
 

   
  
  
 

You loved your last book...but what 
are you going to read next? 
 
Using our unique guidance tools, Lovereading will help you find new 
books to keep you inspired and entertained. 
 

 

 

Opening Extract from… 
 

House of the Hanged 
 
Written by Mark Mills 
 
 

Published by Harper 
 

 

 

All text is copyright © of the author 

 

 

 

 
 

This Opening Extract is exclusive to Lovereading.        
Please print off and read at your leisure. 



HOUSE OF 

THE HANGED

MARK MILLS

House of the Hanged~Final DPO~B format~800V~20110323.indd   iiiHouse of the Hanged~Final DPO~B format~800V~20110323.indd   iii 23/03/2011   17:0523/03/2011   17:05



This novel is entirely a work of fi ction. 
The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are 

the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to 
actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is 

entirely coincidental.

Harper
An imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers

77–85 Fulham Palace Road,
Hammersmith, London W6 8JB

www.harpercollins.co.uk

A Paperback Original 2011 

1

Copyright © Mark Mills 2011

Mark Mills asserts the moral right to
be identifi ed as the author of this work

A catalogue record for this book
is available from the British Library

ISBN: 978-0-00-727691-2

Set in Sabon by Palimpsest Book Production Limited,
 Falkirk, Stirlingshire

Printed and bound in Great Britain by 
Clays Ltd, St Ives plc

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be
reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted,
in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical,

photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior
permission of the publishers.

This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not,
by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, re-sold, hired out or
otherwise circulated without the publisher’s prior consent

in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it
is published and without a similar condition including this

condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

FSC is a non-profi t international organisation established 
to promote the responsible management of the world’s forests.

Products carrying the FSC label are independently certifi ed 
to assure consumers that they come from forests that are managed 

to meet the social, economic and ecological needs 
of present and future generations.

Find out more about HarperCollins and the environment at 
www.harpercollins.co.uk/green

House of the Hanged~Final DPO~B format~800V~20110323.indd   ivHouse of the Hanged~Final DPO~B format~800V~20110323.indd   iv 23/03/2011   17:0523/03/2011   17:05



For my mother

House of the Hanged~Final DPO~B format~800V~20110323.indd   vHouse of the Hanged~Final DPO~B format~800V~20110323.indd   v 23/03/2011   17:0523/03/2011   17:05



Acknowledgements

Not for the fi rst time, my thanks go to my peerless 
agent, Stephanie Cabot, and to my editors, Julia Wisdom 
and Jennifer Hershey, whose unwavering encouragement 
is a vital tonic. Many thanks also to Anne O’Brien for 
her scrupulous copy editing.

I would also like to thank my good friend, Ben Airas, 
who not only suggested that I read Operation Kronstadt 
by Harry Ferguson, he then went and bought the book 
for me. This expert and gripping account of Britain’s 
involvement in Russia around the time of the Revolution 
proved invaluable in my research.

House of the Hanged~Final DPO~B format~800V~20110323.indd   viiHouse of the Hanged~Final DPO~B format~800V~20110323.indd   vii 23/03/2011   17:0523/03/2011   17:05



Man is neither angel nor beast; and the misfortune is 
that he who would act the angel acts the beast.

Blaise Pascal (1623–1662)
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Chapter One

Petrograd, Russia. January 1919

The moment the guard called her name she felt the 
weight of the other women’s eyes upon her.

It didn’t make sense, didn’t fi t with the grim clock that 
regulated their lives. Too late in the day for an interroga-
tion, the usual hour of execution was still some way off.

‘Irina Bibikov,’ snapped the guard once more, his 
sil houette black against the open door of the darkened 
cell.

She was hunched on her pallet bed, her back against 
the wall, her knees pulled tight to her chest for warmth, 
as tight as her new belly would permit. Unwinding, she 
rose awkwardly to her feet, her palm pressed to the 
damp stonework for support.

The guard stepped away from the door. She knew 
better than to meet his gaze as she passed by him and 
out into the corridor.
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Blinking back the ice-white light from the bare electric 
bulb, she briefl y heard the murmur of prayers on her 
behalf before the guard pulled the steel door shut behind 
them.

Tom fought the urge to hurry ahead. Nothing to arouse 
suspicion, he told himself. His papers, though false, were 
in good order, good enough to pass close scrutiny. He 
knew this because he’d been stopped by a Cheka patrol 
earlier that day while crossing Souvorov Square.

There had been two of them, small men in shapeless 
greatcoats that reached almost to their ankles, and they 
had enjoyed their authority over Yegor Sidorenko. The 
name was Ukrainian, to account for the faint but 
un disguisable hitch in Tom’s accent. He had called them 
‘Comrade’; they had called him ‘Ukrainian dog’ before 
sending him on his way. More than a year had passed 
since the Bolshevik coup, but evidently the spirit of 
brotherhood so widely trumpeted by Lenin, Zinoviev 
and the others had yet to reach the ears of their Secret 
Police. So much for lofty ideals. So much for the 
Revolution.

Tom knew that he couldn’t bank on being quite so 
lucky if stopped again, but only as he drew level with 
No.2 Gorokhovaya did it occur to him that he might 
actually fi nd himself face-to-face with the same two 
Chekists as they entered or left their headquarters.

There were patrols coming and going, passing beneath 
the high, arched gateway punched in the drab façade. 

House of the Hanged~Final DPO~B format~800V~20110323.indd   4House of the Hanged~Final DPO~B format~800V~20110323.indd   4 23/03/2011   17:0523/03/2011   17:05



5

Beyond lay the central courtyard, where the executions 
took place, where the bodies were loaded into the back 
of trucks, their next stop, their terminus, some nameless 
hole hacked out of the iron-hard ground beyond the 
city limits.

At least the sharp north wind sluicing the streets of 
the Russian capital permitted him to draw his scarf up 
over his nose, all but concealing his face. As he did so, 
he cast a furtive glance through the archway, past the 
sentries shivering at their posts.

What was he looking for? Signs of unusual activity, 
some indication that the plan had already been compro-
mised. He saw nothing of note, just a courtyard shrouded 
in the gathering gloom, and the dim outlines of men 
and vehicles.

Trudging on past through the deep snow, Tom silently 
cursed the fact that Irina hadn’t been transferred by now 
to one of the state prisons, Shpalernaya or Deriabinskaya, 
where security was considerably more lax and bribery 
endemic. Instead, his only option had been to try and 
spring her from the beast’s lair.

It was a cellar room, small and all but empty. There 
were some mops poking from their pails in one corner 
and a few large tins of cleaning fl uid stacked up in 
another, but Irina’s eye was drawn to the wooden stool 
standing alone in the middle of the room. On it were 
some clothes, neatly folded, with two pieces of paper 
resting on top.
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One was a visitor’s pass made out to Anna 
Constantinov. On the second was scrawled: St Isaac’s 
Cathedral. The words were in English, and she recog-
nized the handwriting.

‘Quick,’ said the guard. He was the youngest of the 
three who oversaw the female prisoners, not much more 
than a boy, his moustache a tragic overture to manhood. 
‘Get changed.’

Irina stared at the slip of paper in her hand, not quite 
believing that it had happened, trying to picture what 
Tom must have put himself through, the dangers he had 
faced, the border crossing from Finland . . .

It was almost inconceivable.
‘Hurry,’ hissed the guard.
His ear was pressed to the door, but his eyes remained 

fi xed on her – eager young eyes, hoping for a glimpse 
of female fl esh.

She was happy to oblige. It might provide some scrap 
of comfort at the end of his short life. She wondered 
how much money he’d been promised. More than 
enough to see him safely away, out of the country. To 
stay would mean certain death before a fi ring squad. 
She looked down at her belly, the still unfamiliar bow, 
the tautness of the pale skin around her navel.

Dressed now, her soiled clothes heaped on the fl oor 
at her feet, she wrapped the shawl around her head and 
turned to the guard.

‘I’ll get rid of that,’ he said, taking the piece of paper 
from her.
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Young, yet sensible. It wouldn’t be wise to have details 
of the rendezvous about her person if she was stopped 
while trying to leave.

‘Good luck,’ he said.
‘You too.’
They parted company wordlessly in the corridor 

outside, the guard pointing out her route before vanishing 
into the darkened bowels of the building.

Irina passed by the steps leading up to the interroga-
tion rooms, silent at this hour, making for the stone 
staircase at the end of the corridor.

She was curious to see how far she would get.
On the fl oor above, she ran a short gauntlet of offi ces 

fl anking a corridor before fi nding herself in the main 
lobby. There was a guard on duty at the big desk by 
the doors, bent over some paperwork. When she stopped 
to show her pass he waved her on, almost irritably, and 
she wondered if he too was in on it.

Outside in the gloomy courtyard, no one paid her a 
blind bit of notice, not the troops huddled around the 
brazier, not the offi cer berating the two mechanics poking 
around in the engine of a canvas-covered truck.

Was it really that simple? A mere slip of paper?
There were still the sentries at the main gate to get past, 

but she could see freedom looming ever larger beyond the 
tall archway as she approached. A quick glance over her 
shoulder confi rmed that she wasn’t being followed.

One of the sentries unshouldered his rifl e, keeping a 
close watch on her while the other checked her pass 
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against a ledger in the small cubbyhole which served as 
their guardhouse. A bitter blast whistled through the 
archway, stinging her eyes. Then suddenly everything 
was in order. The pass disappeared into a drawer. Anna 
Constantinov was free to go.

How had Tom done it? No one had really expected 
him to try, let alone pull it off, least of all her.

She thrust her hands deep into her pockets and set 
off up the street, not quite sure what to think, what to 
do. She needed time to work it through in her head.

She had taken no more than a dozen tentative steps 
along the icy pavement when she felt a hand land on 
her shoulder and heard the teasing drawl of a familiar 
voice close to her ear.

‘Going somewhere, Irina?’

Tom lit another candle, an excuse to stretch his legs and 
warm his fi ngers over the bank of fl ickering fl ames.

He had spent more than an hour in the Alexander 
Nevsky Chapel, most of it on his knees, head bowed in 
a show of prayer. A pew would have been nice, a stool, 
anything, but seating had never fi gured large in the 
thinking of the Russian Orthodox Church. It allowed 
them to cram the people in. Fourteen thousand souls 
could fi t into St Isaac’s Cathedral; at least, that’s what 
Irina had told him when she had fi rst taken him there, 
soon after his arrival in Petrograd, his raven-haired tour 
guide skipping her classes at the Conservatoire to show 
him some of the sights.
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It had been a bright June morning, the sunlight fl ashing 
off the vast gilded dome and laying bare the fussy 
opulence of the interior: the intricate patterning of the 
marble fl oor, the steps of polished jasper, the columns 
of green malachite and blue lazurite, the walls inlaid 
with porphyry and gemstones, and the gilded stucco and 
statues wherever you turned. A blaze of fragmented 
colour, had been Tom’s fi rst impression, like stepping 
inside a child’s kaleidoscope.

He had made the right noises, but Irina had read his 
thoughts, sensed his reservations.

His church, the church of his youth, was a humble 
ivy-tangled affair in a village on the outskirts of Norwich, 
where the damp rose in waves around the bare plaster 
walls, and where Mr Higginbotham, the churchwarden, 
had once threatened to resign his post because the new 
altar frontal sported an embroidered hem. Tom’s father 
had seen that the offending article was returned to 
Wippell’s, who had promptly dispatched a suitably chaste 
replacement.

‘Your father is a priest?’ Irina had asked.
‘A vicar.’
‘Is there a difference?’
‘I suppose not. Only, I’ve never heard my father refer 

to himself as a priest.’
‘I’m surprised,’ Irina had said, tilting her head at him.
‘What, I give off an unholy glow?’
It was the fi rst time he had seen her laugh, and he could 

still recall how his heart had soared at the sight of it.
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How had they gone from that to this in little more 
than six months?

He knew the answer, of course. A few weeks after 
that fi rst visit to St Isaac’s, Tsar Nicholas and the Imperial 
family had been murdered, slain by the Bolsheviks (in 
the basement of a house in Ekaterinburg, if the intelli-
gence report which had recently passed through his 
hands in Helsinki was to be believed). The real turning 
point, though, had been the attempt on Lenin’s life at 
the end of August – two bullets, one to the chest, one 
to the neck – as the leader of the Bolsheviks was leaving 
a rally in Moscow. No one had expected Lenin to survive, 
but even before it became clear that he would, the Red 
Terror had been unleashed: a brutal crackdown intended 
to turn back the rising tide of anti-Bolshevism in the 
country.

Suspecting British involvement in the assassination 
plot, the Cheka had stormed the embassy in Petrograd. 
It was a Saturday, and Tom hadn’t been in the building 
at the time, but Yuri, the porter, had been. It was Yuri 
who had searched Tom out at the English Club and 
described to him the death of Captain Cromie, chief of 
the Naval Intelligence Department, dispatched with a 
bullet to the back of the skull after a fi erce fi refi ght on 
the main staircase. Tom’s boss, Bruce Lockhart, head of 
the special British diplomatic mission to Russia, had 
been taken into custody, and the Cheka had issued a 
warrant for Tom’s arrest.

Yuri had been accompanied by a tall and taciturn 
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Finn assigned to spirit Tom away that same evening. In 
spite of Tom’s protestations, the Finn had not allowed 
him to see Irina before leaving. Evil was in the air. And 
besides, there was no time. The last train from Okhta 
station left at seven o’clock.

Tom’s short summer in the Russian capital had ended 
abruptly with that journey northwards: by rail to 
Grusino in a boxcar crammed with silent refugees, then 
a sapping foot march through the forests and bogs, 
dodging the patrols, tormented every weary step of the 
way by thoughts of the woman he had been forced to 
leave behind. Even when they had slipped past the border 
post on their bellies into Finland and freedom he had 
experienced no sense of elation.

The dread prospect of repeating that same perilous 
journey – not only in the dead of winter, but with Irina 
in tow – brought Tom out of his reverie.

His eyes darted to the bag of clothes he had secreted 
in the corner of the chapel, just beyond the glow of the 
candles. He couldn’t make it out in the shadows, but 
he sensed that it was there, just as he sensed the pres-
ence of someone standing behind him.

His head snapped round expectantly.
It wasn’t Irina; it was a young priest, not much older 

than Tom, and yet there was something haggard and 
careworn about him.

‘If He hasn’t heard you by now, then I doubt He’s 
listening.’

Tom returned the faint smile, but said nothing.
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‘Bad times.’
‘Yes, Father.’
‘Vade in pacem,’ the priest said softly before retiring 

into the gloom shrouding the main body of the 
cathedral.

Maybe it was the young priest’s depleted air, but Tom 
felt a sudden shiver of unease pass through him. He 
now noticed that some of the icons were missing from 
the walls of the chapel. Stolen, or removed for their 
own protection? Either way, their absence pointed to an 
ominous shift in the natural order of things. A story 
blew into his mind, something Irina had once told 
him. She had been present when two hundred victims 
of the so-called ‘Bloodless Revolution’ had been laid 
to rest on the Champ de Mars. Apparently, no crosses 
had been carried in the procession, and no priests had 
been allowed to offi ciate at the burials.

Irina. Was she trying to tell him something? He would 
normally have dismissed such a thought as superstitious 
claptrap, but by now the fear had lodged itself in his 
chest. Why had he even chosen St Isaac’s? Because it 
was safe? Nowhere was safe in the new Russia. There 
was certainly no place for obsolete notions of religious 
sanctuary.

He was a fool. At the very least, he should have 
remained outside the cathedral, whose thick walls rising 
into the darkness were beginning to feel more like those 
of a prison than a place of worship. Even the mosaic 
saints set in the marble iconostasis towering before him 
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seemed to look down on him now with a certain 
dis approval, reproaching him for his stupidity.

He hurried over and recovered the bag from the 
shadows. The park directly across from the north portal 
would give him a view down Admiralty Prospekt of 
Irina approaching. More importantly, he would be able 
to see if she was being followed. He refused to consider 
the possibility that she wouldn’t show at all. If the 
mission had failed, there would be no second chances.

He was ten yards shy of the north doors when he 
saw them enter the cathedral directly in front of him. 
They weren’t in uniform, they didn’t need to be. The 
way they were moving, the arrogant purpose in their 
step, marked the pair out as Chekists. Tom’s instinct 
was to turn and fl ee, but he knew they would have the 
south and west doors covered by now.

Extending an upturned hand, he carried on towards 
the two men.

‘A few roubles, comrades,’ he pleaded pathetically, 
‘for a veteran of Tannenberg.’

Mention of the bloody battle didn’t curry any 
sympathy.

‘Papers,’ snapped the smaller of the two Chekists.
‘I haven’t eaten in days.’
Not so far from the truth, but Tom found his hand 

slapped aside.
‘Papers!’
‘Leave him,’ growled the other. ‘You heard what 

Zakharov said – he has a beard.’
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Zakharov. There was no time to process this news 
– or to give thanks for the last-minute precaution of 
changing his appearance – as two more men bowled 
into the building through the north doors. They were 
wearing leather jackets crossed with cartridge belts. The 
taller of the two Chekists turned to them.

‘Neratov, you guard the door.’
Any suspicions that Neratov might have had of Tom 

were dispelled when the smaller Chekist shoved him 
dismissively aside. The scruffy man with the bag in his 
hand had evidently been checked and cleared. While the 
three other policemen fanned out into the cathedral Tom 
crept sheepishly past the glowering Neratov and out 
through the doors.

In his haste to put the danger behind him, he slipped 
on the icy steps leading down from the pillared portico. 
Falling hard, he felt something go in his wrist. He bit 
back a cry, not wishing to draw attention to himself.

He glanced up and down Admiralty Prospekt: the 
pavements were deserted, just an isvochik heading 
towards him, drawn by a shaggy white horse. It was 
free, and Tom waved it down, almost laughing at the 
absurdity of his good fortune.

The coachman, muffl ed in furs, was bringing the small 
sledge to a halt when Tom heard the shout.

‘Stop him!’
It came from the cathedral. The tall Chekist stood 

dwarfed between two pillars of the north portico, waving 
furiously.
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‘Stop him!’ he bellowed again. ‘He’s an enemy of the 
Soviet!’

With a fl ick of the driver’s reins the sleigh took off. 
Tom stumbled after it, unable to get any meaningful 
purchase on the compacted snow, falling quickly behind 
as the horse’s trot became a canter. Realizing the futility 
of the pursuit, he cut left across the street and dis appeared 
into the park on the far side.

Overhead, a half-moon hung in a cloudless sky, and 
even beyond the pool of light thrown by the street lamp 
he could still pick a route with ease. Unfortunately, this 
also meant that his pursuers would have no trouble 
following his deep tracks in the snow.

That fi rst lone shout had now become a chorus at his 
back. Outnumbered, the only thing he had in his favour 
was that he had prepared himself for such conditions. 
The snow in the park was deep, thigh-deep in places, 
just as it had been in Finland. Before leaving Helsinki, 
he had trained hard in anticipation of their fl ight from 
Russia, pushing himself on occasions to almost maso-
chistic extremes. Not only was he in better physical 
condition than he’d ever been, but he had also accus-
tomed himself to the hunger and the cold until his mother 
would barely have recognized the lean, gaunt spectre of 
her own son before her. He had grown a beard, and he 
had learned to stoop convincingly, knocking a few inches 
off his height, making him one of the crowd.

‘Come on, you bastards,’ Tom muttered to himself. 
‘Let’s see what you’ve got.’

House of the Hanged~Final DPO~B format~800V~20110323.indd   15House of the Hanged~Final DPO~B format~800V~20110323.indd   15 23/03/2011   17:0523/03/2011   17:05



16

What they had, it turned out, was guns. And they 
weren’t afraid to use them.

The fi rst few shots ripped through the skeletal 
branches above his head. He assumed they were warning 
shots until he heard something whistle past his left ear, 
death missing him by a matter of inches.

Crouching, he drove his legs on, knowing that every 
hard yard gained now would equate to three or four 
when the snow-bound park gave way to Admiralty Quay. 
He lost a little of his advantage when he was suddenly 
pitched forward into the snow, as if shoved hard in the 
back by a phantom hand. Scrabbling to his feet, he 
fi gured the bullet must have struck the bag slung over 
his shoulder, embedding itself in the jumble of clothing 
he’d put together for Irina.

A primeval impulse to survive, to live beyond his 
twenty-two years, took complete possession of him 
now. He ploughed on like a man sprinting through a 
waist-high sea to save a drowning child. Pleasingly, 
the shouts of his pursuers had dimmed almost to 
silence by the time he fi nally broke free on to Admiralty 
Quay.

He knew that the frozen stillness of the river lay just 
beyond the low wall ahead of him. Should he risk it, 
skittering across the ice, out in the open? No. He bore 
left, away from the Admiralty building, his legs burning, 
but with a lot of life still left in them.

Run, he told himself. Settle your breathing and stretch 
out your stride. He would take the next street on the 
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left, head south, lose himself in the back streets around 
the Mariinsky Theatre.

Tom glimpsed the revolver in the other man’s hand 
a split-second before they collided. Both had been 
slowing to make the turn, but the head-on impact still 
sent them sprawling in a tangle of limbs.

The gun. Where was it? No longer in the man’s hand, 
but within reach. Tom lashed out with his foot, slam-
ming the heel of his boot into the man’s head, catching 
him in the temple. This bought him a precious second, 
enough to give him a fi ghting chance. The two of them 
scrabbled and clawed for possession of the weapon, 
the lancing pain in Tom’s damaged wrist numbed by the 
panic.

The moment he realized he’d been beaten to the prize, 
the Cheka man froze. Keeping the revolver trained on 
him, Tom scrabbled to his feet.

‘Please . . .’ said the man, raising a futile hand to 
stave off the bullet.

Tom glanced down Admiralty Quay: vague smudges 
of movement in the distance, drawing closer, but too 
far off yet to pose a threat.

Tom looked back at the man. He was young, Tom’s 
age, his lean, handsome face contorted with fear, and 
in those pitiful eyes Tom saw everyone who had ever 
been cruel to him, everyone who had ever hurt him, 
deceived him, betrayed him.

‘Vade in pacem,’ he said quietly.
Go in peace – the same parting words of Latin which 
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the priest had offered to him in the chapel at St Isaac’s 
just minutes before. He didn’t know why they sprang 
from his mouth; he didn’t care.

He was gone, disappearing down the darkened street, 
fl ying now on adrenaline wings.

The apartment building was a drab fi ve-fl oored affair 
on Liteiny Prospekt, near the junction with the Nevsky. 
The grey morning light didn’t do it any favours.

Tom watched and waited from across the street, one 
eye out for Cheka patrols, or anyone else showing undue 
interest in the apartment building. He had got rid of 
the bag, abandoning it in the coal cellar where he’d 
passed a sleepless night, swaddled in the clothing 
intended for Irina. The bullet that had knocked him fl at 
in the park was now in his hip pocket. He had tried to 
think of it as his lucky charm, but how could it be? If 
Irina wasn’t dead by now, she would be soon. He was 
too much of a realist to believe otherwise.

He knew how the Cheka operated; months of tracking 
their working methods from the safety of Finland had 
introduced him to the brutal truth. In Kharkov they 
went in for scalping and hand fl aying; in Voronezh they 
favoured rolling you around in a barrel hammered 
through with nails. Crucifi xion, stoning and impalement 
were commonplace, and in Orel they liked to pour water 
over their victims, leaving them to freeze outside over-
night into crystal statues.

This is what the Revolution had brought out in men: 
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not the best, but the very worst, the stuff of bygone 
eras, when Genghis Kahn and his blood-thirsty hordes 
had run merry riot through the Steppes.

In no way could Tom be held accountable for the 
dark state of nature that lurked in men, but he was to 
blame for choosing to gamble with it, and losing. How 
would things have turned out for Irina if he hadn’t tried 
to intervene? She might have weathered the incarcera-
tion, the torture, and been released. What if he had 
underestimated her? Should he not have had more faith 
in her resilience?

These were the questions that had kept him awake 
in the coal cellar, and he couldn’t imagine a time when 
they wouldn’t plague his thoughts. If he had come here 
to this grim apartment building on Liteiny Prospekt, it 
was only with a view to dragging some small consol-
ation from the disaster.

He had a street number and an apartment number, 
but no name. Markku had told him that the name was 
of no importance; the one he knew her by was probably 
false anyway.

‘It’s a woman?’ Tom had enquired.
‘It’s something close,’ had been Markku’s enigmatic 

reply.
The problem lay in slipping past the concierge un noticed. 

It was well known that the building caretakers of Petrograd 
were rapidly becoming the unoffi cial eyes and ears of the 
Cheka. It was even rumoured that some made false denunci-
ations of their residents, leaving them free to pillage the 
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apartments once the ‘counter-revolutionaries’ had been 
carted off.

Seeing an elderly woman rummaging for her key at the 
entrance door, Tom hurried across the street, arriving as 
the door was swinging shut behind the woman. He stopped 
it with his hand, waited a few moments, then slipped inside.

The cavernous entrance hall was dark and deserted. 
He heard the woman puffi ng her way up the stone stair-
case, and through the glazed doors directly ahead of him 
he could see a man shovelling snow in the courtyard.

The apartment was on the third fl oor, towards the 
back of the building. He knocked, and was about to 
knock again when he heard a female voice.

‘Who is it?’
‘Markku sent me,’ he replied, in Russian.
‘I don’t know anyone called Markku.’
‘He told me to say that you make the best pelmeni 

in all Russia . . . after his mother’s.’
Three locks were undone before the door was opened 

as far as the guard chain would permit. A small woman, 
a shade over fi ve feet, peered up at him defi antly. Her 
black hair was threaded with silver strands and pulled 
back tightly off her lined face. Her dark eyes were clear 
and hard, like polished onyx. They roamed over him 
from head to toe, then past him, searching the corridor 
behind. Only then did she release the chain.

Tom followed her along a corridor into a large and 
extravagantly furnished living room. The rococo divans, 
Persian rugs and gilt-framed portraits – one of a booted 
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general, another of some high-bosomed ancestress – had 
obviously been intended for a far nobler space than this; 
here, they looked awkward and overblown, eager to be 
elsewhere.

Tom turned and found himself staring into the barrel 
of a handgun.

‘Take off your coat,’ said the woman. ‘Take it off and 
throw it on that chair there.’

There was nothing strained or hysterical in her voice. 
She might just as well have been a doctor inviting him 
to remove his clothes in a consulting room.

Tom did as she requested, unquestioningly, watching 
while she searched the coat, knowing what she would 
fi nd. Her eyes only left his momentarily, to glance down 
at the revolver as she pulled it from one of the pockets.

‘This is a Cheka weapon,’ she said, levelling her own 
gun at his head.

Tom cowered. ‘It was. Until last night.’
‘You’re not Russian.’
‘I’m English.’
She switched effortlessly to English, with just the 

barest hint of an accent. ‘And where were you born?’
‘Norwich.’
‘A fl at and dull county, Norfolk.’
‘You obviously don’t know it well.’
‘Sit down. Hands on your knees.’
Tom deposited himself on a divan. The woman 

remained standing.
‘Who are you?’ she asked.
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‘Tom Nash. I was part of the Foreign Offi ce delega-
tion sent over here last summer.’

‘A little young for that sort of thing, aren’t you?’
‘It was my fi rst assignment after joining.’
‘You knew Bruce Lockhart?’
‘Of course, I worked for him here.’
‘Lockhart was lucky to get away with his life.’
‘So was I. It was Markku who got me out of the 

country after they stormed the embassy.’
‘And how is Markku?’ she demanded fl atly.
Tom and the tall Finn had become fast friends since 

their escape from the capital. They’d had little choice in 
the matter; the Consulate in Helsinki had lodged them 
in the same room at the Grand Hotel Fennia.

‘Stuck in Helsinki,’ said Tom. ‘Frustrated. Drunk most 
of the time.’

‘He’s still one of the best couriers we’ve got. So why, 
I’m wondering, do they send us a boy from the Foreign 
Offi ce?’

‘I’m with the Secret Intelligence Service now.’
‘Is that right?’ She made no effort to conceal her 

scepticism.
‘I was seconded when I got to Helsinki.’
This wasn’t quite true. Tom had pushed for a transfer 

to the SIS in Helsinki, anything that would keep him 
close to Petrograd, to Irina. A desk job back in London 
hadn’t been an option in his own mind, and he had 
managed to persuade others that his skills as a Russian-
speaker would be best served closer to the front line.
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‘Prove it,’ said the woman.
‘I can’t.’
‘I suggest you try.’
Tom hesitated before replying. ‘ST-25.’
‘That means nothing to me,’ she shrugged.
But she was lying; he had seen the faint fl icker in her 

obsidian eyes. She knew as well as he did that ST-25 was 
the codename for the sole remaining SIS agent in Petrograd. 
The Bolsheviks had brutally broken the American spy 
network over the autumn, and they were close to achieving 
the same with the British. The elusive ST-25 remained a 
thorn in their side, though. The Cheka had even set up a 
special unit devoted to hunting him down.

‘You want his real name?’ said Tom. ‘I can give it to 
you if that will help.’

‘She doesn’t need to know my real name.’
The voice was low and steady, and it came from 

behind Tom.
He turned to see a man of middle height step into 

the room. It was hard to judge his age – early thirties 
maybe – the thick dark beard blunting his handsome 
features showed no signs of grey.

‘Katya, I think our friend here could do with a hot 
drink . . . and maybe a piece of bread, if you can spare it.’

Katya eyed Tom with all the warmth of an attack 
dog called to heel by its master. Handing over the two 
guns, she disappeared into the kitchen.

‘Paul Dukes?’ asked Tom.
Dukes nodded and settled into an armchair. It was 
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a moment before he spoke. ‘What happened to your 
wrist?’

It was tightly bound with the leather belt he’d brought 
along for Irina. ‘I think it might be broken.’

Dukes released the barrel of the revolver and checked 
the cylinder. ‘She’s right,’ he said. ‘Why did Leonard 
send you?’

Leonard Pike was chief of SIS operations in northern 
Russia, calling the shots from the embassy in Stockholm. 
Although Tom had never met him, it was Leonard who 
had agreed to take him on in Helsinki.

‘He didn’t send me,’ Tom replied. ‘I’m sailing under 
my own colours.’

Dukes snapped the barrel shut and looked up, 
intrigued. ‘Go on.’

Tom told him everything: of his relationship with Irina, 
his forced fl ight from Russia, and his work for the Secret 
Intelligence Service in Helsinki, which had involved 
 deciphering many of Dukes’s own intelligence reports. 
Helsinki was a mess, a sinkhole of desperation and 
duplicity, swarming with émigrés and spies. Information 
and dis information were the twin orders of the day in 
the Finnish capital, and Tom’s other duties had entailed 
trawling the city’s restaurants, hotel bars and drawing 
rooms, keeping an ear out for anything of value.

This wasn’t how he had got wind of Irina’s arrest, 
though; that news had come to him via Markku, who 
had heard it from one of the other couriers, along with 
the small but devastating detail that Irina was pregnant. 
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Tom didn’t reveal this to Dukes, if only because the notion 
that he’d fathered a child was still too big to grapple with 
on his own, let alone share with a stranger. Besides, at 
the time it hadn’t coloured the decision he’d arrived at 
with Markku’s encouragement and assistance.

Both men knew that Bayliss, the SIS station chief in 
Helsinki, would never have sanctioned a rescue attempt, 
so the plan had been hatched in secret, with Markku 
providing false documents, detailed instructions on a 
number of routes in and out of the country, as well as 
the names of a few reliable contacts in Petrograd. The 
sixty thousand roubles which Markku estimated would 
be required for bribes had proved much harder to come 
by. In the end Tom had been left with no other choice 
but to ‘borrow’ it from the SIS slush fund.

Dukes had been listening attentively throughout, but 
now broke his silence with the bleak observation, ‘That’s 
going to cost you your job, and probably a lot more.’

‘I don’t care. It all went wrong last night.’
He described how the band of Chekists had shown 

up at St Isaac’s Cathedral in place of Irina, and how he 
had only just managed to slip through their fi ngers.

Dukes got to his feet and wandered to the fi replace. 
He poked at a burning log with the toe of his boot. 
There was something ominous in his studied silence.

‘I’m going to tell you this now,’ he said eventually, 
turning to face Tom. ‘Because if you don’t hear it from 
me, you may never hear it at all.’ He paused. ‘She was 
executed last night.’
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Tom felt a cold hand settle on his heart. His words, 
when they came, sounded distant, hollow.

‘How do you know?’
‘Console yourself with the fact that they would have 

killed her anyway. You see, I never met her myself, but 
I know of people she helped. We were aware of 
her . . . predicament.’

Her predicament? He made her sound like a debutante 
torn between two evening gowns in Harrods.

‘How do you know?’ demanded Tom, more forcefully 
this time.

‘I had it on good authority early this morning.’
‘Good authority?’
‘A very reliable source, I’m afraid.’
‘Who?’
‘I can’t say.’
‘I have a right to know.’
‘And I have a duty to protect his identity. If you’re 

captured by the Cheka they will make you talk. Don’t 
look so affronted – everyone talks. Do you want him 
to lose his life too?’

At that moment Katya returned bearing a tray, which 
she placed on a low side table. She must have been 
eavesdropping from the kitchen. It wasn’t just the misting 
of pity in her hard eyes; before pouring the tea she 
handed Tom two tablets and a glass of water.

‘Aspirin. For your wrist.’
The tea cups matched the antique porcelain pot, and 

Dukes savoured a fi rst, warming sip before continuing.
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‘Look, believe me, I’m sorry. We’ve all lost friends, 
good friends, and I daresay we stand to lose many more. 
But you shouldn’t have come here. Markku should not 
have given you this address. There’s nothing we can do 
for you.’

‘I didn’t come here for me, I came here for you – to 
warn you.’

He explained that Markku had put him in contact 
with a man named Dimitri Zakharov. It was Zakharov 
who had organized the escape, Zakharov who had 
betrayed him to the Cheka.

Dukes and Katya exchanged a brief look.
‘I doubt that very much,’ said Dukes.
‘Zakharov gave them a description of me. I overheard 

them say it.’
Dukes hesitated. ‘If he did, then it was tortured out 

of him.’
‘He didn’t look too distressed when I saw him leave 

his apartment an hour ago.’
Dukes was clearly taken aback by this news. ‘Maybe 

we’re talking about another Zakharov.’
‘How many Zakharovs does Markku know who 

live on Kazanskaya?’
‘Katya . . .?’
For once she looked shaken. ‘Anything is possible. 

We both know that.’
Dukes turned his attention back to Tom. ‘I was wrong. 

You were right to come here.’ He handed the revolver back. 
‘I’m surprised there are still six bullets left in the cylinder.’
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Tom had indeed trailed Zakharov for a good few 
streets, imagining the moment – the muzzle of the gun 
planted at the base of the traitor’s neck, or maybe a 
swift tap on the shoulder fi rst with the barrel so that 
Tom could carry with him the fl ash of recognition, of 
terror, in the other man’s eyes as a future balm for his 
soul. In the end, though, he had allowed Zakharov to 
slip away from him.

Maybe it had been cowardice, the knowledge that 
retribution would surely come at the cost of his own 
life, or maybe the calculating pragmatist in him had 
prevailed over base emotion. Either way, he was alive, 
and the information he had just handed on might even 
save lives. It clearly had value; he could see its worth 
refl ected back at him in Dukes’s eyes.

‘This changes everything,’ said Dukes. ‘We can’t stay 
here. Katya, you also have to leave.’

‘No.’
‘You must.’
‘Not if I don’t know where you’re going.’
‘Katya –’
‘Do I know?’ she insisted.
Dukes shook his head solemnly.
‘Then go,’ she said. ‘Both of you. What are they going 

to do with an old woman like me?’
Her life had been reduced quite enough already to 

this: this queer museum of displaced artefacts. The 
barbarians might be hammering at the gates of the city, 
but the curator had no intention of abandoning her post.
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It took Dukes a few minutes to gather his belongings 
together, and all the while he was issuing instructions to 
Tom. Katya accompanied them downstairs as far as the 
fi rst-fl oor landing. Pressing something into Dukes’s hand, 
she said, ‘It was my mother’s.’

Tom also received a parting gift – a jewelled gold 
locket on a chain.

‘You are a brave boy,’ said Katya, ‘and you deserve 
to live. But remember . . . keep back one bullet for 
yourself.’

She shooed them off down the stairs like a mother 
sending her two sons out to play.

Tom left the building fi rst, turning up his collar and 
heading south on Liteiny Prospekt. Dukes went north. 
Ten nerve-racking minutes later they reconvened, as 
arranged, in front of a haberdashery on Nevsky Prospekt. 
There was no acknowledgement; it was an opportunity 
for each of them to determine if the other was being 
followed. Dukes had said he would stamp the snow 
from his boots if he felt they were safe to proceed. This 
he now did, before setting off once more at a brisk pace. 
Tom tailed him at a distance, his fi ngers closed around 
the revolver in his pocket, unsure of their destination.

He tried to remain alert, but his grief came at him in 
waves. He had walked this same route with Irina, idly 
strolling in the summer heat, stopping every so often to 
peer into a shop window, the scarlet trams rattling back 
and forth nearby.

He choked back a sob and felt the heat of anger rising 
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in his belly. He didn’t fi ght to suppress it; he let it spread 
through him, into his chest, along his limbs, warming him.

It came to him quite suddenly what he would do and 
how he would do it.

It was a religious building of some kind, set well back 
from the street behind a high wall at the southern end 
of the Nevsky. Beyond the imposing entrance gate the 
trees rose tall and bare on either side of the pathway. 
Dukes cut left almost immediately into the trees, taking 
a well-trodden trail through the deep snow. It led to a 
cemetery deep in the wood, a bosky burial ground for 
the wealthy, sparsely populated with the dead. Large 
free-standing tombs were scattered around a frozen lake, 
like temples in some eighteenth-century garden.

The packed snow of the snaking pathways suggested 
that many others had visited in recent days, possibly 
paying a fi nal tribute to their ancestors, it occurred to 
Tom, before fl eeing the country for good. Right now, 
though, the two Englishmen found themselves alone. 
The purpose of their own pilgrimage was still no clearer 
to Tom, even when Dukes made for a tomb pushing 
four-square through a deep drift.

No larger than a garden shed, it was maybe twice as 
tall, its roof crowned with a Russian cross. The pale 
green stucco of its outer walls had crumbled in parts, 
revealing the bare stone blocks beneath. Its door was 
of solid wood and fi rmly locked.

Dukes was still struggling with an iron key when Tom 
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joined him. The lock fi nally emitted a rasping groan and 
the door swung open on rusty hinges. The moment they 
were inside, Dukes shouldered it shut behind them.

The only illumination came from a small lunette above 
the door, and it was a few seconds before Tom’s eyes 
adjusted to the gloom, by which time Dukes was already 
on his knees before the altar. For a worrying moment it 
looked as though he was praying, but he was working 
away at one of the fl agstones, prising it up with a pocket 
knife. Buried in the packed earth beneath was an old 
cigar box. It contained a wafer-thin package wrapped in 
waxed paper.

‘Here,’ said Dukes. ‘Take it with you.’
Tom had handled enough of Dukes’s coded intelligence 

reports in the past to know what it was.
‘Tell them I need more money – a lot more.’ Replacing 

the fl agstone, Dukes got to his feet and stamped it down. 
‘Deal directly with Leonard. I wouldn’t trust Bayliss 
with anything more than a cocktail shaker.’

‘You’re staying?’ asked Tom, incredulously.
‘It’s not over yet.’
‘But what about Zakharov?’
‘You think he’s the fi rst to betray us?’
The weary fatalism of the statement grated. It 

suggested that the Zakharovs of the world were an 
unavoidable irritant to be endured, like mosquitoes, or 
people coughing in the theatre.

Tom removed his cap and pulled some banknotes 
from the lining. ‘It’s all I have left.’
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Dukes riffl ed through the money, clearly delighted. 
‘How much do you need?’ he asked.

‘I’m not sure.’
Dukes pocketed most of the cash and handed the rest 

back. ‘This should see you back to Helsinki.’
These weren’t the last words the two men exchanged. 

As they parted company outside, Tom asked, ‘How do 
you live like this?’

Dukes hesitated before replying. ‘I was here when the 
Revolution broke, when we turned the Tauride Palace 
into an arsenal. You see, I once believed in the New 
Jerusalem. Maybe I still do. But this isn’t it. This . . . this 
is Abaddon.’

He touched Tom lightly on the arm. ‘Tell Leonard 
from me that it’s not too late.’

‘For what?’
‘He’ll understand.’
As Tom watched the slight, anonymous fi gure shuffl e 

off down the pathway, something told him that this 
would be his last ever glimpse of the man.

Abaddon, the place of punishment.
A fi tting analogy, Tom refl ected, his thoughts turning 

once more to Zakharov, the betrayer.
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