else usually there had been given the day off. And just as well, he thought, as it was almost as cold inside as it had been out. There was no heating and, climbing the stairs, he had noticed that mud, presumably tracked in through the front door, had frozen on the floor. Paul imagined the house would by now have been thoroughly ransacked, both by troops and by sightseers. There would doubtless have been plenty of ghoulish individuals looking for souvenirs of the dead tsar and his family. The rooms, though, to the contrary, were in good order.
Paul�s curiosity wasn�t ghoulish, of course. He was there, he had assured himself, in order that he might be able to report accurately on what he found to Cumming. Should the need arise. Not that he saw there was a great deal to report. The furnishings seemed intact and there were no particular gaps anywhere that might betray an item looted. He found a particularly well-furnished dining room with pictures still hanging on the walls�� if somewhat skewed�� and, in one especially large room dominated by a great stone fireplace, a desk which he supposed would have generally been manned by Gajda. Drapes hung at the windows and cushions lay scattered about on the chairs, although whether these had been brought in by Gajda, supplied for the comfort of the Imperial Family, or had belonged to Ipatiev, he couldn�t say. In fact, moving from room to room, he found it almost possible to believe that anything untoward had ever happened there.
Looking out of a window on the first floor, he saw a wooden veranda with a staircase that led down to the courtyard. Icicles hung in thinly pointed cones from the eaves and from the staircase balustrading. In the courtyard snow lay thick on the ground, the garden unmarked by footprints. A few fruit trees stood among a tangle of growth, bare now of course and showing nothing but the twist of their arthritic twigs and branches. Beyond were birch and lime trees.
Next to the stairs he had used to reach the first floor, a separate flight led down again. The floor below did not look as comfortable as the one above, some of the rooms being almost empty of furniture. These, he supposed, had been vacated by the Ipatiev family and that they had taken what they had needed with him.
Here was the door to the cellar. He knew it without being told. Some rough timber�� used to board up the basement rooms�� lay beside it on the floor. Prised off by the curious Gajda, no doubt. Paul took hold of the handle and pushed the door open.
A small vestibule led to a second door and to the room in which the Imperial Family had been murdered. The air was musty although he detected no smell beyond that of damp. Nothing, other than a few broken chairs and some pieces of rag left lying on the floor remained, and the only evidence of what had happened was a large area of brown staining in the dirt and dust that could only have been blood. It was the place where the family had died, along with their doctor and a couple of their servants, but no pockmarks from bullet holes showed on the wall above the bloodstained floor. The tattered wallpaper had been hacked through to the plaster and the laths beneath where Colonel Sokolov had dug out the bullets during his investigation.
Paul felt a mixture of morbid curiosity and grim prurience. Some of the men he had served with since leaving Kazan had claimed to have been among the first to enter Ekaterinburg after the Bolsheviks had evacuated the city. He had heard stories from them of what the tsar�s four daughters had suffered at the hands of their killers. How they had known, Paul couldn�t say. After the murder, the bodies had apparently been hurriedly thrown on a cart, driven out into the forest, burned, and then dumped down a well. Looking around the cellar, there was little evidence of anything except the fact of their deaths and he didn�t suppose there was much of anything left of the girls in the forest, either, to reveal what they had endured. It was left to the imagination to supply the evidence, and imagination was probably the genesis of most of the stories he had heard.
Even so, the images persisted in his head and he turned and hurriedly left. Outside he breathed deeply of the freezing air for a minute or two then quickly walked away.
He knew Russia was a country well-used to violence and assassination. He had been old enough before he left to remember reading the newspaper headlines and listening to the talk whenever yet another of the tsar�s ministers had been shot, or bombed, or whatever method of liquidation had been employed. Over the years people had become inured to it. They took it in their stride. It was the way politics in Russia worked�� the tsar would hang a few of the guilty and in return the Social-Revolutionaries would assassinate a few more. It was expected. And later, after the February Revolution, it was not a fact that got in the way of negotiations. What remained of the tsar�s ministries had been quite prepared to sit down with the Provisional Government, even men like Kerensky�s deputy minister of war, Boris Savinkov, who had personally planned assassinations. But what the Bolsheviks had done in Ipatiev�s house seemed to go beyond the pale. Given the violence of the time perhaps the tsar might have expected to die. But in a cellar, shot like a rat? And the rest of the family�� the four girls and the boy�� what had they been guilty of except being Romanovs? It was an act designed to polarise opinion. Paul supposed moderation to be anathema to tyrants, whatever their ideological st& a movement like Bolshevism could only exist in opposition to something equally extreme. Even in the short time since it had happened the manner of the deaths of the Imperial Family had begun to relieve the tsar, and even his German tsarina, of some measure of the odium in which they had been held. Along with all the other politically motivated killings the Bolsheviks were guilty of, before and since, their deaths had begun to cleave Russia in two.
There were sides to be taken and Paul had come to the conclusion that it was no country for moderating liberals.
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Ward�s train stood at the platform. It was getting up steam, leaving that night for a tour of the Kungur and Lisvin fronts. The carriage Paul stood in was warm and furnished with comfortably upholstered seats. He had taken off his Kirgis coat and it now hung limply on a peg by the carriage door like a skinned bear.
The admiral was seated. Ward stood to his left. Both had changed out of dress uniform, Ward back into his khakis while Kolchak wore civilian clothes. In his cutaway jacket and pinstriped tailored trousers, Paul thought he looked more like a banker than an admiral. But then, he was now the minister for war.
Ward effected the introduction, keeping it simple. �Captain Ross,� he announced.
Paul saluted, then unaccountably found himself clicking his heels and executing an awkward bow. Neither action proved successful, the dull leather of his Czech-issue army boots suppressing any trace of military snappiness while his bow, he suspected, had appeared more reminiscent of a wine-waiter�s.
Kolchak stood and extended his hand.
�Of the family name, Rostov,� Paul added, muddying the waters, and he immediately noticed Ward cocking his eye in the manner of a man detecting something unexpectedly devious.
�Rostov?� Admiral Kolchak�s pallid forehead creased with a quizzical frown.
�The Admiral served with my father at Tsushima, I believe. And did my mother the honour of calling upon her in London last year?�
�Rostov.� Kolchak said again, sitting down. �There was an officer in the Baltic Fleet by that name.�
�My father, sir.�
Paul was aware that convention generally dictated that Kolchak be obliged to say something complimentary about his father at this point, yet an uncomfortable silence ensued. A steward served drinks on a silver tray. Paul filled the awkward conversational gap with an enquiry as to how the admiral had found his mother.
�Your mother?� Kolchak repeated once again, glancing at Ward as if the colonel might have been familiar with his London itinerary. �London, you say�? Oh, in good health, I am sure.�
Ward cleared his throat. �Ross here,� he said, making a point of emphasising the name he�d been given, �has come out to liaise. Isn�t that the fact, Ross?�
�Indeed?� asked Kolchak. �In what capacity?�
�In the first instance� Paul said, �to contact my cousin, Mikhail Ivanovich Rostov,� adding rather stiffly, �formerly of the late tsar�s Interior Ministry. Through him I was to liaise between the anti-Bolshevik factions and General Poole in Archangel. Once having achieved this, I was expected to present myself to the Admiral upon your arrival and to offer my services. I also carry a letter of introduction from Professor Masaryk to the Czech Legion.�
Aware that he had said little of this to the Ward, he was not surprised to see the colonel looking somewhat non-plussed.
�By whom?� asked the Admiral.
�Sir?�
�On whose orders were you told to present yourself to me?�
�By the British War Office, sir.�
�General Knox has not advised me of this.�
�I don�t believe the general has actually been acquainted with my mission, Admiral.�
�Oh?� Kolchak glanced from Paul to Ward and back again. �How so? Is General Knox not the senior British military advisor in Siberia?�
�Yes, sir,� Paul agreed, glancing himself at Ward but seeing from the colonel�s bluff exterior that he could expect little in the way of assistance from that quarter. �But I was sent by the Foreign Service, sir. Under the auspices of the War Office.�
�The Foreign Service? Do you mean your Foreign Office?�
�No, Admiral.�
Kolchak�s puzzled frown gave way to a slight wrinkling of the nose as if an unpleasant smell had just wafted into the carriage.
�You are a member of the British secret police?�
�Service, sir. Secret Service. And on attachment,� he felt constrained to add to make clear that any contamination was only temporary.
�I see. And what news do you bring of General Poole?�
�Ah. Actually, none, sir. The general was still in Murmansk when I left Petrograd.�
�Murmansk?�
�Or Archangel. I wasn�t privy to his exact movements, sir.�
�And the man you say is your cousin, M.I.Rostov?�
�He had already left Petrograd before I arrived. I almost caught up with him in Kazan but just missed him again.�
�Luck not running your way.�
�No sir.�
�And your letter from Professor Masaryk?�
�The hope was that the Legion could be persuaded to move west and link with General Poole, forming a new eastern front.�
�But Poole remained in Murmansk.�
�Or Archangel, yes sir.�
�And the Legion had already moved west, I believe. Although again, before your arrival.�
Paul�s mouth felt dry. It was warmer in the carriage than he was used to.
�What service was it hoped you might be able to perform for me, Captain?�
�The Russian treasury, sir. Should it have fallen into Czech hands, I was to inform them of the Allies� wishes for it to be given into your care.�
�I am flattered that the Allies place so much trust in a mere admiral,� Kolchak said, smiling tightly at Ward without baring his teeth. �It seems, though, your arrival was a little too late on that score as well. It is presently in Omsk. In the safekeeping of the Directory.�
�So I have been informed, sir. Would the Admiral happen to know if my cousin is in Omsk as well?�
�M.�I.�Rostov?�
�Yes sir, Mikhail Ivanovich.�
�You say your cousin served in the Ministry of the Interior?� Kolchak said. �The M.�I.�Rostov with whom I am acquainted held a post in the Finance Ministry. It was his late father, Ivan Nikolayevich, who served in the Interior Ministry.� He turned to Ward. �I should check this man�s credentials if I were you, Colonel.�
�You�re right, of course, Admiral,� Paul said quickly, �in that my uncle Ivan served in the Interior Ministry. I was under the impression his son followed him into that service.�
�And you are not aware that he is now a member of my staff?�
�No, I wasn�t.�
�Let us hope he can vouch for you.�
�He�s here, in Ekaterinburg?�
�No, he is presently in Omsk. With the Imperial Treasury.�
�And his sister, Sofya Ivanovna Rostova? Would you know if she is with him?�
�You are acquainted with Sofya Ivanovna?�
�Certainly. I accompanied her out of Petrograd.�
�Alone?�
�I�m sorry, sir?�
�When you left Petrograd. Were you and Sofya Rostova alone?�
�No,� Paul said. �We were with another man. Also British and of the Foreign Service. We took a train to Moscow and then Sviy�zhsk. There we found a steamer that took us into Kazan, a few days before it fell.�
Kolchak turned to Ward. �It seems our Captain Rostov may indeed be who he says he is.�
�And Sofya Ivanovna?� Paul persisted. �Is she well?�
A suggestion of a smile formed on Kolchak�s bloodless lips.
�Miss Rostova is in good health. A charming girl and glad to be reunited with her brother.� He cocked his head slightly. �You are wearing a Czech uniform. How is that?�
�I�ve been serving with the Legion while waiting� until,� he amended, �I was able to contact the Admiral. Since my orders were to ensure that the treasury held in Kazan was handed over to you by the Legion, I presented myself to Colonel �e�ek. When Kazan fell��
�And just how did you mean to achieve that?� Kolchak interrupted.
�I�m sorry? Achieve what, sir?�
�How were you to ensure that the treasury was handed over to me? Did you have a regiment or two at your disposal, perhaps?�
�No sir, of course not. I had a letter from Professor Masaryk.�
Kolchak looked around the carriage in feigned amazement. He gestured for Paul to sit in the chair opposite. Ward remained on his feet.
�These Czechs,� Kolchak said, looking at his empty glass, �do they always do what Masaryk asks or do they merely pick and chose the orders that suit them?�
Paul wasn�t sure if an answer was required. It had certainly been a question although one phrased more like an observation.
Ward relieved him of having to make a decision.
�You�ve been serving with them, Ross. We�ve just been treating them like heroes this afternoon. But what is your opinion of the Legion? Your honest opinion.�
Paul needed no time to consider.
�They�re a fine body of men. Disciplined and well-armed� at least for the most part. They lack heavy artillery, of course.�
�But no match for Trotsky�s Russians, it seems,� said Kolchak.
Paul found the comment unfair. �They�re heavily outnumbered now, Admiral. And it has to be said that the Red Army is made up of a good many Latvians. Former German and Austrian POWs as well.�
Kolchak raised an eyebrow. �Are you insinuating that a rabble consisting of Latvians and POWs are better fighting men than Russians?�
�No, sir, of course not. I was just accounting for the discrepancy in numbers.�
He might have added that the �rabble�, as well as pushing back the Legion, had also forced the People�s Army raised by Komuch into retreat, the bulk of whom had been made up of Russians. Russians, it could also be said, who kept deserting. And he couldn�t recall that there had been a preponderance of former Russian officers serving at the front in that army either. In fact, it hadn�t been until he had got to Ekaterinburg, well to the rear of any fighting, that he had encountered many of the old tsarist officer at all. He doubted, though, that Kolchak would want to hear any of that so was disinclined to add anything further.
�Their leader,� Ward said, �Syrov�. He seems of the opinion that they have been exposed to Bolshevik propaganda.�
�Your father was a liberal, as I recall, Rostov,� Kolchak put in as if there had been a connection. �Do you share his politics?�
It wasn�t quite the remark he might have expected concerning his father and had come somewhat late. Nor, he thought, was it meant to be complimentary.
The drinks� steward returned although Paul wasn�t offered a glass. Ward and the admiral accepted refills, apparently not finding Paul�s empty hands an anomaly.
�I�m an army officer, Admiral,� Paul said with a little more asperity than he intended. �I don�t concern myself with politics.�
It was meant to sound like the disclaimer of a professional soldier; instead it sounded more like a personal criticism of Ward and Kolchak, both obviously mired to their necks in politics.
�I understand,� he went on quickly in an attempt to cover his embarrassment, �that much of the Russian army on the eastern front was politicised by Bolshevik propaganda. The Czechs must have been exposed to it, too. Some did join the Bolsheviks, it�s true, but I think it�s the case that many more are Social-Revolutionaries.� He tried an empathetic smile. �Given what they�ve suffered under Austria-Hungary, it�s hardly surprising.�
Paul saw immediately from Kolchak�s expression that he didn�t empathise.
�It is my opinion, Rostov,� the admiral said, �and one which General Knox shares, that the Social-Revolutionary party is the principal evil responsible for bringing about the present crisis in Russia. Syrov� shares our conviction. He has taken steps to suppress all political agitation within the Czech Legion.�
�Begging the Admiral�s pardon sir,� Paul said, �but I don�t believe that�s the problem.�
�Oh?� Kolchak replied, �and just what is the problem?�
�Desertions, sir. Not in the Legion but among the People�s Army. Since the formation of the Directory the rank and file have begun to fear a return to the pre-Revolutionary status quo.�
�And you regard that as undesirable?�
�What I regard is neither here nor there, sir. It is what the men who make up the bulk of the army believe. The rank and file is drawn from the peasantry. The Russian peasant has traditionally supported the Social-Revolutionary Party.�
�The so-called People�s Army,� Kolchak said, �will find out that the situation has changed. General Boldyrev has assured me that discipline is to be restored. In future a proper officer corps will be giving the orders, not a jumped-up band of rankers who act as officers simple because they have been elected by their friends��
�Former tsarist officers?� Paul asked.
�Precisely. And this Legion of yours had better get used to the idea. They�re going to be needed in the front line while our new recruits are knocked into shape. There can�t be any question of divided loyalty, Rostov.�
�The men are loyal� Paul assured him. �To the Legion and to the Czech National Council.�
Kolchak�s eyes widened as if he was not entirely convinced.
�I have been given to understand they mutinied.�
Paul frowned. �At Chelyabinsk, yes. But against the Bolsheviks.�
Kolchak shook his head. �I am speaking of the recent incident at Aksakovo. Didn�t their colonel shoot himself when his men refused to obey his orders?�
�Colonel �veck,� said Paul.
�I didn�t know his name.�
�But the men were exhausted. They had been fighting since the summer and were expecting to entrain for Vladivostok. More than anything they want to go home and instead they were told they had to turn round and go back to the front.�
Kolchak said, �Do you believe a desire to go home is an excuse for disobeying a direct order?�
�No, Admiral, of course not.�
�We�d all much rather be at home,� Ward said.
The admiral, Paul noted, didn�t state a preference. But then he was at home, unless one counted some comfortable Petersburg apartment or the wardroom of his flagship.
�But I think it�s only fair to say,� Paul felt compelled to add, �as regard to what happened at Aksakovo, that the men immediately regretted their action and returned to the front.�
�But without their colonel,� Kolchak observed acidly. He stood again. �Don�t misunderstand me, Rostov. We are very grateful for the effort the Czechs have made in stemming the Bolshevik tide in the Urals. They are tired of course, and will be relived of their responsibilities once we have a suitable Russian army able to take the field. I have already conveyed my thanks to your colonel�� he hesitated as if momentarily misplacing the man�s name.
�Colonel Voitzekhovsky?� Paul suggested.
�Colonel Voitzekhovsky. Indeed. And a Russian, I understand.� He smiled then and Paul saw that his canine teeth were of a perfectly normal length. He held out a limp hand. �I have enjoyed our talk, Captain Rostov. I suggest you accompany us on our tour of the front lines. Perhaps my staff will appreciate your views on the Czech and on the Russian rank-and-file. I�ll have Colonel Voitzekhovsky informed.� He turned to Ward. �If a berth might be found for the Captain�?
�Of course, Admiral,� Ward said.
�Capital. Now, if you�ll excuse me gentlemen�? I have work waiting.� He bowed slowly and left the carriage.
Ward turned to Paul.
�Well, lad,� he asked, �what do you think of the admiral?�
�He seems a very competent officer,� Paul said, trusting the anodyne remark would suffice.
�You think so?� Ward asked. �Well, we�ll see, we�ll see�� He downed the last of his drink and placed the glass back on the table with enough force to break the stem. �From what you�ve said this evening it seems events have rather overtaken you.�
�Yes sir. I said as much to Colonel Voitzekhovsky. That was why I was wondering if it might be possible to telegraph General Knox to see if I could be re-assigned. Perhaps to your staff?�
�Oh, I don�t think so, Ross,� Ward said. �You�ll find the Twenty-fifth a stand-up battalion. Straight as a die. I�ll not get my die-hards involved in Secret Service shenanigans. I�m afraid you�ll have to muddle through as best you can on your own. Orders are orders. Admiral Kolchak wants you along on our tour of the front and I dare say you�ll have something useful to contribute.�
�If I can, sir.�
�That�s the spirit. And I�d steer clear of telegraphing General Knox, if I were you.�
�Sir?�
�I�m very much afraid he holds similar views to the admiral. Particularly concerning the Russian peasant.�
�In what way, sir?�
Ward pursed his lips, looking for a moment quite prissy. I�m afraid, Ross, I�ve heard the general pass the opinion that the Russian peasant is a pig. And that the way to talk to him is not to his head but to his back via a whip.�
Paul didn�t know what to say so, for the want of any better comment, merely muttered, �I see, sir.�
�Not my opinion, lad,� Ward said, �but I�m just a soldier here following orders. You�d be advised to do the same.�
�Yes sir.�
�Met this fellow Gajda yet?�
�I only know him by reputation.�
�I met him at the banquet. He�s not quite the man of the people some of his fellow officers are, either. General Knox is of the opinion he�s the sort of man Siberia needs now. He believes they�re not ready for a democracy. Maintains what Siberia needs is a dictator.� He peered at Paul with steely eyes. �I came up through the trade union movement as you may know, and generally hold differing views. However, it seems to me that what Russia needs now is for someone to grab her by the scruff of her neck and give her a good shaking. Before these Bolsheviks really start doing the country damage. If that takes a dictator, then so be it. For Knox, it seems the only question is whether this is to be Gajda or Kolchak.�
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Lying in the cramped berth Ward had arranged for him, Paul couldn�t sleep. He lay with his eyes open, listening to the clatter of the train and the snores of Middlesex bandsmen around him.
He had taken rather a liking to Ward. The man had a straightforward, no-nonsense attitude to what he found. With him, one knew where one stood. Not a position Paul had been used to of late. To his surprise, Ward had told him that he had been born the son of a plasterer. His father had died when Ward was just a small child and he had received no formal education, starting work when he was seven and navvying by the time he was twelve. He said he had learned to read and write while working on the railways and ship canals. He had joined the army and had served in the Sudan on Wolsley�s unsuccessful campaign to rescue General Gordon. After that, Ward had founded a labourers� trade union and got himself elected as a Member of Parliament, taking a stand somewhere between the Labour and Liberal parties.
It seemed to Paul that Ward had become the sort of man that Corporal Jacobs might have aspired to be if he had ever got out of the shell-hole alive. When the war broke out Ward had apparently raised five labour battalions and, in 1915, a pioneer battalion, the 25th Middlesex, known�� at least until they reached Vladivostok�� as the �the Navvies�. As their colonel, he had commanded them in France before being ordered to the Far East, only to have their ship hit a mine on the voyage out. Ward, unsurprisingly, had safely evacuated his men into lifeboats.
If he had taken a liking to Ward, though, Paul had to admit he hadn�t cared for Kolchak.
Not that his impression of the admiral was entirely free of being coloured by the fact that Kolchak had had nothing complimentary to say about Paul�s father.
His mother had extolled the admiral in her letter to him (he found it curious how he could now recall the missive when a few months earlier he could barely remember a word she had written). She had been impressed, although he was aware�� and not without a tinge of vicarious embarrassment, for she was never conscious enough of her own affectations to feel embarrassment on her own behalf�� that a little flattery and attention went a long way as far as his mother was concerned. And while the admiral had seemed relaxed during the meeting with Paul, there had been something almost defensive about his manner that Paul could only put down to the peculiarity of his position: a landlocked admiral thrust suddenly into a position of political responsibility. No doubt he would have been much more at ease in a purely social situation; it was a mark of most members of the old tsarist officer corps that they flowered most brilliantly on societal occasions. Paul assumed it to be a consequence of the fact that between the Crimea and the Japanese wars there had been little else for them to do beyond polishing their social skills�� bar chase around the Caucuses after a few unruly brigands.
Although Kolchak, he had to admit, was something of an exception. He had earned himself some renown as an explorer, dog-sledding around the arctic. There was also his reputation for bravery, gained during the Revolution when he had loyally refused to surrender his sword to mutineers, throwing it over the side of his ship instead. Prepared to die for the act, the theatrical gesture had instead won over the sailors who spared his life. Paul doubted that such an act of compassion met with much approval in Bolshevik circles as, once back in Petersburg,�� at least according to Sofya�� Kolchak had become involved in Kornilov�s abortive coup.
Having popped into his head again, Paul allowed the thought of Sofya to insulate him from the grunts and snorts of the Middlesex bandsmen. He replayed memories of her over in his head, closing his eyes as the train rocked over the rails and they climbed slowly up into the Urals once more.

Beyond the frost-crazed carriage windows, dawn rose over the forest. Snow clinging to the trees bowed branches low enough to meet the drifts piled in waves beneath them. Smoke from the locomotive�s stack hung in the pale, breathless air like a tainted cloud.
The Kungur front lay more than two-hundred and fifty versts west of Ekaterinburg and they arrived at the headquarters of the general in command, Count Galitzin, around midmorning. In greeting, some desultory shelling broke out to shatter the silence, the unfocused explosions muffled by the deep snow beyond the lines. No one paid it much mind. Paul was informed on being introduced to the general�s Russian officers�� all bedecked in gleaming boots and braid�� how Galitzin was a member of one of Russia�s oldest aristocratic families and that the count had been an aide to General Kornilov. Then they ignored him as a conference ensued and Galitzin showed Kolchak and his staff a map of the front. The general demonstrated where he was going to break through the Red Army lines and outflank the Bolsheviks.
Paul hung on the periphery with Ward until the meeting broke up, then followed the rest to an eight-wheeled American truck Count Galitzin used as his mess. By the time they had finished eating the shelling had virtually stopped and it was decided that the party might safely venture towards the front line. With the band of the Middlesex in tow they made their way to a deep railway cutting. The musicians were left behind while Paul and the others crept closer to the line where the foremost troops were dug in.
They had just squeezed themselves into a crowded machinegun pit when, from back at the railway cutting, the strident notes of �Colonel Bogey� split the afternoon air. Startled, all heads turned to Ward who grinned at them broadly.
Shelling recommenced almost simultaneously, rapid explosions ripping along the Red Army lines. Shells whined overhead, raining down on their positions. They tried to burrow deeper into the pit, Galitzin and his officers vying with Kolchak and his staff to be the man at the bottom.
Next to them the machinegun opened up. Paul blocked his ears, covering his helmet-less head with his arms and wishing fervently that either the shelling or the band would stop. Beside him, one of the general�s officers, too fat and slow to get to the bottom of the pile, began cursing loudly and decided to take his chances out of the pit. He beat a rapid retreat towards the cutting and, sensing a general movement to the rear, the count followed. The admiral and assorted staff officers scurried along at his their heels.
�Don�t s�pose they�ve heard the like before, eh?� Ward roared over the rattle of the machinegun as the last strains of �Colonel Bogey�, still echoing through the trees, gave way to �Tipperary�.
Paul doubted that they had.
�Looks like the tour�s over,� said Ward, standing up. �Come on, lad, better stop the band before they provoke the Bolshies into a frontal assault.�
He climbed out of the pit, dusted himself off and pulled Paul after him. They followed the retreating Russians back to the railway cutting.
At Galitzin�s headquarters, another conference was held. The bombardment had abated a little now the music had ceased and, as the few shells falling were not reaching as far as the rear, Paul wandered outside. Stopping to light a cigarette, he saw a Czech officer approaching him, the man�s face creased with ill-humour.
He said something Paul didn�t understand, no doubt taking him for a fellow Czech because of his uniform.
�I�m English,� Paul said in Russian.
�English?� the Czech snapped back, obviously exasperated. �This music, it is yours?�
Paul gestured towards the staff room. �A British colonel brought his band.�
�Are you mad? Why are you stirring up the Reds? It�s been nice a peaceful here for once. What are you doing here?�
Paul offered the man a cigarette and explained he was accompanying Admiral Kolchak, the new minister for war.
�Bad news for us Czechs, I think,� the officer said, expelling a stream of smoke into the frozen air.
His name was Be�v�� and he was in that sector with a unit of Czechs. He told Paul how he had deserted from the Austro-Hungarian army to join the Czech Dru�ina but had wound up in a POW camp in Lublin instead. When he finally managed to join the Legion, he said he had found himself fighting Bolsheviks instead of Austro-Hungarians.
They finished their cigarettes and shook hands, Paul returning to the conference in time to hear Ward ask General Galitzin what the chances were of retaking Perm and linking up with General Poole�� who apparently had now settled into winter quarters in Archangel.
Galitzin seemed a shade less optimistic about a breakthrough now than he had before lunch and declared it doubtful. Paul trooped back to the train, wondering if it had been the shelling or the news that Poole had quartered for the winter that had taken the edge off the count�s bellicosity.
They returned to Ekaterinburg, immediately heading after the briefest of stops to the sector of front under General Pepelayev. Here they found a host of dejected vagabonds who had just retreated sixty versts. Most were lacking boots and had swathed their freezing feet in filthy rags to keep out frostbite. Their uniforms hung in tatters. Those that had rifles had had to prise them from the frozen grip of their comrades. They had little ammunition, their general complained. Anatoli Pepelayev looked to be at his wit�s end. Young but haggard, he was as dirty and worn as his men.
Kolchak, with his staff and Paul in tow, walked among Pepelayev�s men then closeted himself with the young general in his private carriage. Paul waited on the platform looking up casually at the windows and glimpsing, to his great surprise, Radola Gajda.
Paul stared and offered a salute as the fleshy-faced young Slovak glanced down at him. Gajda regarded Paul impassively for a second, nodded, then turned back to Kolchak and Pepelayev.
Late in the evening, after dining in the train�s mess wagon and killing time before having to squeeze himself back into his cot beside the bandsmen, Paul took a stroll through the train. Straying into Ward�s carriage, he saw the colonel sitting by himself.
Paul apologised for the intrusion and began backing out. Ward called him back.
�Come in lad. Coffee?� He stood up and poured a cup from a silver pot standing on a sideboard. �Sit yourself down. You�ll not find me a stickler for rank.�
Paul took the cup and sank into a sofa, thinking it would make a more comfortable bed than his cot.
�We were supposed to visit General Verbitzky on the right flank,� Ward said, topping up his own cup and taking the seat opposite. �Having seen the condition of Pepelayev�s men, though, the admiral has decided he has to go to Chelyabinsk and consult with Generals Diterikhs and Syrov�.�
�They were certainly in a sorry state,� Paul agreed. �I don�t understand why they don�t have proper clothing and arms. London told me that plenty of supplies had been landed at Vladivostok. Murmansk, too, although I can see there�s no way of getting��
�And most of it still there,� Ward interrupted. �A lot has been shipped to Omsk from Vladivostok, to be sure, but that seems to be as far as it�s got.�
�Why hasn�t the government there sent it on to the front?�
Ward ran his fingers across the stubble of his moustache.
�Dissension, lad. Too many factions at each others� throats instead of at the Bolshies� throats.� He leaned towards him. �Did you know Gajda was on the train?�
�I thought I saw him in the carriage when the admiral brought General Pepelayev back with him.�
�General Pepelayev�s older brother, Viktor, is a member of the Omsk government.�
�Oh?�
�Then there�s Count Galitzin.�
�Sir?�
�And now instead of seeing Verbitzky, we�re to make for Chelyabinsk and Diterikhs and Syrov�.� Ward drank his coffee down. �Something�s in the wind, lad, mark my words.�
�How do you mean, sir?�
Ward stood abruptly. �Well,� he said, �time for bed. We�ll be in Chelyabinsk in the morning.�
Paul, oddly disconcerted, left Ward staring out the window at a passing Russia he could not possibly see. All that was visible in the blackened glass was a reflection of Ward himself, the carriage lamps and, perhaps, his own thoughts.

PART SIX
The Wind from Omsk (I)
� November 18th 1918 �
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Dust in summer; mud in spring and autumn; in winter, a frozen wilderness.
It was what he had been told to expect of Omsk.
Standing at the station, it wasn�t difficult to see why. Perched at the edge of the steppe on the right bank of the River Irt�ish, just above its confluence with the Om, Omsk lay in the middle of nowhere.
The government had chosen the city as its capital for its strategic position. Here all the various rail lines criss-crossing the Urals met, narrowing down to the single up and down tracks that were the Trans-Siberian. But the government didn�t control the railway line; the Legion did.
A branch line ran the two miles north from the main railway station into the centre of Omsk, past a settlement of railway workshops that had grown up around it. The terminus in the town had been extended for the use of rolling stock as accommodation. With the influx of refugees the shortage of rooms was so acute that even the members of the Directory had had to be housed in boxcars.
Ward was already arranging for his own train to be moved into the town as part of his cantonment and, because they were shunting locomotives to make room, at the moment no trains were running along the branch line.
A north wind was harrying a fine spindrift of snow across the plain in ghostly waves. Paul waited at the station for a droshky but, finding none to be had and impatient to get into town, decided to walk.
Past the railway sheds, picking his way along the road beside the line�� in reality no more than a series of frozen corrugations in the mud�� Paul could see a collection of Tartar yurts on the plain, half buried under drifts of snow. Shadowing the line were the same sort of wooden huts he had seen throughout the Urals; squat, toad-like homes in varying states of repair, with outhouses and lean-tos attached like attenuated limbs, all squashed flat under the snow covering their roofs. Closer to town the wooden huts became grander log houses, interspersed now by buildings of brick and stone. Paul had been told that Omsk boasted many fine buildings�� churches and mosques and a barracks; in the centre, by all accounts, there was a summer casino and a cadet school, a museum and theatre� Yet the civic fathers hadn�t found it necessary to pave its streets.
Ward�s train had arrived the previous evening from Petrop�vlovsk. He had seen nothing of the place, a centre for the trade in cattle and hides apparently, but Paul had been forced to kick his heels at the railway station for several hours while Kolchak held one of his interminable meetings. They had finally reached Omsk too late to look for alternative accommodation and he had been obliged to spend another night in the company of the Middlesex bandsmen. He slept badly and got up early, leaving Ward and his staff to arrange for their cantonment. He had been tempted to stay and assist and find himself a more comfortable berth once the Middlesex headquarters had been established�� particularly since he had been reliably informed that rooms in Omsk would be difficult to find�� but he had somewhere to go. A wave of displaced persons had washed along the railway line in the preceding weeks and had broken like a dishevelled tide on Omsk. Walking along the line he passed its outer ripples, ragged people with nowhere to go, trudging through the snow with what they could carry on their backs. He had an address, though, acquired from an officer on Kolchak�s staff. The Rossiya Hotel on Ly�binski Prosp�kt. It was where Mikhail was staying. Paul would not find a room there, the officer had assured him, but he was hopeful of finding Sofya.
The thought of seeing her again should have lightened his mood. He had not seen her since Kazan in early September and had been all over the Urals since. Yet even the prospect of seeing Sofya again was not quite sufficient to dispel the feeling that he had wasted the intervening months. He had made himself as useful as he could, but was still unable to escape the belief that he had been of no use whatsoever. Even accepting the fact that his mission had been accomplished did not quell the sense of his own inadequacy. The Legion had formed an eastern front (crumbling though it may be) and Mikhail and his monarchist allies had been acquainted with Admiral Kolchak (albeit before Paul had even got to Russia); and the Russian gold�� as desired�� had passed from the Legion�s control to that of a legitimate Russian government, which he supposed the Directory to be. If there was a blot on this otherwise perfect record, it had been his inability to liaise between Poole in Archangel (or wherever the man was) and the Legion and Kolchak. And even this, he allowed, was due in main to the Allies� lethargic preference for digging themselves into winter quarters in their frozen port instead of pressing south as had been envisaged. After all, what could he have done about that? If Poole couldn�t move south to the proposed rendezvous with all the resources at his disposal, how was Paul to be expected to move the mountain that was anti-Bolshevik Russia towards them? Yet despite this record of success�� only partially qualified�� he still felt the outcome, like the appearance of Omsk, to be infinitely depressing.
Paul thought he should be feeling more optimistic. After all, in Chelyabinsk they had received momentous news. The town was the headquarters of the Legion and Kolchak had stopped there to confer with Generals Diterikhs and Syrov�. There had been the usual formal inspection of troops and, afterwards, the inevitable lunch; (an army according to Bonaparte marched on its stomach, although Paul couldn�t remember the ambitious corporal ever mentioning the fact that it was usually the general staff who could be found feeding their faces). They were still eating when a French colonel suddenly burst into the room waving a paper above his head. An Armistice, he declared, had been signed between the Allies and the Central Powers.
The colonel, who seemed to have been previously acquainted with Ward, had then produced a bottle of champagne and they had celebrated the event. The mood became instantly euphoric�� as if the news had gone to their heads rather than the wine�� which was just as well since, by the time the bottle reached Paul�s end of the table, it was empty.
At the time he had found the fact oddly analogous to the situation. He could picture men climbing out of the trenches all along the western front amid cheering, congratulating themselves and each other upon the victorious outcome. Yet he couldn�t help thinking it something of a pyrrhic victory. He was pleased, naturally, but too much blood had been spilt, too much had changed and been swept away, for him to feel any other emotion than simple relief that it had, at last, come to an end. But the sense of relief lasted no longer than the champagne. Nothing for the men sitting around the table had changed. The war in Europe might be over but not the war in which they found themselves. Nothing had changed for them�� or him�� at all.
After the lunch he had walked back to the train with Ward and his staff through the snow-covered streets of Chelyabinsk. Odd, he had reflected, how he found himself in Chelyabinsk when news of the war ending had reached him. It had been an �incident� in Chelyabinsk�� as related by Cumming�� that had drawn him back to Russia. Without that, he supposed he would have eventually rejoined the Surreys and returned to the western front. He might very well have been killed�� armistice now wouldn�t have prevented slaughter then�� and so perhaps coming to Russia had saved his life.
That, of course, was to assume he could stay alive.

Ward had been readying the train for the journey to Ufa and more troop inspections when, late in the afternoon, Kolchak with Gajda in tow, back from a conference with his generals, announced, contrary to expectation, his intention of returning to Omsk immediately. He had seen enough, apparently, of the condition of the army under the government of the Directory and in his capacity as minister for war, had decided to oversee personally the proper supply of clothing, arms and ammunition to the front.
Paul hadn�t been sorry. He was as tired as Kolchak of seeing soldiers without guns and proper clothing, feet wrapped in rags and suffering from frostbite. Omsk was the centre of government and where the army general staff was based; well away from the fronts, of course, and he couldn�t help noting that the officers on Kolchak�s staff�� with the possible exception of Gajda�� perked up considerably at the news. It had taken some while to arrange the change of plan�� the bureaucracy of the Russian railroads taking little account of minor inconveniences like civil war�� and it was late the following morning before they had covered the 490 versts to Petrop�vlovsk. Here they found General Boldyrev, commander-in-chief of the Directory�s armies and the man who had appointed Kolchak minister of war, waiting in his train. Boldyrev was on his way to the Ufa front himself and had interrupted his journey in order to confer with the admiral.
After a short word with Ward, Kolchak boarded Boldyrev�s train. Paul wandered up as Ward was instructing his servant, Moorman, to take a photograph of the two trains.
�There�s trouble in Omsk, lad,� said Ward. �We�ll need to keep our wits about us. I think it�s going to take more than trumpets and drums to keep the peace, if I know anything about it.�
About what exactly, Ward didn�t say. There was something in the wind, he had predicted a day or two earlier, but hadn�t said exactly what that had been either. Paul had heard rumours concerning the rival factions in Omsk before. The Directory, it was said, would not last long. But there had been claims of this sort since the Directory of Five had been cobbled together out of the talks between Komuch and the west Siberian groupings and nothing had happened yet.
What Paul knew of the political situation this side of the Urals he had learned courtesy of Karel Romanek. After the February Revolution many regional governments had been set up across Siberia, some professing allegiance to the Provisional government, others to a rainbow of SRs, Mensheviks and Bolsheviks. Others still had announced themselves autonomous and had been ruled by local ethnic populations like the Bashkirs and the Kirghiz. In Omsk a Siberian government had been formed by Kadet and Right SR politicians who soon became dominated by reactionaries and monarchist officers.
When Samara fell, Komuch disintegrated and its members fled to Ufa. Here, in September, a State Conference agreed on the merging of what was left of Komuch with the Siberian government in Omsk and a strategy decided upon to fight the Bolsheviks. The Directory of Five was formed�� a government of two SRs, two Liberals, and General Boldyrev as commander of the Peoples� Army. To run the government, a Council of Ministers had been appointed.
Now, the speculation was that despite the apparent agreement, the rivalries still continued. The SRs in Ufa were vying with the right-wing elements in Omsk for control. The situation had worsened following the Red Army�s advance with the huge influx of refugees into the town, and had deteriorated now to the point where law and order had broken down. Murder and counter-murder was a nightly occurrence. Bodies were left lying in the streets. Each side blamed the other and the Legion, the only force capable of stopping the conflict, seemed to be caught in the middle.

Paul had hung around all afternoon. He walked around the Petrop�vlovsk railway station, taken refuge from the cold in the waiting room and killed, as best he could, the five hours it took until Kolchak finally emerged, only then to disappear into Ward�s carriage again to eat. When they had at last resumed their journey, Paul sensed an air of foreboding permeating the train. It was almost as tangible as the stale tobacco smoke and the odour of unwashed bodies.

Walking through Omsk, Paul saw no bodies�� discounting those of the refugees who had been unable to find accommodation and slept where they could, that is. He passed aimless knots of soldiers who had declared their own personal armistice, many already drunk despite the hour and starting to turn ugly. A group of civilians�� men, women and children�� had set up camp in the park where the Officers� Summer Casino stood, having pulled together some scraps of board and tin for shelter from the wind. Closer to Nik�lskaya Square, he came upon seething masses of the homeless, gathering in the lee of the taller buildings in and around the railway carriages where the branch line terminated. Some, chased away by troops from the government building which had now become the headquarters of the Stavka, the Army Staff, had taken to hanging dejectedly on the steps of the Church of St Nicholas. Inside the church, supposedly, was the banner of Yerm�k. Ward, who had been reading from his Baedeker on the train the previous evening, had happened to mention that the relic of the Cossack leader who while in the service of the Stroganovs had conquered Siberia from the Tartars, was kept in the Church of St Nicholas. Paul had learned all about this Russian hero as child. After being ambushed by Tartars, Yerm�k had apparently drowned attempting to ford the Irt�ish, pulled under, ironically, by armour presented to him by Ivan the Terrible. Seeing the state of the government capital, it occurred to Paul that Yerm�k was just the kind of leader Russia could do with now. All they had, though, was the dour admiral. Unless�� as General Knox had seemed to suggest�� anyone thought Gajda to be a good outside bet.
Paul left the square and walked north along the Dvortz�vaya, crossing an iron bridge over the Om past the steamboat wharf and onto Ly�binski Prosp�kt. The Rossiya Hotel, he discovered when he found it, had a lot in common with much of what he had seen of Imperial Russia since returning: an air that suggested its best days were behind it. The once fine fa�ade only vaguely recalled an earlier splendour. Its most notable feature now appeared to be the grey lumps of ice cleared from its entrance and left piled either side of the doors like boulders. Inside the foyer Paul stripped off his coat under the eyes of a doorman who, seeing he was in uniform, diplomatically averted his gaze. At the desk Paul gave Mikhail Rostov�s name to the bored clerk who told him the suite number and that the lift was out of order. Paul took the stairs, leaving mud on an already filthy carpet. Outside the suite, feeling a sudden sense of trepidation, he knocked on the door.
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The man who answered the door bore some passing resemblance to his cousin Mikhail Ivanovich although, to Paul�s surprise, the once-remembered features seemed to have coarsened under the pressure of superfluous flesh. His neck bulged out of his dress collar like bread proving in a tin. It was his height, though, that shocked Paul the most. Mikhail now stood a head shorter than he did.
As children his cousin had towered over Paul. He had been stronger, too, a fact Mikhail had always been eager to demonstrate. The intervening years, though, seemed to have added little to his stature while Paul, like a sapling free of his cousin�s shade, had grown.
�Yes?� Mikhail said rather irritably, and Paul saw his Uncle Ivan in the son�s face.
�Mikhail Ivanovich,� Paul said in greeting, managing to sound a deal heartier than he felt, �don�t you recognise me?�
Mikhail stared, dabbing deliberately at his mouth with the napkin he was carrying as if wishing to demonstrate the intrusion had interrupted his breakfast. His gaze dropped to the uniform and Kirgis coat Paul was carrying before, somewhat calculatingly Paul thought, allowing his petulant expression to give way to one of dawning recognition.
�Cousin Pavel?� he declared, as if Paul were the last person in the world he might have expected to come calling. �Is it really you? So it is. I wouldn�t have known you.�
�Nor I you, Mikhail.�
They stood looking at each other for a long moment before Paul put out his hand. Mikhail took it, his grip, Paul found, unenthusiastic.
�What are you doing here?�
�Surely Sofya told you? I came to Russia to see you.�
�Sofya,� Mikhail muttered, �of course, of course.� He stepped aside, waving the napkin with the exaggerated flourish of a matador. �Come in, come in. I see you are still with the Czechs. Sophie will be pleased to see you.�
�She is with you then?�
�Of course. Where else would a sister be but with her brother?�
Paul thought that a bit rich since Mikhail had abandoned her in Petersburg. But he said nothing and followed Mikhail along a short corridor to a sitting room. He was well-dressed, Paul noted; street clothes but stylishly elegant. And decidedly newer than the worn suit Sofya had been holding for his return to Petersburg.
�Sofya,� Mikhail announced loudly as they entered the sitting room, �look who has come to see us. It is our cousin, Pavel Sergeyevich!�
She was sitting at a table by the window. What was left of their breakfast cluttered the white tablecloth. She half rose, dropped back into the chair, then stood more steadily.
She had regained some weight in the three months since he had last seen her. Not as much as her brother, certainly, but enough to soften the definition of her jaw line and to fill out those hollow cheeks he remembered. He saw a blush on them now, but was it health or his sudden appearance that gave them colour?
�Sofya,� he said.
She was better dressed than when he had last seen her, too. The old sarafan had been replaced by a high-collared morning dress that reached ankles and wrists, covering those taut limbs he remembered so well. The thought of the incident on the train brought a sudden colour to his own cheeks.
�Pavel��
Stupidly, he found himself holding out his hand. He had kissed her when they had parted but Mikhail�s presence, standing as he was between them, constrained Paul to formality.
�But what are you doing in Omsk?� Sofya asked, taking his hand.
�I�m here with Admiral Kolchak. We�ve been in Ekaterinburg and just returned from Chelyabinsk. We were supposed to��
�The admiral in Omsk?� Mikhail interrupted.
�We got in late last night,� Paul explained.
Mikhail tossed his napkin onto the table. �I must go,� he said, frowning at Sofya. �If Krasilnikov calls tell him I�m on my way.� He glanced at Paul, executed the slightest of bows and hurried from the room without another word.
�But Mikhail�� Sofya called after him, �Pavel has come all this way�� Her voice trailed off as the door slammed.
She was embarrassed. �You must forgive him,� she said.
Paul felt embarrassed for her. �He must be a busy man.�
�I hardly see him.�
�Perhaps it was a bad time to call. You are still having breakfast. I should go.�
She regarded him with the same expression of irritation he recalled from Petersburg. Then her shoulders relaxed and with them the formality.
�Oh, don�t be ridiculous, Pasha,� she said. �Sit down for goodness sake. Have some coffee.�
He grinned at her, draped the great fur coat over a sofa and pulled out a chair. �It is good to see you again. So you got out of Kazan safely.�
�Yes. To Samara, although not for long. The Bolsheviks were so close. When the Treasury was transferred to Chelyabinsk we went with Mikhail on the train.�
�He is with the Finance Ministry, I understand.�
�No,� Pasha, �he was with the Interior Ministry. Like Papa. I told you in Petersburg, surely. Although, of course� she added, �there is nothing left of it.�
�But�� he began, then said, �never mind,� assuming Kolchak had made a mistake. �And after Chelyabinsk?� he asked. �You came straight here to Omsk?�
�That was a rather hurried affair,� she admitted. �It had something to do with the government here. Mikhail has connections with them.� She poured coffee from a silver pot. �And you, Pasha? After Kazan?� She looked at him pertinently. �Where have you been?�
�Oh, all over the Urals,� he said. The coffee, he found, was the best he had drunk since leaving England. �I�ve been with the Czechs and Slovaks for the most part. Although for the past ten days I�ve been with a British colonel and Admiral Kolchak touring the front.�
�Mikhail says he is the man to save Russia.�
�Kolchak?�
�The government here is weak and will soon fall. Mikhail says the SRs are obstructive. It is like Petersburg before the Bolsheviks. They do nothing but argue. There is no law. It isn�t safe to walk the streets. Now the admiral has returned things will improve.�
�I wouldn�t be too quick to pin your hopes on Kolchak,� Paul warned her. �Things are bad at the front. The Peoples� Army is outnumbered and they�re hopelessly ill-equipped. They�re doing their best but without��
�Mikhail says they are nothing but a rabble.� Sofya nibbled at a piece of toast. �It�s the fault of the SRs and Avksentiev, of course. The Stavka are raising a new army, one that will be properly equipped.�
�There were Stavka officers with Kolchak,� Paul said. �All of the old school. All they seem to want is to return to the old ways.�
�And what�s wrong with that, Pasha?� She put down her cup.
He smiled at her. �Have you forgotten so soon?�
She returned the smile indulgently. �Perhaps you�ve been too long with these Czechs, Pasha. Mikhail says��
�It seems to me,� he suggested, �that Mikhail says an awful lot.�
�What is that supposed to mean?�
�That he spends too much of his time with Stavka, perhaps. If he spoke to the ordinary people he would understand that they won�t tolerate a return to the old ways.� He reached for a piece of cold toast. �Too much has happened to go back now.�
�Ordinary people? What ordinary people? Who are you talking about?�
�The peasants, Sofya. They�re the ones who have to do the fighting.�
�The peasants?� She gave him an odd look. �Honestly, Pasha, sometimes you can be so obtuse. It is men like Avksentiev and the other SRs who have ruined the peasants. As for doing the fighting� look what happened in Petersburg after the so-called Soviets destroyed the army. I�m afraid the officers in Omsk won�t allow that to happen a second time.�
�The officers in Omsk aren�t the army, Sofya,� he explained patiently. �The peasants are the soldiery, not a few staff officers in fancy uniforms. They may look good strutting around Omsk like peacocks, with braid and polished boots, but they aren�t an army. You�re talking like a schoolgirl, Sofya, impressed by appearances. I didn�t see many staff officers at the front. It�s the peasants who do the fighting. Always has been and always will, and they won�t stand for a return to the old ways.�
�I am no foolish schoolgirl,� Sofya snapped back at him. �And I will thank you, Pavel, not to talk to me as if I were.�
�I�m sorry but��
�The peasants will have to do as they are told,� she went on. �It�s for their own good, after all. Where has all this political intrigue got them? You don�t understand, Pasha. You�ve been away from Russia too long.�
�Sofya��
He examined her across the remains of her breakfast, well-fed and well-dressed once more, sliding back into the same complacency that had brought Russia to the brink of disaster. He could hardly believe how much she had changed.
She held his gaze.
�You haven�t seen them at the front,� he said, dropping the toast. �They�ll desert like they did on the eastern front. They�ve got no uniforms, no guns, no boots� little to eat��
�Nonsense,� she said. �The warehouses here are full of weapons and uniforms. They arrive by the trainload every day from Vladivostok.�
�Oh? Then why haven�t the troops got the equipment they need?�
�I�ve told you. It�s the government. The SRs in the Directory won�t allow distribution. Mikhail says Kolchak will change that.�
�Why do they need Kolchak? If the supplies are here as you say, surely General Boldyrev would have sent them to the front.�
�Boldyrev!� she cried. �He is as bad as the rest. He�s one of the Directory, of course. Mikhail says what the army needs are good Russian officers to put some backbone in them. Just like your Czechoslovaks.�
�It has only been the Legion,� Paul said through his teeth, �that has stood between you and the Bolsheviks.�
�According to Mikhail��
�Mikhail doesn�t know what he�s talking about,� Paul retorted. �The closest he�s ever got to any guns are the ones the Legion was using to keep the Red Army out of Kazan. And what did he do? He scurried off to Samara.�
�Pavel! That�s a hateful thing to say. How can you speak of my brother like that?� She stood up and flung her napkin onto the plate in front of her, scattering pieces of boiled eggshell across the table. �I suppose you think I �scurried off to Samara� too. As I remember, you decided it was your duty to stay behind� to play the hero. And what about your friend, Valentine? Do you accuse him of �scurrying off�?� She turned to the window, looking down into the bleak street below. �You told me in Petersburg you came back to Russia to find Mikhail. But as soon as we did, you wouldn�t even come with me to Samara to see him.�
�There was no point,� Paul explained. �And since he was already acquainted with Kolchak, I was hardly needed to broker introductions. As for Valentine��
�You�ve seen him, I suppose?� she said, turning.
�No. Is he in Omsk?�
�When I last saw him.�
�Where is he staying?�
�I�ve no idea.�
A silence fell between them. After a moment, Paul rose from the table.
�Perhaps I should leave.�
�Perhaps you should,� she said.
�Sofya��
She turned to the window again. He pictured her as he had seen her in the room in Petersburg, her back turned as she slipped her old sarafan over her naked body.
He picked up his coat and left the apartment.

Ly�binski Prosp�kt rose gently to the Bazaar Square and Paul walked up the rise, past the museum of the Imperial Russian Geographical Society where, behind it, the gates of an old fortress stood guarding nothing but rubble and ruined walls. He sat and smoked a cigarette, exhaling clouds of breath and tobacco smoke into the frozen air.
The words he and Sofya had exchanged still burned in his head and he tried not to think of them. He thought about Valentine instead. Sofya had told him she didn�t know where he was living and, having reacted the way she had to what he had said about her brother, Paul thought the chances were she wouldn�t have told him where Valentine was if she had known. So where might he be? Paul crushed the stub of the cigarette out beneath his boot. To keep warm, he started moving again, giving the problem some thought.
Valentine would have rooms if he had been able to find any, but the problem was where? Not an hotel�� too public for Valentine who always preferred his comings and goings to be clandestine. In Petersburg, Paul had found him buried in an old slum to the south-east of the city, but there he had been posing as a worker in the Putilov factory and the lodgings had not been out of character. What would he be posing as in Omsk? The answer to that was anything. Applying logic and consistency to Valentine was like trying to predict the weather. He assumed Valentine would try to keep in touch with London if at all possible and recalled, in Petersburg, Valentine had told him he had been at the British embassy shortly before the naval attach� Cromie had been shot. If Valentine was still trying to keep in touch with London then perhaps the British Consulate in Omsk might know where to find him. There would be one, Paul was sure; or at least a vice-consulate in a town the size of Omsk.
He retraced his steps to Nik�lskaya Square. It was busy now Ward�s Middlesex had brought up their carriages and were marking out a cantonment. Russian officers were coming and going around the Stavka building and groups of well-dressed civilians were entering adjacent offices, studiously avoiding the appeals of the refugees milling around the square like distracted sheep.
Preferring not to involve Ward and the Middlesex detachment, Paul began making enquiries as to the whereabouts of the British Consulate, only to be met for the most part by blank and uncomprehending stares. Changing tack, he asked a passing officer where he might find the Post Office and, being told it was on Potch�vaya Street, made his way there. Despite some procrastination on the part of an officious clerk who insisted the Consulate was closed and that Paul would be wasting his time, Paul was finally given an address.
It was early afternoon before he found the rather unremarkable house. For such it was, Paul thought, in that it displayed no grand edifice glorying in the sun that was the British Empire. It was an ordinary Omsk townhouse�� stone, admittedly�� but one that certainly looked closed. A brass nameplate by the door bore the inscription, S.R.Randrup, British vice-consul; but the door itself was locked and the windows, beside it, shuttered. He rang the bell a few times and, when no-one answered, pounded on the door with his fist. Getting no reply at all, he was looking for some sort of access to the rear of the building when he thought he saw a curtain twitch at one of the first floor windows. Resuming alternate pounding and bell-ringing, he was rewarded a minute or two later by the sound of a bolt being shot and a key turning in the lock.
�Keep the noise down, old man,� Valentine hissed,
opening the door just wide enough for Paul to squeeze through. �We don�t want to wake the neighbours. I hope you weren�t followed.�
Paul edged inside. Valentine closed the door behind him. They were standing in a dimly lit corridor. The neatly trimmed moustache and goatee beard he had shaved off after leaving Petersburg had now been replaced by the kind of full set favoured by some naval officers. He had dyed his hair black although the colour failed to disguise its blond origins and remained thin and wispy. The contrast was so marked that it crossed Paul�s mind that the beard might be false.
�It�s good to see you, old chap,� Valentine said, grasping his hand. �I�ve been making enquiries among the Czechs but none of those I spoke to knew you. Frankly, I was beginning to fear the worst.�
�I�ve had the devil of a job finding you,� Paul complained. �What are you doing here?�
�Did you ask after me at the British Military Mission?�
�No. Where�s that?�
�In one of the railway carriages in Nik�lskaya Square.�
�The square�s packed full of railway carriages!�
�It�s probably just as well you didn�t ask. Knox left Nielson and Steveni here to keep an eye on things and they don�t care for me treading on their toes.�
�Steveni?� Paul said, recalling the name. �Wasn�t he the fellow who escorted the ambassador to the Finish border last year? I rather got the impression he was C�s man. And weren�t you supposed to be with them then?�
�So I was, old man,� Valentine laughed. �So I was. Posing as a Russian servant. Until we reached Finland, at any rate.� He grinned. �Never let the left hand, as they say� As for Steveni, he�s Knox�s man. At the minute, anyway.�
Paul followed Valentine up a flight of stairs to a small first floor apartment at the rear of the building.
�Randrup cleared out some while ago,� Valentine said speaking of the vice-consul. He put a blackened kettle on a small stove. �But he left a comfortable little set-up here. One can�t get rooms in Omsk for love nor money. How are you fixed?�
Paul outlined what had happened to him since Kazan and explained how he had come to join Ward and his Middlesex detachment.
�I�ve a billet back at Ward�s cantonment if needed,� he said, �but it�s a bit wearing having to bunk in with a band. Are there rooms here?�
�You�re probably best with the Middlesex,� Valentine said, making no offers. �What with the political situation.�
�I�m told things aren�t too good.�
�I suppose you�ve seen Sofya and her brother?�
�That�s where I�ve just come from.�
�Not followed, I hope,� he said again.
Paul scowled at him. �That�s what you always ask.�
�Can�t be too careful, that�s C�s motto.�
�Have you had any news?�
�From London? Afraid not. All communication comes through Vladivostok and Knox. The good general isn�t the sort of man who likes other chaps playing a free hand.�
Valentine made tea and broke two pieces of bread off an ageing rye loaf. He smeared dripping onto one from a greasy deposit in the bottom of a bowl then pushed it towards Paul.
�Had lunch?� he asked. �Food is starting to get as hard to come by here as it was in Petersburg.�
Paul took the bread, thinking of the breakfast Sofya and Mikhail�s had shared.
�Some aren�t doing so badly,� he said.
�Your Colonel Ward, you mean?�
�I was thinking of Mikhail.�
�Oh him. I know he�s family and everything,� Valentine said, adopting a conciliatory expression, �but to tell the truth I don�t entirely trust him.�
�Entirely?� Paul replied. �I wouldn�t trust him with a Sunday church collection! I only saw him for a moment. He went rushing off as soon as I arrived when he heard Kolchak was back in Omsk.�
�I hear he�s in pretty deep with some Stavka officers. They�re looking to Kolchak for leadership.�
�Well, he�s minister for war, isn�t he? What more do they want? They�ve got the Russian treasury, too, so I would have thought they�d be pretty pleased with the way things have turned out.�
�He never took his eyes off that gold, you know,� said Valentine.
�Who didn�t?�
�Your cousin. All the way to Samara and then to Chelyabinsk. That was some smart work, there. If it hadn�t have been for Sofya they would have got away from me.�
�What do you mean?�
�While the treasury officials were busy looking for somewhere safe to hold the gold, the West Siberians got it out of the station. Mikhail had a hand in that.�
�What had Sofya got to do with it?�
�I knew nothing about it,� Valentine said. �Not until she came to say goodbye. She said they were leaving unexpectedly for Omsk and wanted me to let you know if I saw you. Of course, I tumbled to what her brother was up to straight away and sort of attached myself to the party. In an unofficial capacity, of course.�
�What party?�
�The treasury officials. They�ve been with the gold reserves ever since they left Petersburg. Regardless who had it�� Bolsheviks, Czechs or your cousin�s cronies. They�ve been traipsing all over Russia trailing their families after them. How is she, anyway?� Valentine suddenly asked. �She�s a capital girl, don�t you think?�
Paul stared across the table at him, marvelling at how much Valentine had changed his tune. On the train from Petersburg, he�d have just as soon pitched Sofya out onto the track.
�I�m told things haven�t been too good here,� Paul said, changing the subject.
�There is a certain uncertainty,� Valentine agreed. �Factions at each other�s throat, that sort of thing. There�s been a good deal of trouble at night, you know, tit-for-tat murders� transfers to the Republic of the Irt�ish, as they say��
�Transfers to what?�
Valentine smiled grimly. �Oh, that�s what they call it when they make a hole in the river ice and stuff the bodies through��
Paul shivered.
�Mostly, of course, they just leave them on the streets.�
�What do you think will happen?�
�Whoever�s strongest will take control,� Valentine said matter-of-factly. �While Boldyrev�s here the Directory of Five will probably stay in control since he�s one of the Five. Not that they have much power. The Council of Ministers runs Omsk. Inasmuch as anyone could be said is running it.�
�But Boldyrev�s not here,� Paul said. �We stopped in Petrop�vlovsk so Kolchak could meet with him. He was on his way to the Ufa front.�
�In that case,� Valentine said, mouth full and pouring the tea, �the reactionary element might take the opportunity to liquidate the SRs. The French and the Japanese say that�s what Knox is trying to engineer, given that he�s apparently made some rather intemperate remarks about the situation here. I can�t see it myself, but I doubt he�ll step in to stop it if it happens. Of course, the Japanese have their own agenda.�
�What have the Japanese got to do with it?�
�They�re more or less running the show in east Siberia�� Vladivostok, Harbin and such places� It�s pretty common knowledge that they�ve got designs on carving out an empire for themselves. They�re using an awful fellow by the name of Semenov to do the dirty work for them. He�s some Cossack ataman or other, running riot between Baikal and the coast. They say it�s only the Legion and the Allies in Vladivostok who stand in his way.�
�What about the Bolsheviks?�
�Dead letter out east, old man. At least while the Allies and the Japs are there. Semenov will overreach himself, though, sooner or later. He seems more intent on rape and pillage than political power.�
Paul shook his head. �It�s all a bit beyond our remit, isn�t it?�
�Sorry?�
�What Cumming sent us out to��
�C, old man,� said Valentine, �C.�
�Oh for heaven�s sake!� Paul shouted. �Who on earth do you think is listening to us in this God-forsaken place?�
Valentine sat up. �Look here, Ross,� he said, adopting an officious tone for the first time since Paul had known him, �rules are rules. It�s like bull in the army. It may seem pointless but it�s there to teach one the right attitude.�
�Oh? You�ve been in the army, have you?�
�Well, no�� Valentine admitted. �But the service is not so very different, is it?. One must always be vigilant, regardless of circumstances.�
There was a whole world of difference, Paul felt like saying, but he knew he�d be wasting his breath. He drank his tea, looking at Valentine and his ridiculous beard over his cup.
�I�m not arguing,� he said. �It�s just that sometimes I wonder what I�m doing here.�
�Say no more about it, old man,� Valentine replied, in a conciliatory mood of a sudden. �You�ve had a rough time of it these past weeks, I dare say. I can see it might look as if you�ve been blundering about in the dark but things have been achieved. As you said, things are shaping up as London would like.�
�Are they?�
�Certainly. And with Kolchak in control, if it come to that, haven�t we got the best chance of defeating the Bolsheviks? Putting the country back on its feet?�
�Do you think so?�
�Of course. I thought him a capital chap.�
�You�ve met him?�
�They gave a banquet for him when he first arrived. All the government dignitaries, and Stavka of course��
�And you as well?�
�All part of the job,� Valentine assured him. �Keeping one�s ear to the ground, that sort of thing. I admit I steered clear of Knox, though.�
�That�s all well and good,� said Paul, �but where does it leave us now? The Allies, I mean, now the war is over. And the Legion?�
�Frankly, old man, in the Service it�s never all over. I suppose you can go back to whatever it was you were doing before you joined up. As for me��
Valentine let the rest hang in the air. So Paul might draw his own conclusions, he supposed. Actually he didn�t have any. He didn�t care what Valentine did when it was all over; wouldn�t mind a jot if he never laid eyes on the man again. He was more concerned with himself, wanting it all to be over so that he could get back home and at the same time not wanting to leave until certain things had been settled. And things that were nothing to do with Kolchak and the Allies. Or Valentine, for that matter.
�And the Legion?� he said again, to get the conversation and his mind off Sofya and back on the matter at hand.
�The Czechs and Slovaks? I should imagine what they are going to have to do is hold the line while the Whites raise a decent Russian army. That�s what Knox wants. Then I suppose they can either evacuate through Vladivostok as planned or, once the Red Army is rolled up, take the short route home to their new country.�
Paul dunked his bread in what was left of the dripping. It sounded easy. But it wasn�t, of course. He knew for a fact that the Legion was sick of fighting. They might be prepared to do it on their own behalf but not for the sake of the sort of reactionary regime that someone like Kolchak might lead. They had more in common with the revolutionaries than with the sort of government the admiral would head.
�Ward told me,� he said to Valentine, �that Knox expressed the opinion that he�d be just as happy to see Gajda in control as Kolchak.�
�The Czech colonel?�
�He�s a Slovak, actually.�
Valentine waved the distinction aside. �Whatever he is, he�s a foreigner. Russian officers won�t take orders from foreigners. Stavka here has a low opinion of the Legion as it is. They regard them as allies of the SRs. More to the point, they�ve persuaded Kolchak of the fact. He�s been heard to say that the sooner they clear out the better.�
�That�s hardly fair,� Paul protested. �They�ve shouldered the bulk of the fighting since the summer. They�ve been all that�s stood between the Red Army and��
He stopped. He had said exactly the same thing to Sofya that morning and had just finished up fighting with her. But it was unjust. Without the Legion the Bolsheviks would already have control of Russia and Siberia. They had taken over all the Soviets set up after the February Revolution and it was only the fact of the disruption caused by the Legion controlling the Trans-Siberian line that had stopped them from crushing all opposition. The Legion had suffered reverses since the autumn, it was true, but that was due to the present overwhelming superiority of the Red forces. What they needed was support from a Russian army, but the incompetence and the back-biting Russian Stavka and the machinations of the various local governments had left those Russian soldiers who had been willing to fight�� like Kappel and Pepelayev�� without the means to do so. He told Valentine about the lack of supplies they were suffering at the front.
�Exactly the point, old man,� Valentine replied unmoved. �Someone needs to get hold of the whole supply system and shake it up. I�m not saying it�s deliberate on the Directory�s part��
�Sofya did,� said Paul. �She blamed it on someone called Avksentiev.�
�He�s the leader of the SRs here in Omsk and one of the Directory of Five. I daresay she was just parroting her brother and the usual Stavka view. They hate the SR ministers more than they hate the Bolsheviks. They blame them for everything that�s happened since the Revolution. But really it�s nothing but incompetence. It was the same in Petersburg.� He threw his hands in the air knocking what was left of the bread on the floor. �They�re talkers. It�s all they can do. My, if you had sat through as many debates in the Petersburg Soviet as I did! Lord it was boring. And to what end? None! None at all. They used to talk each other to a standstill over points of order and procedure but no one actually did anything! Of course, here it didn�t help when Chernov issued his decree on how the army should be organised��
�Who on earth is Chernov?� Paul asked, lost among this myriad of bickering politicians.
�The SR leader in Ufa.�
�I thought that girl, Spiridonova, was supposed to be their leader.�
�Just the titular head, old man,� Valentine said. �Because of her reputation and what happened to her after the Cossacks arrested her. Anyway, no one seems to know what�s happened to her now. The Bolsheviks arrested her after the SRs pulled that business at the Moscow Congress. They might even have shot her by now.
�No,� he said, returning to his point, �Chernov and the rest of them want the army run along SR lines. You know the sort of thing, officers elected, committees deciding strategy� I may not have been in the army, old man, but I do know that one can�t fight a war under those conditions. Even Trotsky had to admit that. He�s gone as far as drafting in some of the old tsarist officers again. Although not the kind we�ve got here in Omsk, naturally. Hierarchy and discipline, it�s the only way. That�s what Stavka want here. But of course they want it on the old terms.�
Paul could hardly argue. Ideological Socialism in the army didn�t work, as poor �vec had found out. Although that didn�t stop men like Karel Romanek agitating for it. If the Legion fought, like the Stavka it would have to be on their terms, Legion terms. They wouldn�t stand for Russian officers implementing Russian discipline, any more than the Russian would stand for it the other way around. What was more, Paul doubted that the Legion would stand idly by here in Omsk if the Directory was by-passed. It may not have been their idea of a Social-Revolutionary government but at least it contained some SR ministers. What would happen to them and the other SRs in Omsk if the Stavka took control? Then there was Ward and his detachment of the Middlesex. He had already intimated to Paul that something of the like might be in the wind. Ward himself might be of the opinion that Russia needed a strong man at the helm�� a strong man other than Lenin, that is�� but Paul couldn�t believe that a man with Ward�s background would stand idly by while the SR faction in the Directory�� not to mention the large numbers of workers and peasants in Omsk who supported them�� were massacred.
The whole thing was a mess. Paul was beginning to think he had been better off out on some spur line with Capek chasing the Red Army. At least there one knew who one�s enemy was. He would have just as soon gone back if it hadn�t been for Sofya. He�d managed to extricate her from a dangerous situation in Petersburg and would like to do the same in Omsk. But here it looked as if it would be more difficult. In Petersburg she had been reluctant to leave in case her brother returned; here, with him, she would be even more reluctant to leave. Now, on top of it, Paul had quarrelled with her and now had no idea where he stood.
And, what might be still worse was that her brother seemed to be up to his neck in the very situation brewing in Omsk from which Paul would wish to extricate her.
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He had fallen asleep to the drone of Valentine�s voice. When the street outside became dark they had moved to a small sitting room and Valentine had closed the shutter and lit a candle. He had produced a bottle of vodka. Sometime in the evening the sound of gunfire began. Valentine cocked an ear but seemed unperturbed.
�Just random shooting. Happens most nights,� was all he said.
Paul listened. The gunfire sounded more than random. It was concentrated, coming in bursts, hardly random at all. But then, he had an ear for gunfire.
They sat drinking in the darkness. He didn�t know what Valentine had talked about; he hadn�t listened. The gunfire and the volume of Paul�s own thoughts had drowned everything else out. Now, in the morning, cold and with a headache, both the house and the streets were silent. He looked through all the rooms but found the Consulate empty. Valentine had disappeared. Going back to the kitchen, Paul lit the stove and made some tea.
There was no food. Hungry, he finished his tea and pulled on his coat. Outside, it was still and overcast. A light snow was falling. The streets seemed empty. He pulled the coat around him and made his way to Nik�lskaya Square.
It wasn�t until he reached one of the streets that ran into the square that he saw the first body. The man lay by the side of the road, face down. His coat�� if he had possessed one�� had been stripped off his body, along with his boots. Nearby three Cossacks stood on a corner. They took no notice of the body but watched Paul as he approached. Too late to double-back, Paul attempted to walk around them. A sharp-faced NCO carrying a revolver stepped into his path and demanded to see his papers.
�On whose authority?� Paul asked, trying to ignore the body lying a few feet away.
One of the other Cossacks, a particularly ugly man it seemed to Paul, raised his rifle. �This is our authority,� he said.
Paul dug beneath his coat into his tunic pocket. �Where�s your officer?� he asked, producing the identification papers Ward had given him before they had left for Ekaterinburg.
The NCO ignored the question and examined Paul�s papers. He passed them to the third man who pulled out a sheet of paper and began checking Paul�s name against those on a list.
�You�re not Russian,� the NCO said.
�I�m English. What�s this about?�
�Where are you going?�
�Back to my quarters if it�s any business of yours. I�m with Colonel Ward and the Middlesex Regiment.�
The NCO reached for the lapel of Paul�s coat and pulled it open. �You�re wearing a Czech uniform.�
�I�m a liaison officer,� Paul said.
Behind the NCO the man with the list pointed a finger against a name and showed it to the NCO. The man looked at Paul suspiciously then back at his papers again.
�What�s going on here?� a voice behind Paul demanded. A man shouldered past him and confronted the Cossack NCO. He was wearing a military greatcoat and an Astrakhan hat, a Russian officer. Only able to see his back, Paul couldn�t see his rank.
The Cossacks straightened up. The rifle was lowered.
�We�ve orders to pick up the men on our list, sir,� the NCO said.
�Who�s orders?�
�Colonel Krasilnikov, sir.�
Paul had heard the name before, and recently, although he couldn�t think where.
�And is this man�s name on your list?� the officer asked. He took the sheet of paper and looked through the names.
�Not exactly, sir,� the man who had held the list replied. �He says he�s English but he�s wearing a Czech uniform and we�re supposed to look out for��
�And have you been told to pick up any English men?� the officer barked.
�No sir.�
The officer contemptuously passed the list back, snatched Paul�s papers out of the NCO�s hand and examined them quickly. He looked up at the Cossack again.
�Do you read English? Do you speak it?�
�No sir.�
The officer looked at the others who shook their heads. He turned towards Paul, his back to the Cossacks. He winked.
�Try not to look so surprised, old man,� Valentine said in English. �And do close your mouth. We don�t want to make these oafs any more suspicious than they already are. They don�t understand English so just say Ward�s name and the Middlesex Regiment again, would you?�
Paul closed his mouth, opened it again and repeated to Valentine what he�d told the NCO.
�That�s a good chap,� Valentine said evenly. �When I saw you leave the consulate I thought after what happened last night I�d better see you safely back to your train.�
Behind Valentine, Paul noticed one of the Cossacks whispering in the NCO�s ear. He was consulting the list again.
�What are you doing dressed as an officer?� Paul asked. �And what happened last night?�
�No time just now, old chap. Best get away from these beasts, I think. The name Rostov is on their list.�
The NCO�s ear pricked up at the name and Valentine turned back to him.
�I told this officer you�re confusing him with a man named Rostov,� he said to the NCO, resuming in Russian. �His name�s Ross, common enough in England, I believe, but not Rostov. Just sounds the same, fool.�
The NCO looked at Valentine resentfully. �But Colonel Krasilnikov said particularly��
�I�ll speak to the Colonel myself,� Valentine said shortly. �Just remember you�re looking for SR scum, not the English. It doesn�t pay to upset them. I�ll escort this one back to his men. The sooner they�re gone the better.� He glanced down at the body lying in the gutter and prodded it with his shiny boot. �Is this your handiwork? Well, for God�s sake get rid of it, will you? Haven�t you been told about leaving the bodies in the street? We�re not savages even if you Cossack scum sometimes look like it.�
He stared them down then spun around and took Paul�s arm. He steered him across the street towards the square, passing him his papers.
Paul slipped them back beneath his coat.
�Brisk pace, old man, but not too quick.
At the corner Paul glanced back over his shoulder. The NCO was still looking at the list.
�Your name is on that paper for some reason,� Valentine said as they entered the square. �It won�t take long to identify you as Rostov as soon as those oafs speak to someone with half a brain. That�s Ward�s train, isn�t it?� he asked, pointing to where Ward had set up his cantonment near the Stavka building. �Best stay there until things settle down a bit.� He squeezed Paul�s bicep and grinned at him. �For the time being it�s as well if we didn�t meet, what do you say?�
Paul didn�t have time to say anything. Valentine turned away and ducked into a side street, leaving Paul staring after him.
Behind him he saw the Cossacks enter the square. Now an officer was with them and the NCO was pointing at Paul. The officer called out. Paul quickened his step, crossing the square towards the Middlesex cantonment.
A line of men guarded the perimeter, machineguns set up at intervals covering the approaches to Ward�s train. Across the square a group of Russian troops stood outside the entrance to the Stavka building. All the refugees he had seen the previous day had disappeared. He saw a Middlesex bandsmen he recognised on the perimeter, having exchanged his cornet for a rifle and fixed bayonet. Paul reached him as two of the Cossacks who had stopped him began running across the square.
�What�s going on?� Paul asked, slipping inside the perimeter.
�Haven�t you heard, sir? The government�s been arrested.�
�Arrested? By whom?�
�There�s been a coop, sir� he said, making it sound as if chickens might have been responsible.
The Cossacks stopped thirty yards away and were watching him.
�Those men over there demanded to see my papers.�
�Cossacks, sir. They grabbed the ministers in the middle of the night, so Captain Steveni said. The captain was over here with the colonel earlier.�
The Cossack officer detached himself from the other three and hurried towards the Stavka building.
�Well if they come asking for me,� Paul told the bandsman, �tell them to bugger off.�
The man grinned. �Yes, sir.�
Paul climbed onto the train and knocked on the door of Ward�s carriage. Inside, the colonel was consulting with his staff.
�Ross,� he said, looking up from a map of Omsk laid out on the table, �there you are. I�ve had a man looking for you.� He looked pale, stony-faced.
�I stayed the night with friends, Colonel.�
�Friends?� he repeated, sounding mystified. �In Omsk? Well, never mind that. You�ve heard, I suppose?�
�That there�s been a coup d��tat? Yes, sir. One of the men said it was the Cossacks.�
�In the early hours. A Colonel Krasilnikov. He took a detachment of men to the quarters of the Assistant Minister of the Interior, someone named Rogovski, and arrested him and two Directory members, Avksentiev and Zenzinov. Some other fellow, too. All SRs, of course.�
Krasilnikov again.
�Are they alive?� Paul asked.
�No one�s sure. It seems this Krasilnikov dragged them off to the Cossacks� barracks, some Agricultural Institute outside the city.�
Then Paul remembered. It had been Mikhail at the Rossiya Hotel, just before he left. He�d told Sofya to tell Krasilnikov that he was already on his way.
�Who is this Krasilnikov?�
�No idea,� said Ward. �Some firebrand. It�s unlikely he�s behind it. Stavka officers, more like. The Council of Ministers is in a meeting to discuss the situation. I doubt they�ll do anything other than rubber-stamp the decisions of the men holding the guns, though. More to the point, is Admiral Kolchak involved?�
�I wouldn�t know, sir,� said Paul.
�I wasn�t asking, Ross, merely surmising.�
�Of course, Colonel. What do you think will happen now?�
�I think a lot will depend on how the Legion reacts. That�s why I was looking for you. I want you to sound them out and report back. In the meantime my men have the square covered. If there�s any move on us, or towards the Stavka headquarters, no matter who makes it, we can deal with it. General Knox�s men, Colonel Nielson and Captain Steveni, are with Stavka at this minute. Their opinion is that the local SRs won�t take this lying down. There are also a lot of Bolshevik sympathisers among the working classes here. They might see this as an opportunity to stir the pot.� He fell silent and gazed down at the map. �As the ranking representative of the British Government here I don�t think we can sit idly by while Russian Ministers are murdered in cold blood. How would the British electorate react if they thought we�d just sat on our hands?�
Ward stared at Paul. Paul stared back before realising that this time the question was not rhetorical.
�Not favourably, sir?� he hazarded.
�Not favourably at all, Ross. That�s why I�ve sent a note to Stavka asking them for assurances as to the Ministers� safety.�
Although Ward still watched him, Paul decided a reply wasn�t necessary this time and kept silent.
Ward sighed impatiently. �Well, get along Ross,� he said, �get along.�

The Legion in Omsk was quartered in sidings at the main railway station. They kept an armoured train and sufficient men to defend the station with reserves in close contact along the line at outlying stations. Back in the summer Syrov� had been in command of the �chelons holding the line from Ekaterinburg to Omsk although, following his promotion his deputy, the Russian Voitzekhovsky, had succeeded him. But then Voitzekhovsky had taken over the 1st Czech Division based in the Urals when �e�ek had been recalled to Vladivostok. Syrov� and Diterikhs were based in Chelyabinsk now so Paul had no idea who was presently in charge in Omsk. Not that it mattered. It wasn�t likely that whoever was in charge would be inclined to consult with a junior English officer as to the Legion�s tactical thinking. He still had his letter from Masaryk, of course, quite worn and crumpled now from the many hands through which it had passed, but he wasn�t sure how much weight that now carried. The Czech National Council�s volt-face over the Legion forming a front against the Bolsheviks had lost it support. Even more so now the war in Europe was over and Czechoslovakia had been born. All anyone in the Legion wanted was to get home. Those whose political sympathies had tempted them to make common cause with either the Bolsheviks or the SRs had already left to join them. It was only loyalty to their immediate superiors that kept the remainder of the Legion fighting and, in some places along the Trans-Siberian, this loyalty had begun to wear dangerously thin.
After consulting Ward�s map, Paul decided that both the safest and most direct route back to the main station was the one he had used to walk into town�� along the spur line. No locomotives were running, Ward presently allowing nothing to either leave the centre of Omsk or to approach his cantonment. Paul thought he might have found a droshky, always assuming that there were still some cab horses in Omsk that hadn�t been eaten, but he didn�t want to run into another detachment of Cossacks and decided to travel on foot. That way he had the best chance of avoiding them.
It hadn�t surprised him in the least that Mikhail was acquainted with Krasilnikov, the presumed leader of the coup. It would also mean there was a very good chance that Kolchak had been involved, too. That was neither here nor there though; what was more disturbing to Paul was the thought that his name had been on a list the Cossacks were carrying. He couldn�t help but think of the Shakespeare he had read in school, of Julius Caesar and of the lists Octavian and Mark Anthony had drawn up following their war with Brutus and the conspirators. They had calmly traded names of those to be proscribed following their victory. Proscribed, of course, had been a euphemism for killing, just as the Russians preferred the word liquidated. He, it seemed, was to be liquidated. But on whose orders, and why?
There were many people washing up and down the branch line and he mixed in with them as they trudged through the snow, giving soldiers a wide berth by cutting behind the wooden huts that lined the track. When he reached the Legion trains it became obvious they were on alert. Guards were posted at outlying points in front of the trains and men manned the machineguns mounted on flatcars. Digging into his pocket for Masaryk�s letter and opening his coat to show his Czech uniform, he waved the dog-eared paper above his head and approached the guards slowly.

46

The atmosphere in the commissariat was subdued. The men and officers, messing in together as was the Legion way, hardly spoke. Morale hadn�t been good in recent weeks, but there was something more oppressing the men.
Everyone knew about the coup, perhaps even from the moment Krasilnikov and his men pushed their way into Rogovski�s rooms. News and rumour spread through the Legion with the rapidity of a virus. The staff captain Paul had spoken to knew the names of the arrested ministers and that command of all Russian forces had been offered to Admiral Kolchak. The admiral had been offered it, in fact, even before the coup had taken place, although Kolchak had apparently declined the post suggesting Boldyrev was a better candidate. Whether the refusal on Kolchak�s part was a genuine reluctance or merely a ritual of manners in the expectation of the offer being made again, no one seemed sure. The Legion officers were divided on the issue. Their opinion was unanimous, however, in believing Boldyrev would not be a suitable candidate in the eyes of the plotters�� too left-wing was the consensus. But if not Kolchak, then who? Viktor Pepelayev, the brother of the general at the front and already a minister in the deposed government, was thought a possible substitute. No one mentioned Gajda�s name and Paul found the omission deafening. When he had asked the staff captain�� at the behest of Colonel Ward�� what stance the Legion was likely to take, Paul was met with evasions on the pretext that the General Council needed to be consulted. Paul pointed out that by the time Syrov� in Chelyabinsk got a decision from the General Council and had passed it on to Omsk, the town could well be in the middle of a civil war. Besides the one they were already in the middle of, he had found himself adding. It had done him little good. They were busy, the staff captain said, and had hurried Paul out. Perhaps if he returned later�
In the commissariat, an officer who looked vaguely familiar caught his eye and made room for Paul next to him at the table where he was sitting. Paul carried over his lunch�� a rather greasy mutton stew�� and sat down.
�Kazan,� said the officer, jogging Paul�s memory.
Paul looked at his long, almost funereal face over a spoonful of the stew.
�The barge,� said Paul. �I remember.�
�Gavenda.�
�Ross, or Rostov, take your pick.�
�Liaison to the Allies,� said Gavenda, managing not to imbue the comment with too much irony. Paul found himself smiling anyway.
�Been in Omsk long?�
�A month,� Gavenda shrugged. �At the front until now.�
�Me too,� said Paul.
�What�s it like in town?�
�Quiet when I left. There are troops on the streets. Bodies, too.�
�What�s new?�
�Will the Legion come out for the SRs?�
Gavenda mournfully inspected his plate. �They ignored us the last time.�
Paul supposed Gavenda was referring to how, just before the Directory had taken office, the right-wing de facto head of the West Siberian Government�� an ambitious politician named Mikhailovsky who was unhappy at the prospect of sharing power�� had objected to the appointment of an SR minister. Mikhailovsky had had his security police murder the SR as soon as the man arrived in Omsk. The Legion had sent the Directory a report showing Mikhailovsky�s complicity in the death but it had been diplomatically shelved.
�Besides,� said Gavenda, �after Gajda�s threat it was decided we should stay out of it.�
�Threat?�
�Apparently Gajda has given those who planned the coup a guarantee that the Legion will not intervene. There was talk of his marching on Omsk if we did.�
�What? Not with Legion men, surely.�
Gavenda�s lip curled sourly. �You would hope not, although he has his supporters. But he has Russian men, too, thanks to his pal the admiral.�
�And would he have?�
�Intervened?� Gavenda shrugged again. �Who knows? He�s an ambitious man. After all, what was he in Bohemia, a student of chemistry then a clerk in the army�? Russia has made him. Perhaps he thinks in return he can make Russia.�
�Is he coming here?�
�Maybe. They say he�s in Chelyabinsk now, getting a bollocking from Syrov� and Diterikhs.�
Paul left Gavenda to his stew and started back for town. The overcast had thickened and snow was falling heavily. With it came a wind that carried the breath of the arctic.
So Gajda had shown his hand. And played his cards too soon? He had been a hero of the Legion just weeks before. Now he was looking like a common adventurer.
The crowds of refugees had thinned. There were fewer soldiers too; sheltering in their barracks, no doubt. Paul put his head into the wind, envying them.
He had just reached Ward�s perimeter in the square when he saw Admiral Kolchak emerging from the Stavka headquarters. Dressed in a British uniform he was walking down the steps beside a British officer who was carrying a bottle of Champagne. A staff car waited at the foot of the steps, belching exhaust smoke like a bonfire into the frozen air. Kolchak and the British officer climbed into the car and drove out of the square. Paul turned towards Ward�s train only to see the colonel on the steps of his carriage watching the departing admiral and his companion. The sight seemed to have etched a deep frown into his forehead.
�Ross,� he called, spotting Paul, �what have you learned?�
Paul recounted his inconclusive meeting with the Legion staff officer and said he had learned more from his acquaintance in the commissariat.
Ward drummed his fingers on his moustache. �Now, did Gajda and the admiral cook that up on the tour of the front?�
�It looks that way,� Paul said.
�There�s rarely smoke without fire, even if there aren�t always signals,� Ward replied cryptically.
�As you say, sir,� Paul agreed.
�Well, Admiral Kolchak is the Supreme Governor of all Russia now. He informed me that he accepted the post at two-thirty this afternoon.�
�Was the post Stavka�s to give? What about General Deniken? Has he agreed?�
�At the moment, that hardly matters.�
�Well, the SRs do,� Paul said, �and I�ll be surprised if they think much of it. Never mind the Bolsheviks.�
�Ah, but we have to mind the Bolsheviks, don�t we? With Kolchak as Supreme Governor at least these squabbling factions have the opportunity to unite under one command. The greater good?�
Paul still had his doubts. He had seen enough of Russian politics to know that the only thing a Russian politician would accept as greater than himself was his own ego. There was nothing to be gained in passing his opinion on to Ward, though, so he kept silent. There was already enough cynicism to be found in Omsk without him adding to the pile. Instead he asked:
�Who was the British officer with the admiral?�
Ward�s frown reappeared.
�That was Lieutenant-colonel Nielson.�
�From General Knox�s staff?�
�Yes. Doesn�t look good, does it, carrying a bottle of champagne as if they had something to celebrate?�
Paul didn�t suppose it did. The French were already suspicious of Knox�s influence with Kolchak. Seeing a British general�s staff officer celebrating a successful coup against a legitimate government�� no matter how weak and inefficient it might be�� was hardly likely to send the right signals.
�By the way, Ross,� Ward said, �you have a visitor. �A lady. Miss Rostova. She says she�s your cousin.�

Paul found her in Ward�s private saloon, sitting on the sofa in her high-necked Edwardian dress. She wore gloves and boots. A fur coat and hat lay draped over a neighbouring chair and Moorman, Ward�s servant, had set out a tea tray on the low table beside her. He was hanging around outside the door in case she needed him; Paul didn�t supposed the �Hernia Battalion� had seen too many ladies since leaving Singapore.
Sofya was drinking tea and nibbling at a pastry.
�Sofya?� he said, pulling off his coat as he walked in.
�Pasha.� She put down her tea and stood. He reached for her hand and would have kissed it but for the glove. He just held it instead.
�Yesterday�� she began.
�Don�t speak of it,� he said. �I was a fool. I shouldn�t have said what I did.�
�That�s not why I�m here.� She pulled him gently down beside her. �Never mind what you said yesterday. I came to tell you that Mikhail had a visitor after lunch. An army friend of his, an unpleasant Cossack colonel he has dealings with.�
�Krasilnikov?� Paul asked.
She looked surprised. �You know him?�
�Only that he engineered the coup,� adding almost before he could help himself, �with Mikhail�s help, I suspect.�
Sofya scowled at him. �Are you always willing to think the worst of my brother?�
�I don�t want to argue again,� he said. �Not if you�ve come to make things up.�
�Make it up?� She jerked her hand out of his. �You�re insufferable, Pavel! Do you think I�d come into this armed camp just to make things up between us?�
�Then why have you come?�
�To warn you.�
�About what?�
�Krasilnikov. I overheard them talking. He has one of these loud voices that carry all over the hotel.� Her nose wrinkled. �It was impossible not to hear.�
�Hear what exactly, Sofya?�
�Them plotting.�
�The coup?�
�Of course not!�
�Then what?�
�To have you killed!�
�Kill me! Why, for heaven�s sake?�
�If you don�t know��
And she wondered why he was always willing to think the worst of Mikhail. �Know what, Sofya?�
�We�re cousins, Pasha. And Mikhail believes my honour has been compromised.�
�What on earth do you mean?�
�He believes you made advances towards me after we left Petersburg.�
�Why should he believe that?�
She looked down at her lap and Paul thought he saw a little colour rise in her cheeks.
�I may have led him to believe that� that��
�That what, Sofya?�
�That you cared for me.�
�But I do! Isn�t it obvious? Why should Mikhail care? Because we�re cousins? That�s hardly unusual, especially in Russia.�
She took off her glove and reached for his hand again. �Because he never liked you and�� she looked away, �and because Colonel Krasilnikov has declared himself.�
Paul fell back into the sofa in surprise. �Declared himself?� Had he wandered into a Jane Austen novel? �And you,� he felt compelled to ask, �what do you feel for Krasilnikov?�
�Nothing, Pasha! The man�s contemptible. He calls himself an ataman, but he�s nothing but a barbarian.�
�But Mikhail regards this Cossack a match?�
She gave a muffled cry. �Never mind Mikhail. I came to warn you that you have to leave Omsk. Krasilnikov will have you killed for whatever reason. That you�re English is enough for him.�
�Not entirely English,� he said.
�Enough for Krasilnikov,� she replied.
Paul poured himself some tea. At least it confirmed his name had been on the list the Cossacks were carrying that morning. He had always known that Mikhail had disliked him but it had never occurred to him that his cousin would stoop to murder. Simply because of his feelings for Sofya? He found that hard to believe. Was there more then? Did Mikhail find Paul�s acquaintance with Admiral Kolchak awkward for some reason? But then, what about Knox and Ward, Nielson and Steveni? They were all British, all here under the auspices of the British government and all acquainted with Kolchak. What was so different about him? All he could think of was that he had been sent by Cumming, but how could Mikhail know that? About his mission, perhaps. That was an open secret by now: Poole and the Legion, Kolchak and his gold�
�You will have to leave,� Sofya said.
�Leave? What do you mean? I was sent here. I can�t just up sticks and do as I please because some Russian believes me a rival.�
�You can�t stay,� Sofya insisted. �Colonel Ward told me he can send you to Vladivostok.�
�You told the colonel? Sofya, how could you? What is he to think now, that I�m some philanderer who has to run away because of a jealous suitor?�
�Don�t be ridiculous, Pasha. What if Krasilnikov had come here and asked to see you?�
�He�d hardly kill me in front of Ward and his men. He can�t be that stupid.�
�You don�t know Krasilnikov. He�s capable of anything.�
Ward knocked upon the saloon door. Paul stood up and Ward bowed slightly. �Miss Rostova� excuse the intrusion. It�ll be dark soon and I�ve taken the liberty of arranging a car from Stavka to take you back to your lodgings. It isn�t safe on the streets and as they are acquainted with your brother they said they�d be happy to escort you to your hotel.�
�That is very thoughtful of you, Colonel,� she replied in English. She began putting her glove on.
�There is no hurry, I assure you,� Ward said, making to leave the saloon again.
�I believe my cousin has told you, sir,� Paul said to him quickly, �that I�m in some sort of danger. I�m sure there�s nothing to it.� He could feel Sofya�s eyes boring into the side of his head but resolutely resisted looking at her. �No doubt it�s nothing more than an idle threat.�
�Fool!� she said in Russian.
�I wouldn�t be too sure it�s an idle threat, Ross,� Ward said. �If men like Colonel Krasilnikov get the upper hand then old scores will be settled. I�m having to send some of my sick men back to Vladivostok. I was going to give young Cornish-Bowden the job but it might be as well to have you command the detail.�
�I hardly think that�s necessary,� Paul protested. �Cornish-Bowden is a capable fellow. And what would I do in Vladivostok? I�m not attached to the Middlesex and��
�I�m sure General Knox will find something useful for you to do,� Ward said.
Knox would have him counting pith helmets, or something equally ludicrous if given the opportunity. According to Valentine, the general did not care for agents of another service operating in any sphere under his command. If Paul had been a civilian he might be able to ignore Knox, but as a soldier�
�I must respectfully remind the Colonel,� Paul said, �that I was sent here by a government department with specific orders�� he faltered, deciding it best not to elaborate on his specific orders as they no longer had any relevance.
Ward eyed him sardonically, his tone threatening to slip past irony into sarcasm. �Might I remind you, Ross�� respectfully, of course�� that ten days ago you asked if it might be possible to join my Middlesex. Perhaps the changed situation here has rekindled your enthusiasm for your �specific orders� although precisely how escapes me.�
It was a tenuous lifeline but Paul grabbed it.
�If you recall, sir, I was sent to liaise between Admiral Kolchak, the Czech Legion, and General Poole in Archangel. Given the present state of trust between the admiral and the Legion, I believe it only my duty to remain and attempt to resolve any differences there may be.�
Ward�s eye had turned from sardonic to jaundiced. He made an open-handed gesture to Sofya�� paradoxically, Paul thought, as Ward was suggesting his hands were tied. Sofya, who had been listening to the exchange with a growing air of exasperation that Paul recognised from past association, picked up her fur coat and started for the door.
�Thank you Colonel Ward. If the car is ready?�
�Sofya�� Paul said, starting after her. But she didn�t stop. On the edge of the Middlesex perimeter a black vehicle waited, a soldier at the wheel, its engine running. The man got out and opened the door for her. She paused a moment and looked back to where Paul was standing. Then she climbed into the car. Paul watched it drive away.

PART SEVEN
The Wind from Omsk (II)
� November 12th 1919 �
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�Why did we draw the short straw?�
�Someone had to.�
Paul�s reply, meant as an expression of stoical acceptance, instead sounded almost callous. Nevertheless it was true. Someone had to draw the short straw.
He was squashed into the teplushka with a couple of dozen other men. The smoke from pipe tobacco, cigarettes and the leaky burhzuika made the atmosphere thick enough to bite and chew. He lit another cigarette. If he was going to smoke he might as well do it first-hand.
They were moving along the line slowly, like an elderly snail. Behind them was the Red Army. In front lay Omsk. They had heard the town had been evacuated for the most part although Paul suspected that those who had vouchsafed the information had meant evacuated by people who mattered and that they numbered themselves among them. All along the railway line they had passed refugees who hadn�t yet even reached Omsk. But, Paul supposed, these were the kind of people who didn�t matter. The strong among them were almost managing to match the crawling pace of the train; the weak were losing ground. Many had dropped from exhaustion in the snow. Paul noticed that the flow of refugees was unceasing and that attrition never seemed to effect their numbers. It was as if, somewhere out in the Ural mountains, a machine continued to churn out the homeless and the destitute in some never-ending cycle. Ragged, they carried what they could on their backs. Most wouldn�t reach Omsk, never mind evacuate out the other side. Those that fell rarely moved again. They lay in the snow like discarded dolls frozen in grotesque attitudes.
The �short straw� they had drawn, to Karel Romanek�s disgust, was to have been chosen to defend the rear of the retreating army as Kolchak evacuated his capital. His generals, undecided whether to attempt to defend the capital or abandon it, had vacillated between the two so long and done neither that it was now too late. The retreat had become precipitous.
There was an irony not lost on Paul in the fact that the Legion had been elected to defend Kolchak�s rear. The irony lay in the fact that Kolchak despised the Legion, and yet the Supreme Governor had, through necessity, had to accept being defended by them. He had invested all his faith in his new army which had now, except for a few units, disintegrated. The Legion was all he had left. Had he known how things would turn out, Paul supposed the admiral might have acted differently. And not only the admiral. There were certain matters in which Paul would have liked to have acted differently, too. But a year had passed since he had last been in Omsk. Only a year, but it seemed so much longer.

Paul hadn�t seen Kolchak since the admiral had visited Ward in his train on the evening of the coup. Ward had wasted no time in conveying to Kolchak Paul�s determination to resume his work as a liaison officer with the Legion but the admiral had made it plain that if Paul did, he would be liaising along a one-way street; Paul would not be granted access to the Supreme Governor�s staff.
Giving Paul the news, it was not without some obvious satisfaction that Ward informed Paul he would have to travel to Ekaterinburg in order to report to Syrov�, effectively getting him out of Omsk as Sofya had wished.
The evening of the coup, Paul had been present at a meeting with Kolchak and Ward, along with a Russian colonel named Frank, Kolchak�s liaison officer from Stavka. The representatives from Knox�s staff, Nielson and Steveni were there too, as well as a Times correspondent called Frazer. Kolchak had been dressed in the full uniform of a Russian admiral, imperial epaulettes and all, and it had seemed to Paul that those present were in some way conscious of the importance of the meeting. It was an awareness lost on Paul himself. He still felt morose following his meeting with Sofya�� and the realisation of the probable consequences of what he had decided to do.
When Paul and Ward had watched Kolchak and Lieutenant-colonel Nielson drive away together earlier that afternoon, the admiral had been on his way to visit the French High Commissioner, M.Regnault, whose train was parked in a siding at the main railway station. Nielson�� with an excuse that apparently satisfied neither Ward nor the man from The Times�� said later that he had been offered a lift by the admiral by chance, and he had just happened to be carrying a bottle of champagne. His account certainly didn�t fool the French. As far as they were concerned the only possible explanation for the coup, for Nielson�s presence and for the champagne, was British perfidy.
The meeting in Ward�s train on Kolchak�s return was supposedly a courtesy to Ward as the ranking British officer in the town. Paul suspected that without the meeting, had it not been for a cut in telegraphic communication with the east overnight, the Middlesex colonel would have found himself reading Kolchak�s justification for the coup in a telegram from Knox. As it was, the admiral�s reasoning sounded to Paul little more than a veneer of excuses, barely covering Stavka�s fait accompli and the admiral�s own egotism.
Not that Ward was in any position to do much about it. Although, being temporarily freed from Knox�s oversight by the cut telegraph, he did take the opportunity to impress upon Kolchak his view that the British people would not stand for members of a legitimate government being kidnapped. All he was able to do in practise though was to reiterated an earlier request for guarantees of their safety.
�Since,� he had intoned in what Paul supposed to be Ward�s best parliamentary manner, �I have received no information regarding my enquiries concerning their safety, nor to the note I sent in the care of Colonel Nielson to the relevant Russian authorities�� and he had paused at this point to look significantly in Nielson�s direction, as if not entirely sure that the note had actually been delivered. This had discomforted Nielson sufficiently to make him shift awkwardly in his seat while Ward turned back to Kolchak and concluded, ��I will be writing direct to Your Excellency care of Colonel Frank after this meeting.�
Kolchak, sitting stiffly on the same sofa he had occupied during Paul�s interview several days earlier, inclined his head in acknowledgement but chose not to reply.
�And on a connected matter,� Ward added while holding the floor, �I must inform you that it has been brought to my attention that certain threats have been made to a British officer temporarily under my command by a Russian officer said to have been involved in this very kidnapping of the Directory members.�
To Paul�s acute embarrassment everyone in the room had turned towards him, even the journalist, Frazer, to whom Paul had not even been introduced.
Kolchak asked Ward the name of the Russian officer in question.
�Krasilnikov,� said Ward.
�And which of your officers has Colonel Krasilnikov supposedly threatened?�
Ward breathed deeply, adding both to his self-importance and his chest measurement.
�Sufficient to say, an officer under my command.�
It was a poor fig leaf to be sheltering behind but one Paul was grateful for nevertheless.
Kolchak turned to Colonel Frank, the Russian liaison.
�Do you know anything about this? Has Krasilnikov threatened Captain Rostov?�
Paul squirmed, his fig leaf torn away.
Frank�s expression was one of bored indifference.
�A personal matter, Admiral. Concerning a lady, I believe.�
Kolchak smirked at Ward. �I can hardly be held responsible for disputes of the heart between fellow officers, Colonel. No doubt the matter will be settled as these things generally are between gentlemen.� He glanced contemptuously in Paul�s direction. �In the event that Colonel Krasilnikov chooses to call out Captain Rostov, might I suggest we assume it to be the Russian half of the captain�s heritage that has caused Krasilnikov offence, rather than the British? That way no one�s national pride suffers injury.�
Paul was on the point of protesting that he had caused Krasilnikov no offence whatsoever�� that it was far more likely to be his cousin who was behind the threat; but given that they were all looking at him again�� Steveni in particular�� Paul was afraid his argument would sound weak. And if he began blathering about details of his family background none of it would make much sense. He settled for silence and an orderly retreat.
Stretching credulity�� even his own�� Paul might have satisfied himself on a drawn engagement had not Ward immediately informed Kolchak that Paul would be leaving Omsk forthwith to resume his previous status as liaison officer to the Legion. Announcing this so soon after Kolchak had intimated that Krasilnikov might chose to challenge Paul to a duel, it turned what Paul might have imagined to be an orderly retreat into a rout, making his decision to go back to the Legion sound like an act of cowardice.
He should have had the presence of mind to inform Kolchak that there had been no question of Krasilnikov calling him out. Rather that the Cossack had taken the underhand opportunity of manufacturing a slight concerning Sofya�s affections to simply add Paul�s name to an existing list of those who were to be murdered.
But at the time he hadn�t had that presence of mind.
One reason was that Steveni was present. The meeting had been Paul�s first opportunity to take a look at the man. Until then, Steveni�s name had been all he had known, cropping up as it had ever since Paul had been in Russia.
He was aware that Steveni, like himself, had been born in Petersburg, although under what circumstances he didn�t know. He guessed Steveni to be a little older than he was, and judging by an incident or two during the meeting, that he spoke Russian well. Ward didn�t speak a word of Russian and, since both Kolchak and Frank knew English, the meeting was held in that language. On occasion, though, Kolchak had stumbled over a word or phrase. Where Frank was unable to help, Steveni had stepped into the breech, glancing at Paul as if to seek corroboration.
Throughout the meeting, the admiral made no attempt to hide the fact that he regarded the Legion with contempt. Contaminated by the opinions of his own staff officers, he had been persuaded that the Czechs and Slovaks were little more than a revolutionary rabble themselves�� infected as they had been by the SRs� egalitarian attitude to military discipline and having the temerity to choose for themselves when and where, and even for whom, they would fight. Kolchak left Paul in no doubt that it wasn�t the kind of army he was used to, where a conscript peasant could be flogged to death for an impertinent word to an officer. Nor was it the kind of army he envisaged leading in his crusade to return Holy Russia to her God-appointed proprietary class.
Colonel Frank had obviously shared the Supreme Governor�s vision for Russia. He spent much of the meeting clarifying points for Frazer who scribbled copious notes which, Paul fervently hoped, adhered to Ward�s injunction not to mention Paul�s name, given that his work in Russia was supposedly secret. Ward looked decidedly disgruntled by Kolchak�s vision of a return to autocracy, and not least by Nielson�s calm acceptance of such.
Steveni�s reaction was harder to read and, as the meeting broke up, Paul took the opportunity of leaving the carriage ahead of the others while they donned their heavy coats. Waiting outside the train trying to shelter from the freezing wind that was whistling through the parked rolling stock, he took Steveni aside as he stepped down from the carriage, heading towards Nik�lskaya Square and his rooms in the building next to Stavka headquarters.
�I was hoping for a word,� Paul said.
Steveni was a little taller than Paul with a long angular face cut horizontally by a dark moustache.
�I�ll walk you back to your rooms,� Paul offered.
�Best not,� said Steveni. �Krasilnikov has friends at Stavka.�
�I�m not sure there�s much to that story,� Paul said lightly.
�I�m rather afraid there is,� Steveni said. He took Paul�s arm in his gloved hand and steered him along the length of Ward�s train into the shadows beyond the reach of the arc lights Ward had had erected to illuminate his perimeter. �Krasilnikov and your cousin mean to see you dead. You�ll be well-advised to return to the Legion as Ward suggested. No one will think the worse of you, old chap. And if there are those that do, their opinion won�t be worth having.�
Paul was glad the shadows prevented Steveni from seeing the colour rise in his face. Steveni�s remark confirmed that it hadn�t been just his own over-delicate sensibilities that had made his decision to return to the Legion look like pusillanimity.
�You know who sent me here, don�t you?� he said to Steveni.
Steveni smiled. �If you�re suggesting we are both working for the same man��
�And we�re not talking about General Knox.�
�No, I don�t believe we are.�
�I was given to understand you were on the general�s staff.�
�And so I am,� said Steveni. �But there are wheels within wheels, if you catch my meaning.�
It had dawned upon Paul during the meeting that Steveni still worked for Cumming. Valentine�s warnings to steer clear of Steveni and Nielson had been no more than a variation of Cumming�s injunction to keep away from all his other agents and anyone on the diplomatic side, like Cromie and Lockhart. At the time, Paul had supposed Cumming had wanted to keep Paul�s mission secret; now he believed it to be more a case of Cumming not wanting an amateur like Paul blundering in exposing more established agents. Everything, Cumming had told him, had to go through Hart, although it now appeared that Cumming�s injunction had not been in force in the reverse direction.
For a second, thinking of how he had almost been murdered in London and then on the steamer, Paul wondered if it might have been Steveni who had betrayed him. But no, that was ridiculous. Steveni was well in with Stavka, but it hadn�t been Stavka who wanted him dead�� not at the time. It had been the Bolsheviks to whom his mission had been betrayed and Paul had begun to suspect the man responsible for that was Ransome. Perhaps not consciously but rather unconsciously�� not so much in his sleep but while sleeping with his mistress. Trotsky�s former secretary, Evgenia Petrovna Shelepina might have been with Ransome in Finland by the time Paul had arrived in Petersburg, but Ransome had certainly known of his imminent arrival.
That, though, was water under the bridge. Without evidence, there was probably nothing he could do about it even if he ever got back to England.
�When are you leaving?� Steveni asked.
�Tomorrow. There�s a Legion supply train leaving for Ekaterinburg in the morning. I�ve arranged to be on it. I�m to take a communication from Colonel Ward to the consul there, Mr Preston, and then a note to Syrov�.� He paused. �The thing is, I�ve not had the opportunity to tell Valentine.�
�Valentine?�
�Perhaps you know him as Hart,� Paul said.
�I�ll see he knows,� said Steveni briskly. �Any message?�
�No, I don�t think so.�
�For anyone else, perhaps?� Steveni was smiling again.
�Do you know her?�
�We�ve met socially.�
�Then tell her I�ve gone, will you? If you meet socially again, that is. It is what she wanted, after all.�
�And that�s all?�
Paul was grateful for the dark again.
�Tell her I�ll find her. Somehow.�
He hadn�t seen Steveni again. Had not seen any of them except for Ward the following morning as he had said his goodbyes. The bluff soldier-cum-politician had returned his salute and offered his hand.
�Good luck to you, lad. There�s work to be done here in Russia if the country�s to regain her rightful place in the world. And if we all play our part then it�ll be a more equitable Russia and a better future for everyone. You�ll be useful, Ross, I know.�
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Ward�s fine sentiment had all been very well at the time. But Paul had long since disabused himself of any notion that he had a useful part to play in Russia. He had, indeed, long since resolved to quit the country at the first opportunity: make your own way back, as Browning had told him in Cumming�s office all those months ago.
The trouble with resolutions, though, was that they could not always be put into effect. The opportunity to leave had never arisen.
He had presented his note from Ward to Syrov� in Ekaterinburg. After reading the note with his one good eye, Syrov� had granted Paul an interview on the strength of Paul�s being present in Omsk during the coup and privy to the subsequent meeting between Kolchak and Ward.
Ripples from the coup had already passed through Ekaterinburg. The day after Kolchak�s assumption of power in Omsk, White officers in the town had stormed the Palais Royale Hotel where the party leader, Chernov, and other SRs were based. A member of the Constituent Assembly had been killed and Chernov and other leading SRs taken prisoner. Only the timely arrival of a Czech unit saved them from summary execution. The Czechoslovak National Council intervened and ensured that all prisoners and any other endangered SRs were transferred to Ufa, where remnants of Komuch still resisted, rather than to Omsk. But it did little good. At the end of the month Kolchak issued �Order 56�, suppressing the remnants of Komuch and had any remaining members of the administration and other leading SRs arrested and transferred to Omsk. Chernov managed to escape but few others did.
It became clear that the Legion�� beyond its rescue of Chernov at the Palais Royale Hotel�� was not going to step in on behalf of the Social-Revolutionary Party. Gajda had promised Kolchak the Legion�s neutrality in the event of a coup and had delivered it. In its wake the promise left a seething atmosphere of resentment. The air in Syrov��s office had been thick with it.
Paul explained what he had seen and what he knew to have happened during the coup. Syrov� and Diterikhs heard him out, although when he had requested permission to return to the Legion unit he had been serving with before Voitzekhovsky had brought him to Ekaterinburg, he could see they were not keen. Syrov��s face had remained as blank as his eye patch until Diterikhs, inclining his head towards Syrov�, said a few words in an undertone that Paul could not catch. Perhaps it was his contacts in Omsk that swayed their decision, presupposing the day might possibly come when he might prove useful. They acceded to his request and Paul left feeling like a doubtfull asset squirreled away against future adverse conditions. Two days later the Czechoslovak National Council meeting in Chelyabinsk advised soldiers of the Legion not to co-operate with the new regime nor obey officers who supported Admiral Kolchak.

�We should let the Reds have him and all the rest of his drunken rabble.�
Romanek, finally replying to Paul�s remark about someone having to draw the short straw, startled him back into the present.
He had assumed their conversation over. It was hard to disagree with Romanek�s sentiment, though, even if the Reds weren�t making much of an effort to reach Kolchak. With winter closing its iron fist on the country, they seemed to have concluded that there was little point in fighting for a town they could have for the asking in a day or two. Their army was still advancing, bringing their guns up over the ice of the Irt�ish, but they were hardly moving any faster than the train Paul was travelling on. In truth, there was no hurry. Sooner or later not only Omsk but the rest of Siberia would be theirs for the taking.
�We owe him nothing,� Romanek continued to mumble.
Paul wasn�t arguing.

Having returned to the front, he found that Karel Romanek had been pleased to see him back even if few of the others were. It hadn�t been much over three weeks since he had left the train and, managing to reclaim his old bunk without too much difficulty, he found little had changed. But this, in the wake of the news filtering out of Omsk was deceptive.
To Paul�s surprise, news arrived that Krasilnikov and his fellow conspirators had been brought to trial.
�Propaganda. For the Allies sake,� Romanek cynically insisted. �If they�re found guilty they�ll get no more than a slap on the wrist.�
And he had been almost right. The trial proved to be a stage-managed affair and, despite confessing to having engineered the coup, Krasilnikov and the others were acquitted. The court accepted their defence that their coup had been staged to pre-empt an SR insurrection.
Karel merely spat on the floor and looked in askance at Paul.
The verdict seemed to give a signal to Kolchak�s Stavka, White officers regarding the decision as authority to take their revenge on those they saw as primarily to blame for the disintegration of Imperial Russia. Anyone with a connection to Kerensky and the former Provisional Government was murdered on the street. An insurrection in Omsk�s industrial suburb of Kulomzino was put down by Kolchak�s army, killing hundreds of workers and SRs. Then, in December, came the news that Cossacks had gone on a rampage in the city, burning houses, beating and killing anyone suspected of SR or Bolshevik sympathies.
For Paul the nadir had been reached when some SR prisoners, freed during the brief workers� insurrection but who had returned to prison on its suppression upon guarantees of safety, were brought before a hastily arranged military court and shot. Their guards, reluctant to give them up, had shared their fate. Their bodies, in a phrase he remembered Valentine having used, were �transferred to the Republic of the Irt�ish�.
But it was not only Paul who was sickened by the stream on news coming out of Omsk. The massacre brought about a sea change within the Legion. The soldiers� committees, always in sympathy with the Social-Revolutionary Party, mutinied and, taking their National Council at their word, the Seventh Regiment and parts of the Fifth and Sixth, refused to serve at the front.
Paul didn�t doubt that their decision would merely confirm Kolchak in his view that the Legion was unreliable. Had the Supreme Ruler, as he now styled himself, had the strength, Paul was sure he would have attempted to suppress it; liquidate it, in that oft-used euphemism. But he lacked the strength and the admiral had to satisfy himself with ordering Czechs and Slovaks to assume the passive role of guarding the Trans-Siberian line.
This had suited Paul well enough at the time although, while glad enough to be behind the lines, he nevertheless felt a sense of guilt over what others saw as the Legion�s betrayal of the fracturing army that was trying to hold back the Bolshevik front.
But betrayal came in many shades. Gajda, in what could only be seen a reward for his assuring the neutrality of the Legion during the coup, was appointed commander of Kolchak�s forces.
Galvanising the army, he had retaken Perm at Christmas, although marring his victory by massacring fifteen hundred workers. Ufa fell a few days later with Uralsk and Orenburg following swiftly in the new year.
Meanwhile Paul and his �chelon had been kicking their heels behind the front, on the line between Ufa and Chelyabinsk in the foothills of the Ural Mountains. The Red Army stalled at Ufa finding itself short of men. As long as the SR Party had been part of the government, the Bolsheviks had not lacked volunteers but, following the split in the summer, all except a few hard-line SRs had repudiated the Bolsheviks. Peasant uprisings in the rear of the Red Army starved them of recruits and, as Romanek pointed out, like every Russian government before them, they resorted to forced conscription.
�What did they do?� Karel had asked rhetorically. �Conscripted men at the point of a rifle. Beat them and burned their villages. Took the ones the Poor Peasant committees said were Kulaks and shot them as an example to the others.�
�What�s a Kulak?�
�A rich peasant. The word means, �fist�.�
�I know what the word means,� said Paul. �I wondered why it was used for rich peasants.�
Romanek laughed. ��Rich� is a flexible word. It can mean a man with a couple of cows and a few acres. It depends if the Poor Peasant committee sees him as a threat. It�s a term of abuse, marking the man out as an oppressor. Now they�ve got rid of the landlords the next to go will be the small-holder. Follow their logic and all they�ll have left to work the land are the landless dimwits without the ambition to better their lot. Then they�ll resort to the knout again. The poor bastards will really know what a fist is then.�
Paul was tapping water from the samovar to brew tea. Romanek had stripped off his boots and stood them by his bunk. His gloves and coat were hanging on pegs near the stove to dry, a musty steam rising from them and adding to the thick atmosphere. They had been out on a patrol although here on the main line it was no more than an amble through the trees. With winter and the country frozen hard hostilities had more or less stopped. There was little fighting at the front and, for the Legion strung out along the railway line again, even less. The Bolsheviks were no doubt busy, slaughtering peasants in their rear, but that was their way.
He passed Karel a mug of tea.
Romanek still kept abreast of events beyond their small attenuated world. He knew what was happening and felt he ought to have some sort of say in its outcome.
Not so Paul. That was where he differed from Romanek. Russia had changed him, Paul knew. He was tougher now, more resilient; hardened by what he had seen and what he had done. But he still thought himself to be little more than a passive link in the chain of events. If he happened to break, no matter; the chain would adjust and things would flow around him as they always had, as if he had never existed. His passiveness hadn�t changed. He still felt himself at the mercy of circumstance and supposed he always would be. Perhaps it was his nature to be blown this way and that, whichever direction the prevailing wind blew.
Karel had stretched out on his bunk with a newspaper. Posted as they were on the main line, editions of the Legion�s �eskoslovensk� den�k were readily available. They were almost up to date. News, too, came from the constant stream of refugees passing along the track. Lucky ones had a horse and cart, sometimes even a cow; Kulaks in Bolshevik eyes, Paul supposed. Most were on foot, destitute families or widows with their children. A great number of the men passing were deserters from the Red Army or peasants dodging the Bolshevik draft. Caught between two armies, though, if they lingered in the rear of Kolchak�s forces too long it was likely they would end up as soldiers in his cause. Sometimes a few prisoners of war passed under armed guard. It was no war for taking prisoners and, dejected and demoralised, they had the look of men with no future. But having got this far from the front there was always the chance they might survive; conscripting them to Kolchak�s cause was easier than shooting them and digging graves in the frozen ground.
Romanek was reading from his newspaper.
�It says here that your General Knox has taken charge of training Kolchak�s army in Vladivostok. More foreign aid is arriving as well.�
�The British government see Kolchak as the saviour of Russia,� said Paul.
Romanek hooted. �Too far away to see him for what he really is, that�s why.�
Being stationed on one of the rail arteries, they knew it was true about the war mat�riel. Fresh guns and supplies were flowing along the Trans-Siberian. Omsk was still a bottleneck, but they had seen for themselves trains of stores moving west. To the north of them, Gajda had benefited from a swelling of both men and supplies. He was now far better equipped and clothed than the old Peoples� Army of Komuch had ever been.
Paul had struggled to understand it, though. Why were men�� the majority of them peasants, after all�� flocking to Kolchak�s banner now when, in the autumn when Komuch had lost Kazan, Samara and the other cities, they had been deserting in droves?
�They�re a different class of peasant in Siberia,� Karel said.
Paul scoffed. �You would have to classify them, wouldn�t you?�
Romanek may not have been an ideologue, but involving oneself in politics for any length of time was always to risk mud sticking. Politicians invariably dealt in generalisations as far as Paul could see�� the thoughts and motivations of individuals far too complex a phenomena to be dealt with by the political mind. They preferred to reduce people to classifications. It had, after all, become the sine qua non of Bolshevism. In Paul�s opinion it was the first step anyone took in dehumanising a population.
He�d often said as much to Karel in the tedious dark hours spent killing time when they had had their fill of sleep.
�You�re a cynic,� said Karel.
�All right, a different class of peasants how?� he insisted, drying his socks over the stove and adding to the unwholesomeness of the atmosphere.
Karel propped himself on an elbow. �Different in that they�re not tied to landlords east of the Urals. There are no great estates in Siberia like there are in Russia. The Siberian peasant is either a tribesman or a man who has come east to escape serfdom�� either the kind that existed before Alexander II, or the kind they�ve had to endure since.�
�Or political exiles,� Paul suggested.
�Plenty of those,� Karel agreed. �And their descendants. Did you know more than half a million were exiled up to nineteen-hundred?�
�No,� Paul replied, wondering who on earth had counted them. �In that case, I�d have thought they�d have no more love for White tsarists than a Russian peasant.�
�Can�t speak for the tribes,� said Romanek. �Who knows how they think? But the exiles made a life for themselves away from the government in Petersburg. They�ve got land, built businesses� Do you think they want to see the Reds take it away from them? Why do you think none of the local Soviets lasted long in Siberia unless they were SR controlled?�
Paul hadn�t given it much thought.
�So they volunteer,� Karel said, his tone adding an unspoken, ipso facto.
For now, Paul thought to himself. While things go well. If the Reds regroup and advance again he suspected it might be a different matter. No one is keen on joining a beaten army. And if the Omsk government couldn�t get men, he took it for granted they�d revert to type. Like the Reds, they�d use forced conscription, threats and beatings, burning villages and murdering as a last resort�
There had been a lull since the early successes. Gajda was still in Perm building up his forces, waiting for spring, while Voitzekhovsky was operating somewhere to the south of the railway, having left the Legion and rejoined the Russian army. Even further south, Kappel, the man who had persuaded �e�ek to turn the Legion west against Samara and Kazan, was attempting to link up with Deniken in the Caucasus. There was talk of a push towards the Allies in Archangel. It had been reported in the Czech newspaper that General Poole had been replaced by General Ironside, and now the hope was that Ironside would resume the descent of the River Dvina and the Kotlas railway. Joining with Gajda, they would catch the Red Army in a pincer movement between Deniken and Kappel in the south.
Karel remained unconvinced. �It�ll never happen.�
�Now who�s the cynic?� Paul asked.
But he suspected Karel was right. So far, Ironside like his predecessor, had shown little inclination to quit the dubious comforts of Archangel for a winter campaign.
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They stopped some distance from the station. A crowd gathered, hopeful of boarding. Paul jumped down, pushed his way through them and walked along the track against the flow of new arrivals. A convoy of trains lined the track ahead and into the railway station. Five, Paul counted as he passed, six including the armoured train�� the bron�viky at the head of the convoy. Russian troops guarded the trains, forcing back the press of refugees clamouring around them. For all Paul could tell by looking at them they might have been the same people he had seen in Omsk a year earlier. Now more ragged, more hungry, more desperate.
Beyond the station the sheds and railway workshops had been stripped of their timber. Firewood, he supposed. Towards Omsk, pillars of smoke rose into the frozen air as if from a desolate Gomorrah.
There was no transportation to be had into the centre of the city, but he had expected none. By now all the horses would have been eaten. A locomotive shunting boxcars along the spur line was being unloading of its freight for the convoy. Nothing appeared to be going back into Omsk. He supposed there was nothing to go back for.
Kolchak�s ministers had decamped four days earlier, leaving the city ahead of the Supreme Ruler to prepare for his arrival at Irkutsk, his new capital. Kolchak was to travel in the last convoy with his staff, the chancery and his personal guard. The Legion�� with Paul in tow�� was to bring up the rear in their own armoured train. All that was left behind, between them and the Red Army, were some ragged units of Poles, Ukrainians and some Serbs. They were attempting to move faster than the Red units chasing them.
On top of the chaos and the anarchy of the evacuation, Paul had heard there was an epidemic of typhus in the city. There was really no reason for anyone to go back into Omsk. Except Paul. He still had a reason.
Romanek had tried to dissuade him, but Paul knew that if he didn�t go back he would spend the rest of his life regretting not having tried. He had armed himself with the Russian version of the Smith & Wesson 10.67mm, less cumbersome than his old Mauser although neither gun was particularly reliable. Short of dragooning a detachment of legionnaires to accompany him, he didn�t know what else he could do. That he was wasting his time he didn�t doubt. Mikhail wouldn�t have been fool enough to stay any longer than he had to and, if Paul knew anything about his cousin, he had probably left with the ministers�� if not before.
On the other hand Mikhail wouldn�t have wanted to be too far from the seat of power. It was always possible he had a berth on the convoy; after all, where safer to be than next to the Supreme Ruler? Either way, Paul really didn�t give a damn. Not about Mikhail. He was more concerned as to where Sofya might be. Already in Irkutsk, with any luck. If Mikhail had had the decency to send her on ahead. It was true his cousin had left her in Petersburg without a quibble, but then Sofya herself had not wanted to leave the city. Omsk was a different matter. Who in their right mind would want to stay here? She might very well have still insisted on remaining with her brother. She was stubborn enough, but Paul couldn�t imagine that having lived under the Bolsheviks in Petersburg she would have wanted to risk repeating the experience in Omsk. And even if Mikhail had not made arrangements for her to leave, Paul didn�t doubt that Sofya was resourceful enough to make her own.
He tried to resist the worm of suspicion that had been eating into his head for days that Krasilnikov might have made arrangements for her. She had said she detested the man but a lot could have changed in the intervening year. And in a town like Omsk, who could say what had happened?
They had all heard the rumours.
Stories of what it was like in Kolchak�s capital had spread down the line like a tide carrying detritus from a sinking ship. Omsk had become a by-word for corruption. The venality of army officers and of government functionaries was legend. It had tainted their every act. As had happened the year before, war mat�riel sent by the Allies had ceased to flow to the front and instead lay stuffed in Omsk warehouses, traded to whoever would pay the most. Even civilians, it had been said, dressed in military uniform while the troops at the front were reduced to rags. Everything had its price. While the ordinary citizen went hungry, restaurants burgeoned with expensive food. Night-clubs flowed with champagne, and cocaine was supposedly to be found as readily as tobacco.
Paul had tried not to picture Sofya in this inflamed atmosphere of vice and temptation. He had refused to admit any possibility of her giving in to the detestable Krasilnikov. But what could he know about it, hundreds of miles away chasing some chimera called duty? It might have been upon Sofya�s insistence that he had left, but how did she react in the vacuum?
That these thoughts not only traduced his own good opinion of her but of her own honour as well, made no difference. He couldn�t help himself. His mind kept returning to it time and again. It was as if the depravity that infected Omsk had infected his own thoughts. He was powerless to fight against it. He had promised himself that if he ever got a chance to return he would find her and�� irrationally�� atone for the damage he felt he had done to her memory.

Taking the same route he had a year earlier, he found the branch line that terminated in Nik�lskaya Square had mostly been cleared of trains. The few abandoned carriages and boxcars left had been taken over by refugees. Soldiers no longer guarded the Stavka building and droves of people were passing in and out of its doors at will. Those leaving mostly carried some sort of booty.
There was little sign of the Gomorrah he had expected, though. Then he supposed those with the means to indulge in excess had already departed. Army officers had left with their families; government officials and clerks with their files. If they hadn�t managed to get a berth on one of the hundreds of trains that had already left in the last weeks, they�d gone by cart. Or walked. The host of the fleeing was endless: caf� owners, restaurateurs, merchants and shopkeepers� the rich hugging bags of money to their chests as mothers hugged their children. Even the prostitutes had gone.
Paul passed abandoned property that had been boarded up, betraying, perhaps, a fanciful optimism of some future return. Most had simply been abandoned. It made little difference. Whether secured or left open, it had all been entered and looted for whatever remained.
Rumour said there were still huge amounts of stores and munitions left in the town; mat�riel that Omsk�s dithering defenders had failed to destroy. What couldn�t be carried off at the last minute remained behind as a gift for Trotsky. What decidedly had not been left behind were the vast supplies of vodka held in the warehouses. It was said the retreating Cossacks had taken what they could not drink with them and were now in the process of raping and pillaging the villages they passed on their way east.
There were still supposedly some 30,000 troops in Omsk, abandoned by their officers in their rush to retreat, and it seemed odd to Paul not to see the number of drunken soldiers he had the last time he had been in the city. There was no shortage of drunks, it was true, looking unsteadily into a bottle for a personal oblivion before the arrival of the apocalypse. But they were not in uniform. Much of the rank and file of Kolchak�s army had already deserted�� to join the Reds or bands of partisans, or simply to go home. The remainder had discarded their uniforms�� presupposing, of course, that they had ever been issued them. Anyone with any sense was dressing in civilian clothes before the Red Army arrived.
Taking the Dvortz�vaya to the iron bridge that crossed the Om, Paul saw there were no longer any steamboats at the wharf. There were no craft capable of carrying passengers left at all. Those still alive in Omsk were cramming the hotels and abandoned restaurants as they had the railway station. Despite the evacuation the town still seethed. Packed to the gunnels, to use a naval expression. Cumming would have liked that, even if he wouldn�t have liked the scenes that greeted Paul. The living crowding the buildings were bad enough; worse were the dead inhabiting the streets. There was no shortage of bodies. He saw them lying in every attitude imaginable, men, women and children. It couldn�t have been plainer how the Allies� policy had finally unravelled; that their scheming had come to nought. The retreat was a rout.
The Hotel Ross�ya on Ly�binski Prosp�kt had lost the few trappings of class he recalled it still possessed on his previous visit. There was no liveried doorman any longer. Outside, glass from broken windows lay in the snow; inside, broken people lay on what was left of the shabby furniture. He walked up to the desk but there was no clerk. The heat wasn�t working and he found an old man warming himself by a stove in the porter�s vestibule. The man was smoking a pipe, its stem stuck between lips half-hidden beneath his tobacco-stained moustache. Voluminous clouds of smoke mingling with that coming from the leaky stove.
Paul joined him by the fire, warming his hands. �I�m looking for Mikhail Ivanovich Rostov. He was staying here this time last year. His sister lived with him.�
�Gone,� the old man said.
�Where to? How long ago?�
�East. Where do you think? All gone east.�
�How long ago?�
�How should I know? Who do you say?�
�Rostova, Sofya Ivanovna Rostova. A tall woman, brown hair. Her brother was shorter, overweight.� Paul tried to remember their suite number but couldn�t.
�Rostov?� The old man gave the name some thought. He shrugged. �A week. Maybe more.�
Getting warm, Paul took off his hat and unbuttoned his coat. �Is the hotel empty?�
�You�re looking for a room?� The old man chuckled. �Put your money away. We�re full. Every room is taken.�
�I don�t want a room. I�m looking for the Rostovs.�
�Your money is of no use.� He pulled some crumpled notes out of his pocket and pushed them into the fire. �See? Worthless. The Bolsheviks won�t recognise it. You have gold? Jewels, maybe?�
�No.�
�It doesn�t matter. Take a room if you want one. Throw whoever�s in it out. No one pays anymore.�
�I�m not looking for a room. I�m looking for Mlle Rostova.�
�Gone, I told you.�
Paul turned to leave, buttoning his coat again.
�I�d take off the uniform if I were you, comrade,� the old man said over his shoulder. �They say the Bolsheviks shoot soldiers if they find them, especially Czechs. And if they don�t, the workers from Kulomzino will. Or string you up. They�ll be here shortly to welcome the Reds and they�ve a score to settle for the massacres last year.�
Paul left, hand tightening on the Smith & Wesson in his pocket.
He had considered going to the British consulate where Valentine had been living the year before, but he�d forgotten where it was and felt unsettled by what the old man had said. The previous November tsarist officers had been ferocious in putting down a Bolshevik uprising in the working class districts. There were debts owing in Omsk and they would be paid before the Red Army arrived. Any man in uniform other than Red would be among the first to settle.
He pulled his hat down over his head and, turning up the collar of his coat, quickly made his way back to the railway station.

Amid the chaos, Paul stopped at the edge of the platform to light a cigarette. Nothing had changed in the few hours he had been gone although it seemed as if they had finished loading the trains. The soldiers guarding them looked bored, their faces pinched with the cold. Even the crowds they were keeping at bay had grown apathetic. They were no longer pressing forward but stood outside the cordon, as if waiting for something to happen that might alter their situation.
Nothing was going to. This was how it ended. Karel Romanek had been right when he had said the previous winter that the White advance wouldn�t last even if, for a few brief weeks in the spring, the sceptics had begun to think they might be proved wrong.
When Gajda had advanced out of Perm in March, fighting his way for 150 versts towards Viatka where the railway linked north to Kotlas on the River Dvina, it had looked for a while as if a link with Ironside in Archangel would be forged. To the south, General Khanzhin moving west retook Ufa and advanced towards Simbirsk and Samara. Uprisings against a Red Terror that had executed seven thousand peasants there had disrupted the Bolshevik advance.
But it hadn�t lasted. In the face of defeat, Lenin softened his attitude to the peasants. At the same time Kolchak hardened his, making statements on land reform that alienated them. Despite advice from Knox, and against Gajda�s wishes, Kolchak moved too soon. No reserves were yet trained or equipped and when Khanzhin, with his supply lines over-extended, was checked west of Ufa, the retreat began. Gajda�s flank to the north was exposed and by mid-June he was back in Perm. To stem the tide, Kolchak committed what few reserves he had�� among them the Volga Corps of General Kappel. But it was too late. Kappel�s forces�� the remnants of the Peoples� Army of Komuch�� were peasant SR supporters who immediately deserted in droves, not to the Red Army but to partisan groups fighting in Kolchak�s rear. By the end of June, Ufa had been lost again, Perm went on July 1st. Ekaterinburg followed in the middle of the month and Chelyabinsk at the beginning of August. With the loss of the Urals any possibility of a link with Ironside�� however faint�� had finally been abandoned. It hardly came as a surprise in the middle of August when the Allies abandoned Kolchak, too. In the west, the Supreme Ruler had come to be regarded as a liability. It was decided in the corridors of power that Deniken in the south was a better bet.
News that the troops in Archangel had pulled out reached Paul at the end of September. By then Ward and his regimental band had already returned to Vladivostok. Now there were no longer any Allies left to the west of Lake Baikal�� except for the few liaison officers like himself, stranded in Siberia.
The French still kept up a pretence of involvement, maintaining the Legion remained part of their Foreign Legion. In Vladivostok Janin continued to issue orders that no one took any notice of any more.
With the fall of Chelyabinsk, the Legion lost its headquarters. Gajda had been dismissed following the loss of Perm and quit Siberia for its eastern port of Vladivostok. Syrov��s second-in-command, General Diterikhs, took command of Kolchak�s forces. Voitzekhovsky too�� a Russian like Diterikhs�� had left the Legion to join the White forces. But none of the changes did much to stem the tide. When Diterikhs told Kolchak he could not hold Omsk once the Irt�ish froze, he went the way of Gajda. Kappel still fought on with those few troops who had remained loyal to him, as did Deniken, Wrangel� and Yudenich to the north of the Caucasus and in the Baltic, but Paul knew the sun was setting on the Russia he had once known.
Had he ever had an inkling of what it was going to be like he would have refused Cumming outright. He had seen some awful things�� atrocities far worse than the careless slaughter he had witnessed on the western front. There had seemed to be little malice in that, either perpetrated by those carrying the rifles or by those who directed them. Troops, after all, were just pieces upon a board to be moved backwards and forwards as circumstance allowed; if there had been a certain callous disregard for their lives, it was a detached disregard. Here he had seen more vindictive cruelty than he thought it possible to imagine. Two years of civil war had stripped any pretence of humanity from the participants. Men, women, children� all were slaughtered with an almost bestial abandon. As if not content with mere killing, the dead bodies were often as not subjected to the most repulsive acts of mutilation. And if the bodies weren�t dead� then so much the better.
He now found it difficult to believe he had been shocked by the arbitrary execution of a prisoner when on patrol with his armoured train� a year earlier. Compared to what he had witnessed since, Lieutenant Capek, the Czech who had led the patrol, had been a soft-hearted humanitarian.
If the sun was setting on the old Russia then he supposed the dawn had almost arrived upon the new. It was undoubtedly going to be a Red dawn, although perhaps not the one for which Corporal Jacobs had once hoped. Tsarist Russia may have been a despotic land with no more than a thin veneer of civilisation laid over its barbarous carcass, but Paul was certain that the Russia of the Bolsheviks would not even shelter beneath that masquerade. They would strip away the veneer and stretch the carcass on the rack of their ideology, brooking no compromise, allowing no deviation.
The dawn might be red but it would be coloured by blood. More of a dusk than a dawn.

The locomotives were getting up steam. Agitated by the preparations to leave, the crowd had started milling in front of the soldiers again like nervous sheep looking for a gap in a fence. A man came up to Paul and pulled a piece of paper from his coat, waving it under Paul�s nose.
�It is a pass to join the train. I have authorisation!�
Paul looked at the grubby pass and saw a dubious-looking stamp and a signature scrawled in an illegible hand. The man had probably bought it from some charlatan posing as a member of Kolchak�s staff. No matter the crisis, there was always time before abandoning the city for one final dishonest act, time to part one last desperate man from what little he had left. It was like simony, the medieval church�s corrupt practise of selling indulgences to ease a penitent soul into heaven, Paul reflected. Heaven in this case being anywhere except Omsk.
But it wasn�t Paul�s business and there was nothing he could do for the man. He ground the butt of his cigarette into the snow and turned away.
For some reason the phrase �penitent soul� brought Valentine to mind. He didn�t know why. One could hardly describe the shameless way Valentine had admitted to the pitchblende swindle as a means of getting Paul into Russia as �penitent�. But that all seemed so long ago now, in another life. It didn�t worry Paul that he hadn�t tried to find the consulate. Valentine wouldn�t have been there and nor would it be on Paul�s conscience because he didn�t try. Browning�s injunction �to make your own way back,� popped into his head and Paul pictured Valentine already sitting in some London club enjoying a whisky-soda, giving Paul and his predicament no more thought than how he was going to pay the bill. Yet Paul couldn�t begrudge Valentine if he had got out. Good luck to him. There was no point in feeling bitter. It was probable that Valentine had got involved in Russia at Cumming�s behest just as Paul had, and like him could always have said no. Only Valentine wouldn�t have said no, of course. Keen was the word for Valentine. Paul thought it was even possible that Valentine might try to stay in Omsk after the Red Army moved in, adopt one of his outlandish guises and bury himself behind the Bolshevik lines as he had in Petersburg.
At the end of the platform Paul dropped onto the hard-packed ice, looking up into the carriage windows as he walked the length of the convoy. He was hoping to get a glimpse of Sofya, some assurance that if she hadn�t left already she was aboard one of these last trains. Most of the windows had steamed up, though, and the soldiers were stopping anyone getting too close.
Ahead, behind their ring of bayonets, he noticed a man standing on the steps of one of the carriages, looking back towards the platform as if for someone who was late. Dressed in a fine coat with a fur collar and fur hat, he seemed the epitome of a successful merchant, or a banker perhaps. Someone who had done well out of the opportunities Omsk had afforded as was now ready to leave. As Paul approached the carriage, he realised the man was looking in his direction, waving a hand. Paul glanced over his shoulder but no-one in the seething mass of bodies behind him appeared to be taking any notice of the merchant.
The man jumped off the carriage step onto the ice and pushed his way through the ring of soldiers, still waving.
�Ross! Ross, old man. You�re here!�
Valentine grabbed Paul�s coat and dragged him into the magic circle behind the guards.
�I heard you were on the Legion train. It�s a bit of a scrum, isn�t it? Kolchak�s on the train behind, of course, so they won�t let anyone near.� He laid a hand on Paul�s shoulder. �How are you? You don�t know how good it is to see you.�
And Valentine did look genuinely pleased. More enthusiastic than Paul had ever seen him, in fact, with the possible exception of the zeal he had formerly exhibited for the mystical properties of pitchblende. He hadn�t even asked if Paul had been followed.
�I imagined you�d be long gone by now,� Paul said. �As it happens, I was only just thinking of you.�
�Oh, you know me, old man. Had to stay to the bitter end.� He lowered his voice. �I�ve been setting up a network before the Reds arrive. We�ll need information on their regime and conditions in Bolshevik held territory� who�s who, that sort of thing�� He nodded earnestly. �As you know, it�s what C sets most store by.�
Paul wasn�t sure he had ever known what Cumming set most store by.
�Getting the word out will be the tricky part. Decent couriers are as rare as hens� teeth. Once out, of course, they�re chary about going back in.�
�Naturally,� said Paul.
�I�d invite you into my carriage, old man,� Valentine said casting a look back over his shoulder at the misted window behind him where an officer wearing a Staff Captain�s cap gazed vacantly down at them. �But the gold is on this train and it�s packed with the admiral�s guards. As you see, I�m having to share my compartment with some Stavka officers. A rum bunch they are too. Rum being the word. Or perhaps I should say vodka since the fellows are drunk most of the time.�
�That�s all right,� Paul said. �I�m expected back.�
�I dare you know how they feel about the Legion,� Valentine said, nodding up at the officers in his compartment, �and what with you being in Czech uniform��
Paul glanced up at them. �One might have expected a little more gratitude. We�ve been the only thing standing between them and the Red Army.�
�I know, old man, I know. But that�s Russian officers for you. The collapse of the front is always someone else�s fault and they have to have a scapegoat. Their refusal to shoulder responsibility has been the problem all along. I could tell you stories you wouldn�t believe.�
�I�ve probably heard them,� Paul said.
�Your cousin�s on board, by the way.�
�Sofya?�
�Mikhail. What with the gold being on this train, I mean. I don�t believe he�s let the money out of his sight since we left Kazan.�
�Sofya isn�t with him?�
�Yes, she�s here too.� Valentine grinned at him. �I�ll let her know I�ve seen you.�
�Would you? Tell me, how is she?�
Paul�s eagerness seemed to amuse Valentine. �Obstinate. But I don�t have to tell you that. She could have left Omsk some time ago, of course. Her brother wanted her to go but she refused.�
�Krasilnikov?�
Valentine knotted his brow. �The Cossack colonel? What about him?�
�Is he still around? With Mikhail, I mean.�
�Oh, you mean that business last year?�
�What business?�
�When I last saw you. You�d been stopped by some nasty-looking characters by the square. They had a list of names.�
�Oh, that.�
�I assumed yours was on it because C had sent you. Although why your cousin should have taken exception to that, I have no idea.�
�That�s not what I meant,� Paul said.
�Water under the bridge now, anyway.�
�How do you mean?�
�Your cousin� I mean, he�s got more on his mind just now than you, old man, what with the way things are going. Anyway, I�m pretty sure I heard Krasilnikov cleared out when he saw which way the wind was blowing.�
As if in sympathy with Valentine�s metaphorical wind a train whistle blew, prompting the crowd to renew their scurrying up and down the platform.
�Surely we�re not leaving yet?� Valentine said. �Perhaps someone�s spotted a Bolshevik.� He laughed at his own joke but turned towards the train anyway. �Look, why don�t we catch up further down the line, old man? We�ll get together then.�
He gave Paul a cheery wave and climbed back onto the carriage step. The soldiers who had been standing around them shuffled back into position and Paul found himself outside the circle again. Valentine tipped a finger to his fur hat and disappeared into the train.
Paul watched him go then resumed his march along the line of waiting trains. He looked in at each window he passed, but he never saw Sofya.
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He dreamed he was tumbling through space. A discordant clash of cymbals echoed in his ears as he spun, climaxing with a screeching howl of violins.
He landed violently, hitting his head against something unyielding. The violins faded beneath a timpani that filled his head with drums and bells. A male voice choir took up a descant of grunts and curses.
Dazed, he lifted himself briefly onto his knees until a man fell across him, knocking him sideways. He reached out a hand and grabbed the stove. He fell down again, screaming and holding his burned hand. By the time he had regained his wits someone had lit an oil lamp.
The train wasn�t moving. The teplushka looked as if the Red Army had just passed through it, a Babel of Czech and Russian filling the boxcar around him. And English. Someone was saying: �brakes, not violins� and he listened to the voice until he realised it was his own. He shut his mouth and rubbed his forehead. It ached abominably. His hand came away wet with blood.
The boxcar door slid open and a blast of icy air hit him. Men were still lying all over the floor, nursing limbs and heads. Others were on their feet helping them up. Karel Romanek grabbed Paul and hauled him upright.
�You�re bleeding, Pasha.�
�I burnt my hand.�
�Your head!�
�No, my hand.� He held it up in front of Romanek�s face. �What happened?�
�The train braked.�
Paul began to say that was obvious but his voice was drowned out by a medic outside the door on the track waving an oil lamp and shouting something about the injured.
�Go with him,� said Karel.
�I�m all right. Really. Why did we break?�
�There�s been a smash ahead,� someone said.
�Reds?� asked another.
�Have they torn up the track?�
�There�s no gunfire.�
All Paul could hear were shouts and screams. Something was burning. Smoke was in the frozen air.
�We managed to stop,� the medic said, still waving his lamp around, �or we would have hit them too.�
�Hit who?�
�One of the forward trains was stopped in the station. Kolchak�s train and another has smashed into it.�
�The man can�t even retreat properly,� someone muttered.
�What station? Where are we?�
�Tartarskaya.�
They were only 140 versts east of Omsk. It had been dark before they left the city and there were still hours until dawn. Paul began pulling on his boots, wincing at the pain in his blistering hand. Karel helped him into his coat.
�I�ve got to look,� he said. �She might have been on Kolchak�s train.�
�I know,� said Romanek. �I�ll come with you.�
They climbed out of the boxcar. Snow had piled in drifts under the trees by the side of the track and they sank up to their knees in it as they stepped away from the train. Around them men were clambering out and making their way along the track. Ahead, the sky was lit by flame, the air thick with smoke. The stationary train ahead of their bron�viky stood silhouetted against an inferno. Beyond it, Tartaskaya station was ablaze. The track was littered with boxcars and carriages. Paul saw some on their sides; others were skewed off the track at odd angles, pointing crazily into the sky. Flames from the station buildings rose into the night, sending showers of sparks cascading like fireworks over the scene. Figures, lit by the blaze, were dancing around the tangled wreckage like besotted savages.
�Jesus,� Karel muttered.
Hampered by his heavy coat, Paul ran through the melting snow. Passing the rear of Kolchak�s train he saw the admiral standing by the track surrounded by his staff. Illuminated by the fire, his pale face wore an expression of horror, like a figure in a Hieronymus Bosch painting who was contemplating the flames of hell.
Beyond them, those who had managed to clamber out of the wreck of the gold train stood, stunned, by the track. Men from the Legion had started pulling the injured from the wreckage. Burned bodies lay in the snow like lumps of charred meat. The air was heavy with acrid smoke and the screams of the injured.
Paul clambered over the wreckage of a carriage to get closer. The hot metal seared his already blistered hand. Forced back by the heat, he fell against a pile of split wooden crates and, picking himself up saw gold bars littered amid the twisted metal. Others had already seen them and had begun gathering the scattered treasury, hauling what they could off into the darkness of the trees.
Paul edged as close as he could to the blazing station but the heat was too intense. He backed away to where a line of scorched bodies had been pulled clear and lay in the slushing snow beneath the trees. He walked among them. Most of the faces were unrecognisable, heads of charred flesh and singed hair, their clothes still smouldering. As he passed, one of the bodies raised a blackened arm and pointed at him with a raw finger. The features no longer looked human. The nose was a smudged hole; the lips burned away to the toothy rictus beneath. It opened its mouth, gasping air, then spilled a bubbling rasp from its throat.
Paul stared at it in horror. The man tried again to say something, waving his arm weakly in the air. Paul dropped to his knees beside the blacked body and began shovelling snow onto the still smouldering clothes.
The man made another unintelligible noise before his arm fell to his side.
Paul put his face closer. �What? What are you saying?�
And even as he looked, something about the blackened skull appeared horribly familiar. The size of the skull? The bulk of the charred body? The shape of what was left of the ruined features�?
�Pavel�� the voice rasped. Then, sucking air, it rattled for a second and fell silent.
Paul fell back into the snow staring at the corpse. It was Mikhail. It had been Mikhail. He scrambled onto his knees again and grabbed Mikhail�s shoulders. The coat was still hot and the charred material fell to pieces under his hands. He got to his feet and went to each blackened corpse in turn, desperately staring into each devastated face. The acrid odour of burnt cloth and aroma of cooked meat filled his nostrils. Some of the bodies still clung to a vestige of life; others were already growing cold in the freezing air. Medics shouldered him aside to reach the injured but he pushed his way back. He examined each body for a trace of what might have been Sofya. When there were no more bodies left to examine he returned to the blazing station and the wrecked train.

It had been left to the men of the Czech and Slovak Legion to start clearing the wrecked train, hauling what they could of the twisted metal off the track by hand and fixing rope and hawser to what they couldn�t, pulling it off with the locomotives. Nothing could be saved of the station. Nothing could be done for the dead.
Paul worked alongside his comrades. Sometime before dawn he found a coat that looked like the one Valentine had been wearing. The fur collar was singed and the expensive material smeared with blood. Of Valentine�s body, he found no trace. Along the track, the remnants of Kolchak�s convoy had finally been galvanised into action. Officers had begun gathering up what they could find of the scattered treasury, picking through the wreckage and piling gold bars into sacks, stuffing paper money into bags. They even chased the charred scraps of government bonds that were drifting across what was left of the station on the Siberian wind.
It was lost on no-one that the Red Army was no more than a day or two behind them. Kolchak�s Stavka looked on. Having recovered what they could of the Imperial Treasury, they offered no help to the men of the Legion nor were asked for any. There was no time to waste on wastrels. They had spent their war dining in Omsk�s fine restaurants, socialising and playing the officer. Their soft hands and softer bodies were as useless for clearing a line and relaying a damaged track as they had been at waging the admiral�s war.

By dawn enough of the tangled debris had been cleared to allow the trains to pass. Paul, filthy and dog-tired from working all night, trudged back to his boxcar. From the wreck of two trains, a snaking giant of twenty-nine coaches had been formed to carry Kolchak and his guards, his staff and his treasure to Irkutsk. Ahead were trains carrying his ministers and officials and the loot from Omsk. Behind was a Legion bron�viky, scattered remnants of his army, detachments of Poles, Ukrainians and Serbs, and a Bolshevik Russia.
For his part, Paul was sick of it. He would do what he could to defend himself and his comrades as they retreated east but he wouldn�t lift a finger for those who had only wanted to help themselves. There was nothing left in Russia for him now and the sooner he left the better.
Along the track he passed a line of dead and injured where they lay in the snow. Sheets had been found to wrap the most horrific; the rest having to make their bed on the hard ice. There was nothing to be done for the worst of the injured. The Czech�s rudimentary infirmary couldn�t cope and what useful medicines had been in Omsk were said to have disappeared, sold by profiteers on the black market. The dying would have to be abandoned, either to perish of their wounds or freeze to death in the snow. Some of the women from the trains were doing what they could, cleaning them up and trying to soothe burned flesh with whatever salve they could find. One, a kneeling girl as black and dishevelled as those she tended, glanced briefly at Paul as he approached. Her once fine clothes were now little more than ruined rags. Her grimy face was smeared with blood. She turned back to the injured man in front of her for a second then looked up again. She stood. She stared and hesitantly started towards him. A step� two� then she broke into a run, tears streaking through the dirt on her face.

PART EIGHT
Memento Mori: Prague
� March 11th 1948 �
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He had been sitting in the caf� for two hours nursing a newspaper. According to the chalk board behind the counter he had also been drinking coffee. The muddy liquid had tasted bad hot; now, as cold as the rest of the caf�, it tasted infinitely worse. He grimaced as he finished his third cup, pushed it aside and glanced out the window.
The dull afternoon light, brightened by a fresh snowfall, was turning to dusk. Condensed steam, tobacco smoke and a grimy film on the glass combined to obscure the view but he could see the block of flats across the road well enough. Having watched the building, those around it and the few vehicles parked along the road, he was satisfied no one else was watching the entrance to the flats. And as equally sure no one was watching him watching the entrance. Several people had entered the block while he�d sat there and more had left, but not the man he had come to see. There was no hurry. He picked up the newspaper again and read the headline. Below it a column of smudged print described how Jan Masaryk�� the son of Thomas Masaryk whose letter Paul had carried across a continent�� had been found dead the previous day in the courtyard beneath his bathroom window.

There was a sense of having come full circle. But that was mere illusion, the consequence of an orderly mind trying to tidy away an untidy situation. In reality it was less full circle than it was full stop. An ending. After all these years.
He had told himself there was no hurry only because it was now too late to hurry. He was doing what should have been done at least a year, probably two, earlier. After all, it hadn�t been difficult to see which way the wind was blowing.
The phrase reminded him of Ward. He recalled the politician turned soldier had used it once in Omsk. What was that, thirty years before? The colonel of the hernia battalion was long dead now, a bad heart having taken him off some years before the war. Paul had visited him when he had finally got back to England and they had met at the House of Commons. By that time Ward had been returned as a Liberal, the things he�d witnessed in Russia persuading him to break all ties with Labour and socialism.
The meeting had proved to be a pleasant reunion. Ward had written a book about his experiences with the Middlesex Regiment shortly after he had returned. With The Die-Hards in Siberia, he had called it. He had deliberately not mentioned Paul in the book, he had told him, in deference to his SIS connection. He hoped Paul didn�t mind. Paul didn�t mind, though it had been odd reading about events at which he had been present without being acknowledged. It was as if his had been a non-corporeal presence, something intangible. Ghostly. Well, there had been plenty of those left behind.
Ward asked what had happened after Paul had left Omsk. Ward�s curiosity was natural enough but Paul had not gone into detail. Living through it had been hard enough; talking about it would have been an unnecessary elaboration.
He had described how he had finally found Sofya, and that they had married. About the retreat, first to Omsk, then to Irkutsk and finally Vladivostok, he had been circumspect. There had been no necessity to describe the horrors he had seen or the act that had finally brought the curtain down on Kolchak�s time under history�s spotlight. It was an episode from which no one had emerged with much credit.
A coalition of left-wing parties in Irkutsk had proclaimed itself the Government of Siberia before the convoy had ever reached the town. The Legion trains had been held up and Kolchak declared an �enemy of the people�. The new government were demanding he be put on trial. In the face of a fait accompli�� not unlike Kolchak�s own in Omsk a year earlier�� the Supreme Ruler of Russia had had little choice but to resign. In early January 1920 he transferred control over what little was left of his army to the bandit Semenov and had been escorted by the Legion into Irkutsk. Expecting to be handed over to the Allies or at least the new government, the admiral instead was delivered to the Irkutsk Bolsheviks.
There had been a deal between the Legion and the Bolsheviks, it was said�� Kolchak and his gold for safe passage to Vladivostok. Not that far-fetched a supposition. Many of the Czechs and Slovaks had been SR sympathisers and hadn�t forgotten what the Kolchak regime had done to the party and their peasant members after the Omsk coup.
At the time, Karel Romanek had tried to justify what had happened. But as far as Paul could see, using one betrayal to justify another did little more than reveal those, whom he had once thought honourable, to be mirror-images of those he knew were not.
And, true to their character and as with the former Tsar in Ekaterinburg, the Bolsheviks conducted no trial. Kolchak was shot. Afterwards�� in the Irkutsk variation of the saying�� he was transferred to the Republic if the Ushakovka. His body, that is, along with that of his prime minister, Pepelayev, stuffed under the ice of the Ushakovka River.
That hadn�t been quite the end. Some remnants of Kappel�s army had attempted to by-pass Irkutsk, crossing the ice of Lake Baikal. But Kappel died of frostbite on the march and, with him, any last resistance to the Bolsheviks in Siberia. Straggling detachments, Poles and Ukrainians, Rumanians and Serbs, and other nationalities who had not wished to live under the Bolshevik yoke and had emulated the Czechs and Slovaks by forming legions were overrun and annihilated by the advancing Red Army.
Exactly what had happened to Voitzekhovsky and Diterikhs, the Russians who had served with the Legion, Paul had never discovered. Kolchak�s designated heir, Semenov, bent on banditry to the end had tried to halt the Legion�s progress to Vladivostok. But he found the Czechs a tougher opposition than the defenceless villagers he was more accustomed to murdering. The Legion got through, weakening Semenov sufficiently so that, when the Bolsheviks finally caught up with the ogre, his army disintegrated. Semenov tried to escape dressed as a woman but was caught. Mostly, his men were shot although the Bolsheviks reserved the hangman�s noose for their leader; Semenov being allowed more rope than he had ever given his victims.

Across the road a man approached the apartment block. He moved haltingly on the icy pavement, leaning heavily on a walking stick. In the fading light Paul could see only his outline but knew he was the man he had come to find. Paul lit another cigarette, allowing the man time to reach his flat and settle in. There was still no hurry.
His back had stiffened while sitting on the hard chair in the caf� and he stretched to unknot it. He had tried to tell them in London that he was too old to go back into the field but they maintained there was no one else qualified for the job. This time it hadn�t been just their usual blandishments; Paul spoke both Czech and Russian and was the one man who knew the people they needed to contact.
There were no steamers having to avoid U-boats this time. He had flown to Vienna as a low-grade civil-servant attached to the British Trade Mission. After a couple of nights in a second-rate hotel he had slipped away to a safe house where a girl from the embassy equipped with hair-dye and photographic equipment had turned him into Artur Zelinka, a Czech salesman of agricultural machinery. No nonsense about pit-props this time. Two days later he crossed the border into Czechoslovakia.
London needed a network in place before what they saw as the inevitable communist take-over of Czechoslovakia. But as soon as he arrived he saw that they were far too late. The communists were already in positions of power. The Czechoslovak leader, Edvard Bene�, that old stalwart of the Czech National Council, had given in to Stalin two weeks earlier and had appointed a Communist-dominated government in the hope of avoiding civil war. The only non-Communist in the government had been Jan Masaryk. Now he was dead. Suicide. Or so the newspaper maintained.
Paul had begun with the men he had known in the Legion. They may have been SRs but they hadn�t been Bolsheviks and London thought they might be persuaded to work for them.
At the top of his list had been the name of his old friend, Karel Romanek. But Karel, he found, was dead. He had apparently been involved in the assassination of Reinhard Heydrich in 1942 and had been shot by the Gestapo shortly afterwards. Others had survived the Nazi occupation, though, and he had set up the network as best he could. He had recruited individual handlers with sufficient cut-outs, that should the StB�� the Czechoslovak Communist Party�s political police�� arrest any of its constituent parts, the others at least had a chance of evading capture.
In truth, he had little expectation that the network would last long. The StB might be a fledgling service but they always had the expertise of the MGB to fall back on. MGB was the current designation of the old Cheka, or OGPU, NKVD� Paul sometimes thought they changed their name more often than they must swab the blood off the cellar floors.
But call the gloves what you will; they still held a mailed fist. Some things never changed. It hadn�t quite become the brave new world the revolutionaries of February 1917 had foreseen. Nothing like it in fact.
Paul had often wondered if he had ever heard Stalin�s the name while he had been working his way across Russia and Siberia. He didn�t think he had. The man had been there, certainly, a junior cog in Lenin�s relentless wheel of state. Odd how Stalin had wound up on top when the wheel finished turning. Who would have thought he could have out-foxed Trotsky? Most of Lenin�s other cronies had been little more than journeymen who wouldn�t have got far at all if he hadn�t arrived back in Petersburg to chivvy them along the road to dictatorship. Given instruction and their head, they had become ruthless enough, though, and it was with some satisfaction that Paul had watched from the safety of England while Stalin had played one against the other before removing all the old Bolshevik pieces from the board.
He didn�t suppose Stalin would have ever managed to outmanoeuvre Lenin if it hadn�t been for Fanny Kaplan�s bullets weakening him back in Moscow the day Paul had arrived in Petersburg. Lenin had never been the same after that, they said. Some�� communist apologists back before the war�� had maintained that the Soviet Union would never have been as repressive as it was had Lenin lived. Paul never bought that. Between Lenin and Dzerzhinsky, the machinery had already been put in place. All Stalin contributed was a new subtlety to Bolshevik authoritarianism. Somehow his victims during the show trials�� first of the SRs, then the Mensheviks, and finally his former Bolshevik comrades�� had been made to believe that they actually had betrayed the February Revolution and that they deserved their fate.
Well, they did. They had all betrayed the Revolution, although perhaps not in the way that either they or Stalin saw it.
Paul would have liked to know if they had come to realise exactly what they had done during those last moments of life. Had there been any feeling of remorse, of pity for their countless victims? Had it all become clear�� in one last blinding flash of comprehension�� that it had all been a gigantic mistake?
He didn�t think so. If there was pity in them it was self-pity; if there was remorse, it would have been remorse for not having squashed Stalin when they had the chance. As for mistakes, they had probably believed that the only one they made was in not reading their Marx closely enough.
He tried to remember the name of the corporal he had shared the shell-hole with, the one who had talked about Bolshevism while they�d sat up to their chests in filthy water. The name wouldn�t come�� perhaps there had been too many others in the years between�� but he did remember that the man had been Jewish. Well, at least he had been spared the knowledge of the horrors of Hitler�s holocaust. Before the war those same apologists who had defended Lenin maintained the choice was a simple one�� even a moral one�� between Fascism or Communism. Paul had never believed that although he supposed that Jacobs would have. Jacobs, that had been his name. He would have chosen Communism and supported the Bolshevik Revolution through thick and through thin. Not, had he been there, would it have done the man much good; Paul suspected that sooner or later Jacobs like so many others would have ended up against a wall. Caught by bigotry somewhere between the Nazi belief that Communism was a Jewish plot, and the Communists� belief that Capitalism was a Jewish invention.

Paul stood up, easing his aching limbs back into life. It was dark now on the street although a light showed in a window across the road. Time for his last interview.
The man�s name was Milos Jelen and Paul had been given it by an old Legion colleague who thought of Jelen as someone who might be useful. The name hadn�t been familiar to Paul although there was something about it that tripped a wire in his head; sufficiently enough for him to stop by a bookshop earlier that day to satisfy his curiosity.
At the caf� door, he paused and nodded at the owner before crossing the road towards the apartment block. Milos Jelen was listed as the resident of flat six. Beside his name was a bell. Paul ignored it. The main door had no lock and he pushed it open. The pervading smell of stale cooking filled the stairwell, the residue of old cabbage and long-boiled meat. A dim light lit the stairs and he began to climb, running his hand along the greasy handrail as he took each step.
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He had formed a vague notion before arriving that he might be able to recruit one of the heroes of the Legion for London. His first choice would have been �e�ek, but Paul discovered the colonel he had first met in Kazan had died relatively young in 1930. There were others, although he suspected he would find they had all had their fill of British machinations while in Russia and be suspicious of committing themselves to yet another Allied cause.
Not all were available. Gajda, a possible candidate, was in prison. He had involved himself in fascist politics in the twenties, attempting to overthrow the government of Thomas Masaryk. It might have been that Kolchak�s Slovak general had rued missing his opportunity of a glorious destiny in Siberia and had made a belated grab for one in the newly formed Czechoslovakia. In the event his fascist sympathies hadn�t even helped him after the German invasion. Although Masaryk had already released him, the Nazis threw him back in prison. Even now, three years after the war he was still there, President Bene� viewing him as a threat to the country.
Neither had the reputation of Jan Syrov�, the former commander of the Legion, escaped unscathed during the war. He was presently paying the price of collaborating with the Nazis and was in prison too, having remained in Czechoslovakia during the German occupation as prime minister. It was said he now shared a cell with Gajda.
A sad end to two once illustrious careers but at least they were alive. Paul had not been in the country long before learning that many of the former legionnaires had found themselves hunted men as soon as Czechoslovakia was occupied by the Red Army. Having escaped the Bolsheviks in Siberia, they had finally become victims of Stalin�s long memory and longer thirst for revenge. Some had been murdered, others had flown the country. Those that couldn�t had gone into hiding.
It had been one of these men who had given him the name of Milos Jelen. Jelen had had some dealings with the Legion��sk� banka. In an unofficial capacity, it was understood. Paul understood.
The Czech bank was rumoured to have been set up by returning legionnaires with Russian gold looted from the treasury they had escorted along with Kolchak from Omsk.
The Bolsheviks had maintained there was a discrepancy of £32 million between the amount taken from the bank in Kazan and the sum handed over to them in Irkutsk. They held the Legion responsible for it. Paul well-remembered the gold bars and currency he had seen lying in the snow after the train wreck in Tatarskaya Station. But if the Bolshevik accusation were true, the theft must have been a more organised affair than the pilfering he himself had witnessed.
The Red Army had no doubts and in May 1945 they, in turn, had looted the Legion bank, shipping its assets back to Moscow.
Or had that merely been an excuse to cover standard practise? Paul didn�t know. What he did know, after walking past the bank on his arrival in Prague, was that the Red Army had taken their revenge on a once-beautiful building. Scenes decorating the fa�ade of the Legion�s retreat through Siberia, and the columns topped by legionnaires sculpted in relief had been defaced. The interior, ornamented in Moravian themes and art deco, had been vandalised.
What was left was like a skull from which the features had been stripped away. Memento mori: a gift to the Czechs from the Red Army.

The door to flat six lay at the end of the corridor. The light was not working and, passing beneath it, Paul saw the bulb had been removed. There was no light showing under the door either, but from its position the flat overlooked the street and the caf� where he had waited and he had seen a light in the window from the road.
Putting his ear to the door before knocking, he listened to the silence within, then raised his fist and rapped on the wood.
In the bookshop earlier he had asked if they had a Czech-English dictionary. Only a battered copy, for office use, but they said he was welcome to consult it.
�Jelen�, he found, was the Czech word for deer. Perhaps he had heard the word at some point while living on the Legion trains, or had it merely been a hunch born of past experience?
A light came on and a key turned in the lock. The door opened a few inches. Milos Jelen had changed in thirty years. His face had fattened, his hair thinned and had retreated from his forehead. Lines creased the corners of his eyes and furrowed his pale brow. Like railroad tracks in snow? But that was too fanciful. The face may have been pale but it was not that white. Although, as Paul watched, it had been getting whiter by the moment.
�Good God!� Valentine said in Czech.
Paul replied in the same language.
�You weren�t expecting me?� He edged past Valentine into the hall of the flat.
Valentine glanced down the corridor and closed the door. �Were you followed?�
Paul raised a sardonic eyebrow. �Give me some credit after all these years� old man.�
�How did you find me?�
�It wasn�t easy,� Paul admitted reverting to English. �Not that I�ve been looking for long.�
�What are you doing here?�
�I might ask you the same question.�
The dim light in the hall lit some decent paintings hanging on the walls and a good carpet on the floor. There was a hall table and a stand for umbrellas and canes. Beneath a coat rack a suitcase stood against the wall. Paul looked at it and smiled at Valentine then walked down the corridor towards a lit room.
�Well, what are you doing here?� Valentine repeated.
He hobbled after Paul and stood in the doorway of the drawing room. Lit by table lamps, it looked a comfortable room with a sofa and armchairs placed around a fireplace where a coal fire burned. Oriental rugs covered the floor and books lined a glass-fronted case. A scattering of newspapers and journals lay on an occasional table. The room, Paul thought, displayed taste and some degree of affluence, even if its prosperity was looking a little faded. But then much of Prague looked the same way.
�I had some business here,� Paul said, taking off his coat and laying it over the back of a chair. �In Prague, I mean.�
�Business?�
�Oh, you know, the usual thing.�
Valentine limped towards the fire and dropped into an armchair with a grunt.
�Drinks,� he said. �On the sideboard.� He waved his cane towards a tray and decanters. �Help yourself. Mine�s a cognac, and a big one. You�re a bit of a shock, I don�t mind telling you.�
�Did you think I was dead?�
�Had no idea either way.�
�I rather thought you were.�
�Oh?�
Paul poured two drinks, a large one for Valentine and a smaller one for himself. He carried them back to the fire, handed Valentine his glass and sat in one of the other armchairs.
�I found your coat and hat, you see,� Paul said. �After the train wreck outside Omsk. There was blood on it. Besides, no one voluntarily abandons a decent coat in that weather.�
�Didn�t have much say in the matter,� said Valentine, gulping down the cognac. �Woke up after the crash on one of the trains without it. That�s where I got this.� He tapped his leg with the cane. �It wasn�t too bad to start with. Getting worse the older I get. Tends to play up in cold weather.�
�Heading for warmer climes, are you? I saw the suitcase.�
Valentine ignored the question. �The doctors say there�s still some metal in there. It�s moving around. A memento of Siberia, you might call it.�
�There�s a rumour that says that�s not the only metal memento you brought out of Russia,� Paul said.
Valentine stiffened. �What do you mean by that?�
�Don�t worry. That�s not why I�m here.�
�Oh? Just why are you here? You still haven�t told me.�
�Looking up old friends,� Paul said.
Valentine eyed Paul over the top of his glass. �You�re still in the business, aren�t you?�
Paul placed his cognac with deliberation on the side table.
�Good God,� said Valentine with a guffaw. �Who�d have thought it? I was never sure you had it in you. Nor was C for that matter, but he was in a bit of a fix at the time.�
At this distance, Paul found that observation a little rich. If they hadn�t thought he had had it in him, why the devil hadn�t they left him where they�d found him? He might not have been very professional to begin with but it hadn�t been him who had broadcast to all and sundry that he was going to Russia.
Paul was almost certain now that the leak to the Bolsheviks had come through Arthur Ransome. On getting back Paul found that even at the time some at home had suspected the journalist of Bolshevik sympathies. Whether Ransome had deliberately betrayed him, though, or whether he had simply been careless with whom he had talked, Paul was never able to discover. Basil Thompson, the Assistant Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police had arrested and interrogated Ransome but had uncovered no hard evidence against him. Paul thought he hadn�t looked hard enough. Ransome had married Shelepina, Trotsky�s secretary, and she, beyond any doubt had worked for the Comintern. She had even brought jewels out of Russia to help finance its operations.
All water under the bridge now; that most useful of phrases. Too late for recriminations. Ransome, living somewhere in Cumberland, had carved himself a niche in the English character as a writer of children�s books. Beyond reproach.
�He�s long dead now, I suppose?� said Valentine.
�Who?�
�C.�
�Cumming? Yes, he dead now. We�ve still got a �C� though, and the ink.�
�The what?�
�The green ink.�
When had Cumming died? 1923? A bad heart, they said. Paul saw him after he had got back and he hadn�t looked well then. Not at Whitehall Court, either. What had that steward at his club called the place? The Liberator Building? It seemed a lifetime ago now. Then he supposed it was. He recalled he�d had the devil of a job finding the SIS office after he�d discovered it was no longer at Whitehall Court. That was the trouble with secret organisations�� if they move without telling you, how on earth are you supposed to find them? He�d enlisted Ward�s help in the end and, a few days after their meeting at the House of Commons, Paul had been summoned to a house in Melbury Road in Holland Park. A much more modest establishment than Whitehall Court had been. But that was post-war austerity for you.
He rather suspected Cumming had forgotten who he was. Browning had gone by then and so had Cumming�s secretary, Dorothy Henslowe. The Old Man had cottoned-on quick enough though, and had even managed to drag out Paul�s file and the few desultory pages it held on him. Not much for the best part of three years� service, he remembered thinking at the time. But then he�d never actually managed to send any information back. He assumed they�d be disappointed with his performance. To the contrary, after several debriefing sessions, they had seemed rather pleased. He�d had to answer all manner of questions on subjects one would have thought of no importance whatsoever, no topic had been too small to pass unmentioned. By the time it had all been noted down, his file had swelled to quite a respectable size. It might even have justified the expense of sending him out in the first place.
Money hadn�t been as readily available by the time Paul returned. In fact Cumming had been obliged to scale down all his operations. The thought of finding himself some mundane job in the City had not appealed to Paul one bit, and earlier he had toyed with the idea of staying in the army. That decision, he found, was not his to make. He may have been a far better soldier in 1922 than he had been in 1918, but he still wasn�t the kind the East Surreys wanted back. Nor any other regiment come to that. With the prospect of a long peace ahead of them, they were all retrenching. Paul had been fortunate that his one area of expertise was Russia. The Bolsheviks being the only prospective enemy on their horizon, Cumming thought he might still be of use. Only bureaucratic work to begin with�� trawling through Soviet publications and signal intercepts and the like, compiling reports and assessments� But it had kept the wolf from the door. They had even been able to earn a little extra when Cumming put some translation work Sofya�s way. Just as well since, as he had feared, his mother had managed to work her way through most of the money Cumming had deposited in her account on Paul�s behalf.
�Did you manage to see any?� Valentine asked, putting another shovel of coal on the fire.
�Old friends? Oh, one or two. You know how things are.�
�Between you and me,� Valentine said, �any friends you might have here would be well-advised to clear out. Czechoslovakia is finished. With Masaryk dead there�s no one to stand up to the Communists.�
�Suicide, the paper said. Jumped out of a window.�
�Suicide?� Valentine gave a mirthless laugh. �You know what they�re saying? They�re saying Masaryk was a very tidy man, so tidy he shut the window after himself.�
Paul studied him, wondering what Valentine had been doing in the years since they had last met. He had always found him something of an enigma. Once, years ago while working in the Registry, he had had the opportunity to pull Valentine�s file. It had been curiosity more than anything and he�d been surprised to find that the file contained little more than his own had. There were copies of some of his reports, details of remuneration, and of his movements in and out of Russia. There had been nothing on his origins. The file had been marked �deceased�. Paul read it all and afterwards found he wasn�t any wiser as to who Valentine had been.
Sitting across from him now, he still felt he was no closer to knowing anything about Valentine.
�Is that why you�re leaving?� Paul asked him.
Valentine�s lips twitched with a ghostly trace of the boyish smile he remembered.
�If you stayed with the Legion I suppose you came back through America,� he said. �I�ve often thought of going there myself.�
�You didn�t come back that way?�
�No. Through China. Shanghai and Hongkong.
�You weren�t held up before we reached Irkutsk?�
�Irkutsk?�
�The Bolsheviks. They wanted Kolchak and the Russian treasury. The Irkutsk government wouldn�t let the Legion trains through.�
�The train I was on was full of civilians� families� women and children. Those that had managed to get money out, anyway. I made sure I wasn�t in uniform and managed to slip through.�
�And the gold?�
Valentine stared back blankly for a moment, then knocked back the last of his cognac. He pushed himself to his feet and poured himself another from the decanter, waving it questioningly in Paul�s direction. Paul shook his head.
�It just fell in my lap,� Valentine said, dropping back into his chair. �It was the fault of that damned cousin of yours.� He glanced quickly at Paul. �I suppose you know he was killed in the wreck?�
�I found his body.�
�I always knew he was up to something. He�d been planning it for a long time. Those other Russians, the ones responsible for the gold hadn�t a clue. Nor had Kolchak. Then he never had a clue about anything much, did he?� He smiled, the thought amusing him. �Your cousin recruited a couple of Cossacks to help him. Venal people, Cossacks. Do anything for money and vodka. They were killed in the crash with him as it happened. He�d already transferred some of the shipment to another train and made all the arrangements for it in Vladivostok. He wasn�t planning on hanging around in Irkutsk, you see. What his exact plans were when he reached Vladivostok, I�ve no idea. He knew enough to know Kolchak was finished, you see, and was clearing out. As far as he was concerned he�d lost everything� position, money� He thought Russia owed him something.�
�Did he tell you this?�
Valentine let out a harsh laugh. �Told me? Rostov? Of course not. I�m afraid he didn�t like me at all. Not as much as he hated you of course, old man. I don�t know why, but I think he saw in you a personification of the kind of liberal tendency that had ruined Russia for his kind. No, I didn�t get it from your cousin. I learned about it from one of his Cossacks. I told you, money and vodka��
�So you followed through with the plan?�
Valentine shrugged. �By the time I came to my senses and knew what was happening, I was the only one who knew about it. Then in Irkutsk I heard that the Legion had handed over Kolchak and the gold to the Bolsheviks. What was I supposed to do? We had been sent there to see that the Russian treasury didn�t fall into the Bolsheviks� hands, hadn�t we? And now it had. Kolchak�s regime was as dead as he was and that only left Semenov. Would you have wanted me to give what money was left over to that barbarian?� He held Paul�s gaze and raised his eyebrows questioningly. �Of course not.�
�There were always the Allies,� Paul said.
Valentine flicked his fingers dismissively. �It wasn�t theirs anymore than it was anyone else�s.�
�So?�
�Valentine sipped his drink. �So, in Vladivostok, when I heard that the Legion had made arrangements to ship some gold they hadn�t declared to Hongkong, I sort of attached myself to them and did the same.� He paused, as if to invite comment. Condemnation, perhaps. When it didn�t come he seemed almost compelled to justify himself. He said, �You�ve know idea what temptation is until you realise you�re free and clear. Just as long as you keep your mouth shut, that is. Can you tell me you wouldn�t have done the same?�
�I wouldn�t tell you anything of the sort,� said Paul.
Valentine grunted, as if that was all the vindication he needed.
�Why did you stay here, though?�
Valentine shrugged once more. �It�s where the gold was shipped and it seemed as good as anywhere. At the time.�
�And times change?� Paul asked.
�They do indeed. What�ll you tell them in London?�
Did he detect a trace of alarm on Valentine�s voice? Or was that wishful thinking? Whichever, he paused, just for dramatic effect.
�As I said, that�s not why I�m here.� He finished his drink and stood up, reaching for his coat. �I�d better be going.�
Valentine got to his feet, leaning on the cane. �Whatever happened to Rostov�s sister? Any idea? What was her name, Sofya? Was she killed along with her brother? I never saw her after the accident.�
�I heard she got out,� Paul said.
Valentine�s lips twitched again. �I thought you were rather sweet on her at the time.�
�It was a long time ago,� Paul said. He started along the passage to the door. Valentine followed and reached past him to open it.
They stood looking at each other for a moment.
�Yes, a long time ago now,� Valentine agreed. �All the same, good times weren�t they, old man?�
Paul peered into Valentine�s face, looking for the youthful enthusiasm he used to see there. But it had gone. Now he was just a tired middle-aged man, face dulled by time and disillusion.
�Good times?� Paul repeated, almost surprised by the sentiment. �Perhaps they were for some. Not for everybody. Certainly not for everybody.�
He slipped into the corridor and was halfway down the passage before he heard the door close softly behind him.
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