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THE HUNT FOR ODYSSEUS

‘… Odysseus set off along the forest path from the bay towards the spot that Athena had indicated to him. But he never reached it. He disappeared!’

The terror with which the nocturnal visitor whispered those final two words set the tips of his waxed moustache quivering. The lamplight glinted brightly on a shoulder strap adorned with an imperial monogram.

Absurd, thought Erast Petrovich Fandorin. A wild fantasy. Here I am sitting in my hotel room, reading The Cherry Orchard, trying yet again to understand why the author called this unbearably sad play a comedy, and suddenly a madman in a general’s uniform bursts in and starts spouting gibberish. About Odysseus, about Athena, about some Mannlicher with an optical sight. And over and over again, he keeps repeating: ‘You are the only one who can save the honour of an old soldier.’ He has tears in his bulging eyes. It’s as if a character out of some early Chekhov play has suddenly come to life – a character straight from the time when Anton Pavlovich Chekhov was young and healthy and he wrote vaudeville sketches.

‘Why are you telling me all this? Who d-do you actually t-think I am?’ Fandorin asked, stammering more than usual in his annoyance.

‘What do you mean? You are Erast Petrovich Fandorin, are you not? Have I got the wrong room?’ the uninvited visitor exclaimed, suddenly panicked.

He had actually introduced himself, this crank. But Fandorin would have recognised him in any case. A well-known character. The satirical cartoonists of the capital depicted the protruding moustache, monumental nose and sparse grey beard in a most lifelike fashion. General Lombadze in person. The governor of Yalta, where the imperial family spent two or three months of the year, thereby granting this small Crimean town special status, and its administrator, exceptional rights and powers. The petty wilfulness and humbly devoted zeal of Yalta’s governor had long been proverbial. The leftist newspapers had dubbed the general ‘the court pug-dog’ and joked that in the morning he brought His Majesty’s slippers to him in his teeth.

‘Yes, I am Fandorin. But what of it?’

‘Aha! I get reports on everyone who arrives here!’ Lombadze exclaimed, raising one finger triumphantly. ‘You are a famous detective. You have arrived from Moscow. I do not know what investigation has brought you to my town, but you must set all your business aside immediately!’

‘I wouldn’t dream of it. I am a member of the c-commission on Chekhov’s legacy and have come to Yalta at the invitation of the deceased writer’s sister. In a month’s time it will be ten years since Anton Pavlovich’s death, and I am involved in the preparations for the commemoration.’

This was the simple truth – Erast Petrovich had been invited to join the highly respected commission following a small investigation, during the course of which he had helped to find a missing manuscript belonging to the writer.

The general snorted angrily.

‘Listen, I’m not interested in who you’re working for at the moment! This is a matter of colossal importance. The sovereign’s life is in danger! There are only two hours left until dawn! I told you: Odysseus didn’t show up at the appointed place. Now he’s on the loose somewhere around the Livadia Palace, and he’s carrying a Mannlicher with an optical sight! This is a catastrophe!’

Two completely unconnected thoughts surfaced in Fandorin’s mind simultaneously (which was not uncommon: this was a strange peculiarity that his brain had). Firstly, he suddenly realised why The Cherry Orchard was a comedy. It was a play written by a man sick with consumption, who could sense that his sad life would end in farce. Soon he would die far away from home and be taken back there in a refrigerated railway wagon bearing the inscription ‘oysters’. A typically Chekhovian technique for the comic deflation of a tragic situation.

And secondly, he caught a glimmer of meaning in the city governor’s raving gibberish.

‘Odysseus – is that the terrorist?’ Fandorin asked, halting His Excellency’s stream of unintelligible verbiage.

‘A very dangerous man! On the wanted list for fourteen years! Incredibly resourceful, cunning! Hence the alias.’

‘Is Athena your agent provocateur?’

‘How dare you use that sort of terminology? She is a most highly respectable lady who collaborates with us out of patriotic feeling. When Odysseus came to her, gave her the password and explained that he wanted to kill the sovereign …’ – here the general choked for a moment on his overflowing emotions. ‘… Naturally, Athena informed the Department for the Defence of Public Security.’

‘Why did you not arrest him immediately? Do I understand correctly that you yourself p-provided him with a sniper’s rifle?’

Lombadze mopped off his scarlet forehead with a handkerchief.

‘Odysseus instructed Athena to get him a gun and obtain access to the Special Zone,’ he muttered. ‘I thought it would be more impressive if we caught the villain at the site of the intended regicide with the gun in his hands. Then he wouldn’t get away with hard labour, but go straight to the gallows …’

And you would receive an award for saving the sovereign’s life, thought Fandorin.

‘I hope the rifle is not in working condition?’

The governor of the city started panting.

‘Odysseus is an extremely meticulous individual. He doesn’t trust anyone. If he had discovered that the firing pin had been filed down, let’s say, or …’

‘I see. And the sight, obviously, is also in ideal condition? M-magnificent. And your fool Athena led Odysseus straight onto the grounds of the royal estate?’

‘No, no! The grounds located immediately around the residence are under the supervision of the palace police. Athena only led the intruder through the outer cordon of the Special Zone – my men are guarding the perimeter of the Royal Path.’

Erast Petrovich knew that this was the name of the terrenkur, or exercise path, laid out across the coastal hills from the Livadia Palace to Gaspra. If the Court Chronicle could be trusted, the tsar took daily promenades along this picturesque avenue, either alone or in a group of close friends. Outsiders had no access to the path.

‘But the terrenkur, if I am not mistaken, is six versts long. And overhung by uninterrupted cliffs. An ambush c-could be arranged at a hundred different spots!’

‘That is precisely the problem. Athena showed him the path and told him to walk along it. Directly above it there is a secluded platform, where it would have been very convenient for the villain to take up position – with a completely open view of the whole area. If we’d caught the terrorist there with a rifle, no lawyer, not even Kerensky himself, could have saved him from the gallows. Of course, I had no intention of risking His Majesty’s life. The scoundrel would have been seized before light. His Majesty would have woken in the morning, and the job would already have been done …’

And the slippers delivered, thought Fandorin.

‘Instead, thanks to you, Odysseus has been given a perfectly functioning weapon and is now wandering God knows where, through the hills and bushes of an area of several thousand dessiatina. Well, let him wander,’ Fandorin said with a shrug. ‘Inform the sovereign. He’ll get by without the Royal Path for one day. Until the palace police and your people have combed the entire zone.’

His Excellency jumped up off his chair.

‘But what if the killer has managed to sneak into the palace park? Or is lurking somewhere outside it – on a hill or up a tree? He could even shoot through a window, couldn’t he? He has an optical sight! You don’t know what kind of man he is. In Baku he shot four agents who were attempting to detain him. He’s a devil!’ The general hung his head in desperation. ‘And apart from that, if the sovereign should discover the details …’ He sobbed. ‘Thirty years of irreproachable service … Disgrace, dismissal …’

Fandorin was unmoved by the latter consideration, but the former could not simply be brushed aside.

‘Do you have Odysseus’s file with you?’

Lombadze hastily tugged a plump folder out of his briefcase.

‘In God’s name, be quick! The sovereign wakes at seven and the first thing he does is throw the windows wide open …’

Odysseus’s real name was unremarkable: Ivan Ivanovich Ivantsov. The sibilant ‘ts’ inserted towards the end of the otherwise colourless surname ‘Ivanov’ sounded like an exhortation – ‘Shshsh!’ But apart from that, the name that this individual had been given at the dawn of his life was of no significance. It had been followed by a long list of false names and underground aliases. Fandorin skipped the first and focused on the second very carefully: the aliases that a man chose for himself could tell you something about his character. To judge from the list in the file, the criminal was a devotee of the feathered tribe – the aliases were all birds’ names (it was the Okhranka – the Department for the Defence of Public Security and Order – that had dubbed him ‘Odysseus’).

The revolutionary had moved into illegal, underground activity a very long time ago. He had never been arrested, and therefore had never been subjected to anthropometric measurement and his fingerprints had never been taken. Erast Petrovich’s gaze lingered on the only photograph, taken in the first year of the new century. Gazing out at him was a student with bright eyes and a firmly clenched mouth. Fandorin disliked this face very much: it was intelligent, strong-willed and with a definite hint of mischief. When exposed to a certain combination of specific circumstances in their life, youths like this turned out to be extremely dangerous individuals. Erast Petrovich knew that from experience.

Odysseus’s revolutionary career completely justified this physiological prognosis. The murder of two governors, the supply of weapons for the Moscow uprising of 1905, daring expropriations. A personal representative of the Bolshevik leader ‘Lenin’ (even Fandorin, far removed as he was from political detective work, was familiar with that alias), an accomplice of the Caucasian gunman ‘Koba’ (Erast Petrovich had not heard of that individual). In recent times: location unknown. The subject was presumed to have gone abroad. Well, if he had indeed ever left the country, he was back again now.

‘All right,’ said Erast Petrovich, handing back the folder. ‘Let’s g-go to the henhouse.’

‘Where?’

‘The henhouse that you have foolishly let the fox into.’

His Excellency was outraged.

‘Don’t you dare speak in that manner of the residence of the Anointed Sovereign, wedded to the kingdom of Russia by God Himself!’

‘The Lord would have done better to wed Russia to some other g-groom, one with a bit more talent,’ Fandorin snapped as he dressed hurriedly. ‘Stop fuming, General. While we are busy haggling here, Russia could be on the verge of becoming a widow.’

His argument was effective. The governor handed Fandorin his jacket and they ran downstairs to the carriage.

‘Is it not possible to locate the criminal without actually driving to the palace?’ the general asked surreptitiously, leaning close to Fandorin’s ear since the wheels were clattering loudly over the cobblestones. ‘I have heard so much about your analytical abilities.’

‘What is needed here is not an analyst, but a stalker. In any case, we shall have to wake the commander of the palace police.’

Lombadze sighed mournfully.

They drove along the shoreline. It was just before dawn and the dark sea was almost completely fused with the black sky – but a narrow, glowing band already lay along the boundary between the two elements.

Erast Petrovich had encountered Spiridonov, the commander of the tsar’s bodyguard, before. That meeting had left both parties with rather unpleasant memories, so they avoided shaking hands.

To do the colonel justice, when roused from his bed he didn’t ask a single unnecessary question, although he knitted his brows in a frown at the sight of Fandorin. He grasped the essence of the matter instantly. Lombadze carried on flinging his hands up in the air melodramatically and cursing, with the ends of his moustache trembling, but the colonel was no longer listening. He was thinking intently.

This thirty-seven-year-old officer, who had made a lightning-fast career in the Corps of Gendarmes and then in the Department for the Defence of Public Security and Order, was one of the most hated men in Russia. The list of revolutionaries hanged thanks to his efforts ran into the dozens; those sent to hard labour numbered in the hundreds. Four attempts had been made on his life, but the colonel was cautious and evasive. It was precisely thanks to these qualities that he had recently been appointed commander of the palace police – who could guard the sacred person of the emperor better than Spiridonov? Malicious tongues commented that the colonel had found a very fine spot for himself: two hundred excellently trained bodyguards not only protected the emperor from terrorists, they also protected Spiridonov.

The colonel’s first comment confirmed his reputation as a clear-sighted individual.

‘All right, General,’ he said, interrupting the governor’s lamentations. ‘I won’t report this to the emperor. If we solve this little problem before His Majesty wakes up.’

Fandorin’s initial surprise lasted only a moment. Then he quickly realised that the explanation for the colonel’s remarkable generosity was very simple: Spiridonov had just been given a chance to make the governor of Yalta his eternal debtor.

Spiridonov then turned to the detective.

‘Since you’re here,’ he said, without using Fandorin’s name, ‘it means you have a plan. Let’s hear it.’

Erast Petrovich asked in an equally cool voice: ‘Where is the tsar’s bathing area located? Everyone knows that the sovereign swims in the sea before breakfast, no matter what the weather is like.’

‘At the end of that avenue over there. As you can see, the path is securely shielded by trees and completely safe.’

‘And the b-bathing area? Is it also shielded?’

The colonel frowned and shook his head.

‘Then three things,’ Fandorin said with a shrug. ‘Comb the area around the palace. That is one. Set guards behind the wall at all points from which it is possible to fire directly at the windows. That is two. However, I am sure the terrorist has ensconced himself at some spot on high ground that has a view over the bathing area. Is there such a place somewhere nearby?’

‘Why are you so certain of that?’ Lombadze interrupted. ‘The villain can set up an ambush anywhere along the Royal Path!’

‘Be quiet,’ Spiridonov snapped. ‘Odysseus must realise that the sovereign will be warned of the danger. There won’t be any outing on the Royal Path today. But the emperor has no reason to abandon his bathing – after all, the area lies within the grounds of the park, and not even a mouse could sneak in here … There is such a place,’ he continued, addressing Fandorin. ‘A lemon grove on a hill. About five hundred metres from the bathing area. A good shot using a sniper’s rifle probably wouldn’t miss. You’re right. That’s where we’ll nab him.’

They walked out through the gates: the colonel with four of his agents and Fandorin. The glow of dawn turned the sandy path crimson.

‘I understand why you didn’t bring the general with you. He huffs and puffs like a steamroller. But why only four guards?’ Erast Petrovich enquired curiously.

‘They’re the best wolfhounds I have. The fewer the men, the better the chance of taking Odysseus alive … There it is, the lemon grove. Forward march, lads, you don’t need to be told what to do. And you, sir, are free to do as you wish. If you want to stretch your legs, be my guest.’

The agents separated, two diving into the bushes on the left of the path and two into the bushes on the right. The colonel himself chose to remain where he was. He had no intention of clambering through bushes at the risk of running into a bullet. Fandorin thought for a moment or two and then set off. Not in order to ‘stretch his legs’. He was curious to see what Spiridonov’s ‘wolfhounds’ were like in action.

He had taken only a few steps when there was the crack of a shot from somewhere above him. The echo rolled across the hills and the colonel gave a strange, grunting sound that made Erast Petrovich look round.

Spiridonov was standing there with his arms flung out awkwardly. His eyes had rolled back and up as if he were trying to see the exact centre of his own forehead, where a neat little black hole had just appeared. The dead man swayed and collapsed on his back. The ‘wolfhounds’ darted out of the bushes and dashed over to their commander. The sounds of shouting and tramping feet came from all sides as Yalta gendarmes and agents of the palace police ran towards the spot.

Fandorin dashed towards the place from which he had heard the shot only a second before. He zigzagged up the slope at top speed, skirting round the lemon trees. This exercise, called inazuma-basiri, was part of his daily fitness regime, so he reached the top of the hill in two minutes.

But even so, he was too late. The rifle with the optical sight was lying on the ground, with a white sheet of paper under it.

It was a death sentence, printed on a hectograph, which the Bolshevik party had issued for the ‘bloody dog’ Spiridonov. At the bottom was a note in pencil:

Sentence enforced on 14 (1) June 1914. My thanks to all who helped. But we wouldn’t take your crowned dunce as a gift. He’s our main ally in the fight against tsarism.

Yours, Odysseus

A dumbfounded gendarme clutching a revolver came flying out of the undergrowth.

‘Who are you?’ he barked, ready to open fire.

‘I-I am an idiot,’ Fandorin replied in a dull voice, blushing furiously. Not because of the rapid climb, but because of his fury.

Something similar had happened to him once before, many years earlier. But then Erast Petrovich had not been to blame, whereas today – what an unforgivable blunder! – he himself had led the prey to the hunter …


NO, SHE HASN’T STOPPED LOVING ME!

Ten days later his fury had still not abated, only sunk to a catastrophically low temperature. Usually people in a rage flare up quickly and burn out just as fast, but Fandorin in such a condition (a very rare one for him) seemed to freeze, and if the fury failed to find an outlet, an ice age seized hold of Erast Petrovich’s soul.

On his journey back from Yalta, it felt as if he were filled with seething liquid nitrogen, which, as most people know, boils at a temperature of minus two hundred degrees Celsius. No doubt it is precisely such a glacial flame that feeds the frenzy of the devils inhabiting the Lotus Hell of Buddhism, where eternal cold holds sway.

Luck has turned her face away from me, Fandorin thought bitterly on the way home from the Kursk–Nizhny Novgorod railway station. She was faithful to me for many years, and I simply took her gifts for granted, as a matter of course, but Fortuna’s love for me has finally run out.

‘Because no one loves blockheads!’ he muttered out loud, prompting the cabby to look round and ask: ‘What can I do for you?’

‘Drive more q-quickly,’ the passenger said morosely, although he was in no hurry and didn’t want to go home at all.

There had been times when, returning home to the quiet annexe hidden away in the depths of sleepy Cricket Lane, Erast Petrovich had anticipated a joyful break from hustle and bustle, the sweetness of a short period of eremitic solitude and pleasurable activities pursued in seclusion. But that blessed era was now a thing of the past.

Fandorin got out of the carriage and stopped there to wait while the luggage was unloaded. He gazed with a heavy heart at the two windows on the right, hung with pink curtains. The feeling of humiliation and weariness grew even stronger.

Erast Petrovich sighed. He could guess the precise moment at which he had forfeited Fortuna’s goodwill. And he had no one but himself to blame for it.

The next moment, however, his cold expression softened and the lips under the short, perfectly trimmed moustache extended into a smile.

Masa, his servant and only friend in the world, darted out onto the porch. Masa’s round features were glowing with happiness. In two weeks the hair on his head had grown into a coating of thick, stiff bristles. My, my, half-grey, Fandorin thought in surprise. He’s getting old too. What age is he now? Fifty-four?

Masa usually shaved his head completely bald – with a dagger of the world’s sharpest steel, tamahagane. But when his master was away, the Japanese allowed his hair to grow out: firstly, as a sign of sadness and, secondly, ‘so that my head wirr stop breathing, or erse there are too many thoughts’. He considered that if his master was not there, there was no point in straining his brain. Let it doze for a while.

In thirty-six years of living with Erast Petrovich, the servant had learned to understand his mood at a glance, without a word being spoken.

‘Rearry bad?’ he asked, clicking his tongue as he took the travelling bag and garment carrier. He didn’t move aside, however, but blocked Erast Petrovich’s entry into the courtyard. ‘You mustn’t take so much evir into the house. Ret it remain here.’

He was right. It was best to leave the rage outside: if it settled in the house, it would be hard to drive it out again. Fandorin turned away, in order not to scorch his entirely innocent servant with the icy flame. He closed his eyes, steadied his breathing – and began expelling the barren fury from his soul.

After Spiridonov was killed, Fandorin had tried to find the criminal while the tracks were still fresh. But the first, most precious hours had been lost in galling and useless explanations with the palace police, the Department for the Defence of Public Security and Order, the gendarmes, the Department of Court and other authorities concerned with the safety and welfare of His Majesty. They barely even mentioned the colonel who had been shot dead. They were all shocked by the fact that a terrorist had managed to get so close to the sacred person of the emperor. Every official was shaking, fearful for his own position, and they all shouted, trying to lay the responsibility at each other’s door – as usually happened when anything out of the ordinary occurred in the immediate vicinity of the throne. The governor of Yalta prudently took to his bed with an attack of angina pectoris – which occurred at the precise moment his report was given to the sovereign – and thereby earned himself forgiveness. Eventually, to universal relief, the guilt was laid at the door of the one person who could not offer any excuses, that is, the colonel. Surely, under the terms of his position, he was obliged to make provision for the security of the royal residence? In the name of public order it was announced that Spiridonov had died suddenly of natural causes and everyone who knew the facts was required to sign a non-disclosure agreement.

Only after the administrative hysteria had died down did Erast Petrovich have a chance to get to work. Yet although he had loitered in damned Yalta for more than a week, he hadn’t come across any signs of a trail. Odysseus had appeared out of nowhere and disappeared into nowhere.

Odysseus had undoubtedly known that Athena was a double agent and had exploited that circumstance splendidly for his own purposes. The ruse he had used in order to carry out the sentence on Spiridonov was known in the tradition of the Japanese ‘stealthy ones’ as ‘killing the mosquito on the tail of the tiger’: in other words, wrong-footing one’s opponent by pretending to pursue a large target and actually striking at a small one. Comrade Odysseus, a Bolshevik ninja, had performed this classical manipulation irreproachably.

Fandorin had had several extensive conversations with Athena, who had notably failed to manifest any divine qualities. She was a cunning and even shrewd woman, but by no means intelligent, which, as a matter of fact, was typical of double agents.

It emerged that Odysseus was an individual of lean build and average height, with short-trimmed hair, a small beard and ‘moderate’ moustache, with no distinguishing marks and in general ‘nothing for the eye to get a grip on’. Athena did not recognise the criminal’s youthful photograph – he had changed very greatly.

The criminal had not left a single fingerprint, either on the sniper’s rifle or at Athena’s home – he had probably taken special care about that. In what almost seemed like some diabolical mirage, he had appeared only to the female agent, as if no Odysseus actually existed in reality.

However, the fact that he was not a devil, but a living human being, was attested by the two small blunders that this supernaturally prudent individual had nonetheless committed.

Firstly, the note left at the site of the killing. Not even the note itself (graphological analysis had added nothing to the picture), but the signature.

In 1905, according to the dossier, the former Ivantsov called himself ‘Thrush’; at the dawn of his romantic revolutionary youth, in his student circle, he had been known as ‘Falcon’. A report to the Tiflis Gendarme Department four years earlier had included fleeting mention of a certain ‘Swift’, whose description resembled the elusive Ivan Ivanovich. In view of this ornithological fetishism and since they were so fascinated with antiquity, the specialists of the Okhranka ought to have dubbed their mark ‘Phoenix’ – for his tenacious hold on life and incombustibility. However, in their secret documents the revolutionary was referred to as Odysseus. And the signature on the note indicated that he knew this. The conclusion: the criminal had a source of information within one of the institutions of criminal investigation.

But on the other hand, it was quite possible that by signing with his secret-police sobriquet, Comrade Odysseus had not committed any blunder at all, but had simply wished to stick his tongue out once again at the guardians of law and order – to demonstrate that he didn’t give a rotten damn about any of them.

However, at least something had been gained from this hint. Knowing that Odysseus had an informer in either the palace police, the Okhranka or the Corps of Gendarmes, Fandorin had not told anyone about the second lead.

The fool Athena had been so badly frightened by the big bosses’ hysteria that at the official interrogations she did nothing but cry and repent, without telling anyone anything new. But Fandorin had spoken to her differently – sympathetically and paternally, although sometimes he had wanted to smack this unpleasant lady on her head for being so stupid and unobservant. During the fourth conversation in the series, Athena had suddenly remembered one small detail.

Odysseus had called someone on the telephone, after first closing the door of his study. Athena had pressed her ear against the door and eavesdropped for about half a minute. (Fandorin had traced the call afterwards, with no particular result: the other party had been speaking from a booth at the Yalta telephone and telegraph station.) Athena had a trained memory, because agents were taught to remember what they heard word for word. Erast Petrovich checked: the woman repeated even a long phrase spoken in Japanese without any difficulty.

The conversation or, rather, fragment of a conversation, was as follows:

Odysseus: ‘Go and check that everything’s going to plan. I’ll be on the spot in exactly a week, you can report in detail then …’

There was a brief reply, and then: ‘Where? Let’s say in the Black City, at the lame man’s place. It’s safe there.’

Another brief pause, and then: ‘Yes, on the three o’clock. That’s all, see you.’

That was the entire lead.

And so, a week after this conversation, Odysseus was intending to arrive somewhere ‘on the three o’clock’ – probably a train. People didn’t talk about steamboats like that, because their time of arrival depended on the weather conditions.

What city did Odysseus and the other, unknown party call ‘Black’?

Fandorin spent a devil of a lot of time poring over the railway timetable of the Russian Empire, checking to see in which towns trains arrived at three o’clock in the morning or three o’clock in the afternoon. There turned out to be twenty-seven such points – excluding the most distant ones, such as the Far East and Manchuria, which could not be reached from Yalta in a week. There was nothing ‘black’ in the names of these towns and cities, and not a single relevant association arose.

Perhaps it was the title of some establishment or other: ‘The Black City’? Just to make sure, Erast Petrovich sent an urgent inquiry to the excise department of the Ministry of Finances. But no, there were no inns, beer bars or anything else with that infernal name listed in the registers. The name was probably not official, but informal, only for those in the know.

And such was the sum total of eight days of investigation. Two feeble little threads, the first of which was probably not even a thread at all, but a gesture of defiance, while the second had been snapped off and led nowhere.

The wisdom of life: ‘The noble man does not eat his heart out over that which is impossible to set right, but shrugs his shoulders and carries on along his way.’ In the evening he would have to write that in his nikki. But then, no, it was a banality, a variation on the theme of the ancient prayer: ‘Oh God, give me the wisdom to accept the things I cannot change; give me the courage to change the things I can change; give me the wits to distinguish one from the other.’

Erast Petrovich’s wits told him: ‘There’s nothing to be done here.’ His wisdom groaned – and agreed.

‘That’s it, I’m all right,’ Fandorin told his servant. ‘As serene as the Buddha. Move over and let me go in.’

Masa respectfully moved aside, clearing the way, and spoke in Japanese.

‘There is news that will improve your mood, master. The rooms on the right are empty.’

Erast Petrovich looked at the pink curtains again, his mood truly improved already.

‘Madam is delayed, no one will blight your peace,’ the Japanese continued. ‘You can go straight to the washroom. The bath is filled with water, I have prepared fresh yukata and a costume for renshu, if you should wish to enliven your spirits.’

‘How did you know that I was coming?’ Erast Petrovich asked in surprise. ‘I didn’t send a t-telegram, did I?’

‘I have been expecting you every day. And now excuse me, I need to smarten myself up.’ Masa guiltily ran one hand across his stiff growth of hair. ‘Only tell me: after the bath will you rest or do renshu?’

‘Renshu.’

Fandorin ran up onto the porch with a light step, took off his hat and pulled off his summer gloves. Casting a sideways glance at the door leading into the right half of the house, he walked past it straight to the bathroom.

Floating in the bath, as required, were lumps of ice extracted from the cellar. Erast Petrovich undressed quickly, lowered himself completely under the searing-cold water and started counting to a hundred and twenty. He could hold his breath for two minutes and even, if necessary, for two and a half. The devil from the Lotus Hell who had settled in his soul fled, unable to stand the cold.

The bather jumped to his feet, splashing an entire geyser of glittering spray up into the air. He grabbed a wire-wool scrubber and started furiously scraping himself down with it. The blood began coursing through his veins.

At fifty-eight years of age, Fandorin was in better physical condition than ten or twenty years earlier. Given the correct development, the human body, like the spirit, does not grow old, but acquires new abilities. If the present Erast Petrovich should happen to clash in hand-to-hand combat with his thirty-year-old self, the young Fandorin would have no chance at all.

As he wiped himself down with a towel, the master of the house examined his image in the mirror with a certain satisfaction. Erast Petrovich had always liked his own appearance. Yes, his hair was entirely grey (a little Brilliant Blue lotion lent it an elegant whiteness), but his moustache was intriguingly black (without any subterfuges, quite naturally). There were wrinkles on his face, but of the precise kind that should be there – not the tracks left by vices, but a sketch of character. His torso seemed carved out of marble – at the present moment, pink marble, since his skin had been reddened by the icy water and metallic friction.

‘Ready?’ Erast Petrovich shouted, emerging from the bathroom in the black, close-fitting costume of the ‘stealthy ones’. This costume, extremely convenient for physical exercise, was sewn out of the very finest and very strongest silk, and it could be rolled up into a scroll slightly thicker than a cigar.

‘Hai!’ came the reply.

Masa was already sitting on the table in the drawing room, with his legs pulled up. His freshly shaved head, polished with a special velvet cloth, sparkled like the sun. Masa’s eyes were covered with a thick blindfold and his fingers clutched the handle of a long leather whip.

‘I can hear you, master.’

‘Naturally. Give me a moment to prepare myself.’

Having ascended to the mountain pass of his fiftieth birthday, Fandorin had decided that he would not go slithering down the sunset slope like those men who had reconciled themselves in advance to the decay of ageing, but would scramble on higher. It might well turn out that the highest point of life still lay ahead. On the eve of each new year he had set himself two new tasks for the twelve months ahead: one for the body, the other for the spirit. And so it had happened that during his sixth decade Erast Petrovich achieved greater success and more extensive self-improvement than during the whole of his previous life. Sometimes even he felt astonished at how many new possibilities – both intellectual and physical – he had discovered within himself in these last eight years. The sages were right when they asserted that the majority of men make only very limited use of the resources with which God or nature has endowed them – barely even scooping up the surface layer and almost never reaching down to the depths, where the greatest treasures lay concealed. To reach those deposits required truly serious work, but such efforts were generously rewarded.

Fandorin had decided to devote his ‘physical’ programme for 1914 to polishing his skills in the subtle and complex art of Ninpojutsu, developed by the ninjas of medieval times. ‘The art of secret walking’ was an exceptionally difficult skill. A genuine master could move so silently that not even the very sharpest hearing could detect a single sound. A teacher in black robes, with his face smeared with soot, had once demonstrated the possibilities of Ninpojutsu to the young Erast Petrovich: at night he ran along the entire line of sentries guarding the palace of the Mikado. Not one of them even turned his head, although the sensei had darted past right in front of their very noses.

This jutsu, like everything Japanese, represented an entire philosophy – the achievement of harmonious fusion with the fabric of the world. In his young days, Erast Petrovich had not been ready to comprehend the true meaning of soundlessness, and of all the secret arts this one had proved most difficult for him. His teacher had been patient and condescending. He had said that the constitution and spiritual temperature of western barbarians made them poorly suited for Ninpojutsu; they were like wild grass in the open field – the slightest breath of wind set them rustling. Their hearts beat too loudly, their breathing did not obey them. But one had to transform oneself to stone. At the age of twenty-five, Fandorin had not known how to transform himself to stone, but now he was making up for lost time.

Masa regarded these exercises with passionate approval since, following his master’s example, he was pursuing his own course of self-improvement – honing his benjutsu, ‘the art of the whip’. He had made up the term himself, since the Japanese ninjas had never invented any such activity. But while travelling in the Wild West of America, Masa had admired the skill with which American cowboys handled their whips. There was no practical value to this present enthusiasm of his – the Japanese quite simply enjoyed cracking a four-metre-long whip of plaited leather and striking various small objects with it. He could already remove the black snuff from a candle without extinguishing the flame, swat a fly on the wallpaper without leaving a spot and waft a speck of dust off his master’s shoulder. Fandorin tolerated this foolish hobby only because it was helpful to him in performing his renshu.

After reducing his heart rate to a single beat every two seconds and ‘sinking’ his breathing so that his diaphragm almost stopped moving (this was called ‘breathing with the skin’), Erast Petrovich quietly murmured: ‘All right.’

In that very instant, Masa struck a lightning-fast blow at the spot where his master was standing – only his master was no longer there. He had skipped two metres to the side, making absolutely no sound at all.

The tail of the striking snake crept back disappointedly across the parquet flooring to the table. Masa pricked up his ears, trying to determine in which direction Fandorin had moved.

‘How bored I have been here all alone,’ the servant drawled in a deceptively lazy tone, actually yawning as he said it. ‘It was cruel of you to go away without me. Only one circumstance was of some solace to me in my sadness.’

‘What was that?’ Erast Petrovich enquired, dropping to the floor.

The whip cracked against the wall above his head. Fandorin rolled away into the corner without a single murmur or rustle and jumped to his feet.

‘A very, very beautifur woman ferr in rove with me. Kurasya from the sewing shop on Pokrovka Street.’

Masa was facing the side that Erast Petrovich had already left, but that did not mean anything. The Japanese servant’s superb skill in cracking his long whip included using it over his shoulder. Since Masa judged female beauty according to a scale of weight and volume – ‘more’ meant ‘more beautiful’ – it meant that if he regarded ‘Kurasya’ (evidently her name was ‘Klasha’) as ‘very, very beautiful’, she must weigh at least a hundred and eighty pounds.

Realising that he had failed to intrigue his master with this announcement and no answer would be forthcoming, Masa changed the subject.

‘But do you remember how last year the beautiful Furosya was in love with me?’

Erast Petrovich shrugged without speaking.

‘You probably don’t remember, it’s an old story. Anyway, Furosya had a little boy and she was going to give him to the orphanage, but she changed her mind, because I promised to put a thousand rouburs in the bank in the child’s name (I forgot to ask what she called him). You will give me a thousand rouburs, won’t you, master?’

‘A thousand?’

A thwack on the skirting board. A miss.

Fandorin started slipping along the wall, taking small steps.

‘Of course I will. Only p-please –’ a quick skip, and a blow of the whip struck at emptiness ‘– be more careful, or you’ll bankrupt me.’

This time the lash described a long, cunning arc that took in half of the drawing room, but Erast Petrovich was already on the opposite side of it.

Masa pondered – he had remembered something.

‘Tell me, master, could you have a son? About ten or twelve years old?’

‘Why do you –’ another quick skip ‘– ask?’

‘A few days ago a strange boy came here. He looked like you. He asked where you were. He seemed lost somehow. As if he were looking for his father.’

Fandorin chuckled. It was a long time since his servant had managed to catch him with the whip honestly, so he was using all sorts of cunning ruses in an attempt to undermine Erast Petrovich’s concentration. Masa dreamed of his master having a son, or at least a daughter, and he was severely critical of Erast Petrovich for his childlessness.

‘And a letter arrived from your wife too.’

An envelope appeared in the seated man’s hand.

Erast Petrovich frowned slightly

‘You have read the letter, naturally?’

The envelope was sealed, but Fandorin knew his servant’s ways very well. Of course Masa had read the letter, and then glued the envelope shut, in order to observe the polite rules of society, which, from his point of view, were the very foundation of existence.

The whip swayed slightly. So did Erast Petrovich, up on the tips of his toes.

Masa relaxed his fist with a sigh, holding the handle between his finger and thumb. He realised that he would not be lucky today.

‘Something important?’ asked Fandorin.

‘I didn’t think so.’ A diplomatic shrug of the shoulders. ‘If something important had happened, Simon-San would have sent a telegram. Do you not want to read the letter, master? I can tell it to you in my own words. Or I can not tell it to you. The whole letter is written for the sake of the final line – it will be enough for you to read only that.’

He held out the envelope. Erast Petrovich, assuming that the renshu was already over, took a step forward. A precise blow scorched his back and shoulder.

‘What are you doing? We had finished!’

‘We finish when you say “that’s orr”, and you haven’t said that yet,’ Masa laughed.

He raised the whip again and Fandorin quickly said: ‘That’s all, that’s all.’

‘Oh, what a pleasure to be victorious! Batsu!’

This meant a ‘fine’: forty-four squats, holding the victor on his shoulders.

An agreement is an agreement. Erast Petrovich squatted down, Masa came up from behind, backed away against the wall, making something there clang, and leapt onto his master with a triumphant growl.

Lifting the solidly built Japanese was hard work and the fine cost Fandorin a serious effort. He even started feeling angry and promised himself to do some proper work with weights. His idleness in Yalta had taken its toll.

‘Ooph, you’ve really fattened up!’ Erast Petrovich exclaimed eventually.

‘That’s not true,’ Masa replied with dignity. ‘I didn’t eat much. I had no appetite. I suffered greatly because of our separation.’

‘But you’ve got heavier!’

‘That’s because I’m holding this.’

Fandorin’s servant pulled a ten-kilogram weightlifting disc out of the broad sleeve of his yukata.

‘You swine, why did you do that? I almost ruptured myself.’

‘So that you would feel, master, how hard it was for me to witness your lack of trust. Why didn’t you send for me when you had trouble? I know that something happened in Yalta. Otherwise you would not have stayed there for so long.’

Fandorin wiped away his sweat and replied morosely.

‘All right, let me have the letter.’

He had not summoned his faithful assistant to Crimea because he did not wish to appear like a pitiful blockhead who had been shamefully hoodwinked.

Erast Petrovich’s wife, a famous actress, was in the Transcaucasian city of Baku, on the set of yet another film. The envelope did not contain a letter, but a postcard. The garishly coloured photograph, which Fandorin did not examine closely, showed something fire-breathing. Apparently an erupting volcano. Oh, this eternal love of the spectacular and dramatic!

Such cards are usually sent without an envelope – after all, they are postcards – but Erast Petrovich’s wife could not do that. A postcard with her signature would be stolen in the post; it had already happened. It was also clear why she had not written on an ordinary sheet of paper: there was not much space on the card, so she could make do with a very brief message.

Traced out on the reverse of the black and red picture, in precipitous handwriting that seemed eager to flee as quickly as possible, but was nonetheless extremely elegant, was the following:

Ah, my dear, my dear, if you only knew how madly I miss you! It is intolerably tedious here – nothing but banquets, receptions, picnics and other routine occasions of which I am sick and tired. The shooting is not going well, and the date of completion keeps being postponed for longer and longer. I have a presentiment that this will be either my very best role or my very worst. The most terrible thing is that the weather has turned infernally hot here. I telegraphed the Atelier Rubet to sew me a tropical wardrobe urgently from the measurements that they have. Please pay the bill and send me the order as soon as possible.

Pining away without you,

Clara.

Masa was right: the essential meaning was contained in the very last line: pay and send. Well now, the shooting was dragging out – that was excellent. And when it came to an end, he could go away somewhere with Masa.

Fandorin smiled as he glanced absent-mindedly at the little picture.

No, not a volcano, a fire.

An open area, dotted with oil derricks, a pillar of black smoke, a glow extending across half the sky. Clear enough: it was Baku.

Below it was a caption in fine print: ‘A large fire at the Branobel Company’s oil workings at the Black City near Baku’.

Masa asked in a doubtful voice: ‘Maybe you do love her after all, master? Only a moment ago your brow was darker than a typhoon, and suddenly your face has lit up with sunlight.’

Erast Petrovich replied with a happy smile.

‘She hasn’t stopped loving me!’

The Japanese gaped at him.

‘Probably I don’t understand Russian well enough. Permit me to read the letter once again.’

‘Fortuna is no longer being sulky with me, we have m-made up,’ Fandorin told him and kissed the postcard with untypical sentimentality – as if he were kissing the capricious lips of the goddess of luck herself.

OPS/images/cover.jpg
AN ERAST FANDQRIN MYSTERY

3 I
e

BORIS AKUNIN





OPS/images/title.jpg
BLACK CITY

The Further Adventures
of Erast Fandorin

BORIS AKUNIN

Translated from the Russian
by Andrew Bromfield

WEIDENFELD & NICOLSON





