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A thousand feet above the Russian front





A thousand feet above the Russian front, a German scout plane weaved among the clouds, searching for a place to land. The aircraft was a Fiesler 156, whose broad wings and spindly looking wheel struts had earned it the nickname of ‘Stork’. The pilot, Hanno Kosch, was a captain in the Luftwaffe. Beside him, nervously clutching a briefcase, sat a lieutenant of the Waffen SS named Karl Hagen.


One hour before, the Stork had taken off from a forward operations base of Army Group North, just outside the town of Luga, bound for a grass strip runway near the village of Vyrista, a short distance by air to the north-east.


Kosch tilted the plane and squinted down at the ground below, searching for some contour of the earth which corresponded to the flight-plan chart clipped to a map board on his knee. ‘I don’t see it,’ he said.


‘Maybe we should turn back,’ replied Hagen, shouting to make his voice heard over the engine.


‘It’s too late,’ replied the pilot. ‘I gave you that chance half an hour ago and you refused. Now we don’t have enough fuel to return to Luga. If we can’t find the runway at Vyrista, our only chance is to set down in a field and start walking.’


The Stork shuddered as it passed through a pocket of turbulence, causing Hagen to grip the briefcase even more tightly.


‘What’s in there, anyway?’ asked Kosch.


‘Something I have to deliver.’


‘Yes, but what?’


‘If you must know, it’s a painting.’


‘You mean some priceless work of art like a Rembrandt or something?’


‘Priceless yes. Rembrandt no.’


‘Can I see it?’


‘I don’t think I can do that.’


‘Oh, come on!’ Kosch persisted. ‘Just so I can know why I’ve been risking my life for the past hour.’


Hagen considered this for a moment. ‘Well, I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to look.’ He unfastened the brass latch of the briefcase‚ removed a canvas in a small wooden frame and held it up for Kosch to see.


‘I’ll be damned,’ said Kosch. ‘What is it? A butterfly?’


‘Actually,’ replied Hagen, ‘I believe it’s a moth.’


‘It doesn’t look that special.’ Kosch shrugged. ‘But I guess I’m no lover of art.’


‘I don’t like it any more than you do,’ Hagen told him as he slipped the painting back inside the briefcase and re-fastened the latch. ‘All I want is to be rid of this thing and then I hope I never have to get inside an aeroplane again. I’m not like you. I hate flying. I didn’t sign up to be a bird.’


‘You won’t be a bird for much longer,’ Kosch told him, ‘and neither will I, with fuel enough for five more minutes in the air.’


‘How can we possibly have missed the airfield?’ demanded Hagen.


‘In these clouds, we could have missed the whole city of Berlin!’ Kosch growled with frustration. ‘It’s no use, Lieutenant. I have to start looking for a place to set us down.’ With those words, he began a gradual descent through the clouds. Raindrops speckled the Perspex canopy. Below them, the thatched roofs of a Russian village slid by, the whitewashed walls of the houses glowing warmly in the summer evening light. Spreading out from the village in all directions lay neatly planted fields of wheat, barley and rye, separated by reddish-brown dirt roads. There was no sign of people. It was the same with the other villages over which they had flown in this past hour. The entire population appeared to have vanished into thin air.


‘What is that?’ Hagen called out. ‘Down there! Look!’


Following Hagen’s gaze, Kosch glimpsed a wide expanse of manicured grass, cut through with ornate pathways. At the head of this park stood a huge building, painted blue and white, with what must have been hundreds of windows, set into gilded frames which gleamed blindingly out of the vivid green below. Another huge building, this one less ornate, stood off to one side. Other, smaller structures lay about the grounds, along with several large ponds. Kosch’s momentary fascination with the beauty of the architecture was followed by the burning of adrenalin in his guts as he realised how far they had strayed from their original course.


‘It’s beautiful,’ admitted Hagen, somewhat reluctantly. ‘I didn’t know such things existed in Russia any more. It almost looks like a palace.’


‘It is a palace!’ replied Kosch. ‘It is the old village of Tsarskoye Selo, which the Soviets now call Pushkin. All that down there was once the summer estate of Tsar Nicholas II. There is the Catherine Palace, the Alexander Palace, the Lamskie Pond and the Chinese Theatre. I learned about them in an architecture class I took at university.’


‘Now that we know where we are,’ said Hagen, ‘how close are we to where we ought to be?’


Kosch glanced down at his chart. ‘According to this map, we’re almost thirty kilometres behind the Russian lines.’


‘Thirty kilometres!’ Hagen exploded. ‘You don’t understand, Captain, this painting—’


Kosch didn’t let him finish. ‘If we come around on a north-by-north-west heading, we might be able to reach our own lines before we run out of fuel.’ Banking sharply, Kosch turned the little scout plane towards the west‚ on a course which took him directly over the vast rooftop of the Catherine Palace.


‘It looks deserted,’ said Hagen, his forehead pressed against the heavy Perspex of the side window. ‘Where did they all go?’


Suddenly the plane lurched as if it had flown into an invisible wall. This jolt was accompanied by a sound which reminded Hagen of the pebbles he used to throw by the handful at a corrugated-iron shed at the bottom of his grandfather’s garden. ‘What happened?’ he shouted. ‘What’s going on?’


Kosch did not reply. He was too busy struggling to keep the plane steady.


Bright yellow tracers, like a shower of meteors, flickered past the wings. Bullets clattered through the fuselage. In the next instant, a white stream of vaporising coolant poured from the cowling.


The firing died away as they cleared the palace grounds.


‘We must be out of range,’ Hagen said hopefully.


‘It’s too late,’ Kosch told him. ‘The damage has already been done.’


‘What do you mean? We’re still flying, aren’t we?’


‘We have to land now,’ replied Kosch, ‘before the engine catches fire. Look for a field, or a road not bordered by telegraph wires.’


‘We’re behind the lines!’


‘On the ground, we stand a chance. If we stay up here any longer, we have none.’


Seconds passed. The Stork’s engine began to sputter as the temperature gauge climbed into the red.


‘What about that?’ asked Hagen, pointing just beyond the starboard wing. ‘Is that a runway?’


Kosch peered through the blur of the glycol-smeared windscreen. ‘I think it is! It’s pretty crude, but I think I can get us down all right.’


‘Thank God,’ murmured Hagen.


Kosch laughed. ‘I thought you SS types didn’t believe in God.’


‘I’ll believe in anything that puts me safely on the ground.’


The Stork circled the airfield. At the far end of the runway stood a hangar, its roof painted dull olive green and overlaid with black amoeba-like shapes to camouflage it from above.


Kosch levelled the plane for a final approach, lowered the flaps to drop air speed, throttled back and came in for a landing.


The plane bounced once on its stilt-like legs, then settled on the ground. Silver threads of water sprayed up between the grass and tyres.


The pilot cut the engine and the Fiesler rolled to a stop with little room to spare on the short runway. As the blurred disc of the propeller stuttered to a halt. Kosch pressed his hand against the silver metal disc on his chest which connected the four seat straps, turned it to the left and then released the clips.


Hagen was still struggling with his straps, one of which had become tangled underneath the leather holster of the SS officer’s P38 pistol.


Kosch reached across and unfastened Hagen’s seat belt.


Folding back the canopy, Kosch climbed out of the plane and jumped down to the ground, followed closely by Hagen.


The two men began to look around them. The doors of the hangar were closed, but fresh vehicle tracks showed that the place had been visited recently. The rain was still falling softly.


‘If we move quickly,’ said Kosch, ‘we should run into our own lines within a few hours. The Russians must have seen us go down but, with luck, they’ll be so busy retreating that they won’t have time to worry about us.’


A sound of creaking metal made them jump. Both men turned to see the doors of the hangar sliding open. A face appeared from the darkness and then a man stepped into the light. He was a Red Army officer. There was no mistaking the rotten-apple green of his gymnastiorka tunic, the enamelled red star on his cap and the Tokarev automatic he clutched in his right hand. Strapped across his waist was a thick brown leather belt, which carried the holster for his gun.


Now two other men appeared from the darkness. They wore helmets and carried Mosin-Nagant rifles, on which long, cruciform bayonets glinted in the brassy evening sun.


Hagen dropped the briefcase and drew the P38 from its holster.


‘Are you mad?’ hissed Kosch‚ raising his hands in the air. ‘There are three of them, and probably more inside that hangar. We can’t get back now. We have no choice but to surrender.’


Seeing that one of the Germans had drawn his weapon, the Russian officer came to a sudden stop. He raised his gun and barked out a command. The two men behind him took aim with their rifles.


‘You were right,’ whispered Hagen.


Kosch turned to him, his eyes wide with fear. ‘About what?’


‘I don’t believe in God.’ With those words, Hagen set the gun against the side of Kosch’s head and pulled the trigger.


Kosch went down so fast it was as if the ground had swallowed him up.


Then, as the Russians looked on in amazement, Hagen placed the barrel of the P38 against his front teeth, closed his eyes and fired.
















It was late at night.





It was late at night.


Pekkala lay on the floor of his tiny apartment in Moscow, still wearing his clothes and boots. Against the far wall, neatly made, and with an extra blanket folded at the end, stood his bed. He never slept in it, preferring the floorboards instead. Neither did he wear pyjamas, since they reminded him too much of the clothes, known as rubashka, which he’d been made to wear in prison. A coat rolled up beneath his head for a pillow was his only concession to comfort.


He was a tall, broad-shouldered man, with a straight nose and strong, white teeth. His eyes were greenish-brown, the irises marked by a strange silvery quality, which people noticed only when he was looking directly at them. Streaks of grey ran through his short, dark hair and his cheekbones were burnished by years of exposure to the wind and sun.


He stared at the ceiling, as if searching for something in the dull white paint. But his thoughts were far away. In his mind‚ at that precise moment, he was charting a rail journey from the city of Kiev across the entire length of Russia to Vladivostok on the Pacific coast. He made a mental note of every stop along the way, the places where he would need to change trains and the times of each connection. Pekkala had no intention of actually making the trip, but he had taken to memorising rail timetables in order to help himself fall asleep at night. Having acquired the entire  twenty-four-volume set of timetables for the Soviet State Railway System, which he kept on the shelf in his office, Pekkala now knew the departure and arrival times of almost every train in Russia.


He had just stepped out on to the platform in the city of Perm and now had fifteen minutes to wait for the connecting train to Omsk, when the buzzer rang beside the door, indicating that someone in the street below was waiting to be let into the building.


Pekkala sat up suddenly, the journey evaporating from his mind.


Grumbling, he picked up the revolver placed beside his head. The weapon was an English Webley .455, and had been a gift from Tsar Nicholas himself. As Pekkala made his way down five flights of stairs to the street, he set the gun back in the holster which he kept strapped across his chest. The holster was designed so that the revolver lay almost horizontally across that place where the two sides of his rib cage joined to form an inverted letter V. The rig had been made according to Pekkala’s own specifications by the master armourer Emilio Sagredi, gunsmith to Nicholas II. The angle at which the gun was carried required a perfect fit inside its holster. To achieve this, Sagredi had soaked the leather in saltwater, placed the weapon in the holster and then allowed the leather to dry around the gun. The result was a fit so perfect that neither a flap nor a retaining strap was required to hold the weapon in place. The unusual angle at which the gun was carried allowed Pekkala to draw, aim and fire the weapon in a single fluid movement. It had saved his life on more than one occasion. One final modification, made on the suggestion of Sagredi himself, was a pin-sized hole drilled into the top of the barrel just behind the front blade sight. The large .455 round employed by the Webley meant that the gun would buck significantly when fired. This required the user to steady and re-aim the weapon each time he pulled the trigger. Sagredi’s adjustment permitted a small amount of pressure to be released vertically through the pinhole when the gun was fired, with the result that the barrel would be forced down with each shot, at the precise moment when the force of the escaping bullet caused the barrel to rise upwards. The two opposing forces allowed Pekkala to hold the gun more steadily, and thereby to aim the next round more quickly and accurately than he could otherwise have done.


At the time of Pekkala’s arrest one freezing winter’s night in 1917 on the Russo-Finnish border, both gun and holster were confiscated by the Bolshevik militiamen who dragged him off the train. Once Pekkala’s identity had been confirmed, he was transported directly to a prison in Petrograd. There, Pekkala underwent weeks of torture before being shipped to the gulag of Borodok, in the Valley of Krasnagolyana.


Unknown to Pekkala, Stalin had ordered the Webley delivered to him personally. He had heard about the weapon, whose solid brass grips had been added by King George V, when the English monarch had originally made a gift of it to his cousin the Tsar. The size, weight and power of the gun had proved to be, in the words of the Tsarina, too ‘sauvage’ for the more delicate sensibilities of the Tsar, and so he had presented it to Pekkala. Stalin had been anxious to see this weapon and considered holding on to it for his own use.


Reluctantly, the Webley, together with its holster, was surrendered by the militiaman who’d claimed it at the time of Pekkala’s arrest. Upon receiving the gun, Stalin retired to his quarters and secretly tried on the holster. But this new pairing of man and weapon did not prove successful. Stalin had always maintained an aversion to heavy clothing, or any garment that restricted his movements. This was particularly true of his boots, which he had custom-made from fine kid leather normally reserved for gloves. Although ill-suited for walking the streets of Moscow, Stalin rarely went out on foot and did not need to worry about freezing his feet in the middle of a Russian winter. After only a few minutes, the weight of the gun and the constriction of its holster caused Stalin to abandon the idea of keeping them for himself.


Rather than dispose of the Webley, however‚ Stalin placed it in storage. The reason for this safeguarding was that even as Stalin sent Pekkala away to what should have been a certain death in the notorious gulag, he was by no means convinced that Siberia could kill the man. One thing Stalin did know for sure, however, was that the skills of the Tsar’s personal investigator would prove profoundly useful to him, if Pekkala could ever be persuaded to employ them in the service of the Revolution.


It was nine years before the opportunity finally presented itself, when the newly promoted Lieutenant Kirov arrived at Borodok, bearing the offer that would release Pekkala from the forest which had been his prison. Kirov, who had since become Pekkala’s assistant at the Bureau of Special Operations, returned to him not only the Webley and its holster but the badge which had been Pekkala’s mark of service to the Tsar.


The badge was fashioned from a disc of solid gold, as wide across as the length of his little finger. Across the centre was a stripe of white enamel inlay, which began at a point, widened until it took up half the disc and narrowed again to a point on the other side. Embedded in the middle of the white enamel was a large, round emerald. Together, the white enamel, the gold and the emerald formed the unmistakable shape of an eye. As the Tsar’s investigator, Pekkala had been granted absolute authority. Even the Tsar’s own secret service, the Okhrana, could not question him. In his years of service to the Romanovs, Pekkala had become known to all as the one man who could never be bribed or bought or threatened. It did not matter who you were, how wealthy or connected. No one stood above the Emerald Eye, not even the Tsar himself.


Since Pekkala’s release from the gulag, he had formed an uneasy alliance with the ruler of the Soviet Union.


Stalin, for his part, had always known that Pekkala was too valuable to be liquidated‚ as millions of others had been.
















Outside Pekkala’s apartment





Outside Pekkala’s apartment‚ shoulders hunched in the rain, stood Major Kirov. He was tall and thin, with high cheekbones that gave him an expression of perpetual surprise.


Their car, a 1939 model Emka, waited at the kerb, its engine running and windscreen wipers twitching like the antennae of some nervous insect.


‘Your belt is upside down,’ said Pekkala, as he walked out of the building.


Kirov glanced down at the brass buckle, whose cut-out pattern of a five-pointed star emblazoned with a hammer and sickle was indeed facing the wrong way. ‘I’m still half asleep,’ he muttered under his breath as he undid the belt and strapped it back on the right way.


‘Is it the Kremlin?’ asked Pekkala.


‘This time of night,’ replied Kirov, ‘it is always the Kremlin.’


‘When does Stalin expect us to sleep?’ grumbled Pekkala.


‘Inspector, you lie on the floor in your clothes, occasionally lapsing into unconsciousness, and in between you memorise railway timetables. That does not count as sleep. Where was it this time? Minsk? Tbilisi? Were all the trains running on time?’


‘Vladivostok,’ replied Pekkala as he walked towards the Emka, buttoning his heavy wool coat against the chill of that damp night. ‘Change at Ryazan and Omsk. And my trains are always on time.’


Kirov shook his head. ‘I can’t decide if it’s genius or madness.’


‘Then don’t.’


‘Don’t what?’


‘Decide,’ replied Pekkala as he climbed into the passenger seat and shut the door. Once inside the Emka he breathed the musty smell of the leather seats, mixed in with the reek of Kirov’s pipe tobacco.


Kirov slipped behind the wheel, put the car in gear and they set off through the unlit streets.


‘What does he want?’ asked Pekkala.


‘Poskrebychev said something about a butterfly.’


Poskrebychev, Stalin’s personal secretary, was a small, slope-shouldered man, bald on top and with a band of thinning hair worn like the leafy garland of a Roman emperor. Poskrebychev, who wore round glasses almost flush against his eyeballs, was rarely seen without his dull brownish green uniform, the short mandarin collar buttoned tight against his throat as if it was the only thing to stop his head from falling off. Unremarkable as he was in his appearance, Poskrebychev’s position as assistant to the Supreme Leader of the Soviet Union had placed him in a position of extraordinary power. Anyone who wanted to see Stalin had to deal first with Poskrebychev. Over the years, this influence had earned him countless enemies, but none who were prepared to act on it, and risk losing an audience with Stalin.


‘A butterfly?’ whispered Pekkala.


‘Whatever it is, Inspector, it must be important. He has asked to meet with you alone.’


For a while, neither of them spoke. The headlights of the Emka carved a pale tunnel through the night, the sifting rain like veils of silk billowing past them in the darkness.


‘I heard on the radio that Narva fell to the Germans today,’ remarked Kirov, anxious to break the silence.


‘That’s the third city in less than a week.’


In the distance, over the slate rooftops, gleaming like fish scales under the blue-black sky, Pekkala could see the domes of St Basil’s Cathedral and the Kremlin. All across the city, the skeleton claws of searchlights raked the sky for German bombers.


 
















Earlier that day





Earlier that day, the surviving members of the 5th Anti-Aircraft Section of the Red Army’s 35th Rifle Division had been ordered to take up defensive positions on the grounds of Tsarskoye Selo. After two months of fighting, the section had been reduced to four men, one Maxim machine gun and a single 25-mm anti-aircraft piece which was towed by a ZiS-5 army truck.


For weeks, they had travelled across a landscape which the war had laid open like a medical cadaver. Death was everywhere, lying crumpled in the ditches of Osmino, floating lazily and bloated in the lake by Kikerino and pecked by ravens in the barley fields of Gatchina. Along this route, most of their vehicles had either broken down or were reduced to smouldering heaps by the strafing runs of Messerschmitts.


In charge of the section was Commissar Sirko, a career officer with small, hostile eyes, a shaved head and two rolls of fat where his neck joined the back of his skull.


Second in command was Sergeant Ragozin, whose deep and reassuring voice did not belong with the bony, pinch-faced man who owned it. Lacking any military bearing, Ragozin fitted like a scarecrow into the baggy riding breeches and flared-waist tunic which made up his military uniform. Ragozin had been a radio announcer in his other life and ran a Sunday evening music show on Moscow Radio. During the 1930s, as the list of approved songs shrank, grew and shrank again without any pattern Ragozin could understand, he resorted to playing the same handful of tunes over and over until finally, in 1938, the authorities ran him off the air. Convinced that he would soon be denounced for anti-Soviet sentiments, he did the only patriotic thing he could think of and enlisted in the Russian Army just as the war broke out.


Gun loader Corporal Barkat, a strawberry farmer from the Ukraine, was a slope-shouldered man with a bulging Adam’s apple, nervous, effeminate hands and a hacking laugh which made him sound as if he were trying to cough up a fish bone.


The last and lowest-ranking member of the squad was Rifleman Stefanov. His tasks were to maintain the weapons, drive the truck and monitor the radio, which left very little for the others to do except complain and eat their rations.


Stefanov was a heavy-set man, whose shoulder blades hung like the yoke of an ox across his back. His hair, which normally grew thick and curly, had been shaved in the manner of all Red Army soldiers. This baldness made his large, round eyes seem big as saucers, and gave him the indignant expression of a baby owl which had been pushed out of its nest. Like Ragozin and Barkat, Stefanov was not a career soldier. He had been called up in the first week of the war. Since then, it had occurred to Stefanov that even if this wasn’t his first job, it would most likely be his last. The gentle, quiet Rifleman had little to say for himself, so little in fact that the other members of the section wondered if he was mentally impaired. Stefanov knew exactly what they thought of him, and he let them go on thinking it rather than explain the complicated past which had forced him to take up this silence as a barricade against their curiosity.


Instead, he had embraced the strange companionship that men often have with machines, most particularly the ZiS-5 truck, with its wooden slatted sides and headlights which goggled from their wheel cowlings, giving the vehicle a haughty, academic look. The twenty-five side vents on its hood, which resembled a line of dominoes forever falling backwards but never collapsing completely, were so familiar to him now that they seemed to have been scored into his flesh.


No sooner had the men taken up their assigned position on the grounds of Tsarskoye Selo than they heard the whine of a small aircraft engine.


‘There it is!’ shouted a voice. A moment later, Barkat came loping across the ground and skidded to a stop in front of Stefanov. He pointed to the sky above the Catherine Palace. ‘It’s some kind of reconnaissance plane. Just a little thing buzzing about.’


Now Stefanov caught sight of the machine. It was a Stork. He had only seen pictures of them before. The plane banked sharply, and seemed to be lining up to fly directly over the palace and across the grounds of the Alexander Park. If Stefanov’s guess was right, the Stork would pass directly over their gun position. He turned to Barkat. ‘Ready the weapon!’ he shouted.


Barkat ran to the 25-mm, whipped off the oil-stained canvas tarp which had been laid over it for camouflage, and flipped up the large circular gunsight.


While Barkat checked the ranging mechanism, Stefanov sprinted to the foxhole of Sergeant Ragozin, who was sleeping under his rain cape. ‘Sergeant‚ you must get up!’


‘Is it supper time?’ asked Ragozin, as he pulled aside the cape and rose blearily to his feet. The ground had left a crackled imprint on his skin, like the glaze on an earthenware pot.


‘We’ve spotted a German reconnaissance plane‚’ Stefanov told him.


‘My God! At last a target we can hit!’ Ragozin staggered over to the gun and took his place beside the spare ammunition, ready to reload the 25-mm the second it ran out of ammunition. Still half asleep, he opened a waterproof storage can and lifted up a belt of ammunition. The heavy brass cartridges hung across his forearms like the carcass of a snake.


‘Where is Commissar Sirko?’ asked Ragozin.


‘He went to find something to drink!’ Barkat shouted in reply.


Although Stefanov had fired the weapon many times, he had never managed to actually shoot down a plane. The months he had spent training on that gun, which travelled on a small four-wheeled platform, had proved to be useless. His private fantasy of painting one white band after another down the barrel, each one indicating a downed enemy plane, had begun to seem ludicrously far-fetched. There was only one thing at which he had become an expert and that was digging foxholes.


But now, as he watched the Stork begin its run over the palace grounds, Stefanov realised that this might be his chance to alter that record of failure. In a matter of seconds, just as he had predicted, the plane would pass directly overhead. With his heart thundering in his chest, he chambered a round into the breech and squinted through the spider web of the gunsight.


‘Range six hundred metres,’ said Barkat, down on one knee beside him and adjusting the elevation of the gun. ‘Six hundred and closing.’


Sweat slicked Stefanov’s forehead. He wiped his torn and dirty sleeve across his face. ‘Set at two hundred.’


‘That’s too close!’ replied Barkat.


The plane had cleared the roof of the Catherine Palace and was now flying across the Alexander Park. Gracefully, it dipped its wings from side to side as its occupants gazed down upon the grounds.


‘Set it anyway!’


‘Setting at two hundred,’ confirmed Barkat.


Behind him, Stefanov heard the soft, metallic rustle of Ragozin adjusting his grip on the belt of spare ammunition.


The plane dipped into the loop of the gunsight. For a second, Stefanov was struck by how much it looked like one of those gangly, long-legged insects which used to stray into the webs of spiders in the woodshed by his house. He pulled the trigger.


Stefanov’s body shook at the first clanking bang of the 25-mm. Tracer bullets, one for every five live rounds, arced into the sky. Out of the corner of his eye, Stefanov saw the long‚ spent cartridges spitting in flickers of brass from the ejection port. On the other side of the barrel, the belt of ammunition slithered into the gun.


‘Hit!’ shouted Barkat. ‘Hit! Hit!’


‘Shut up!’ bellowed Stefanov, although he could barely hear himself over the roaring of the gun.


At that moment, the plane appeared overhead, as if out of nowhere. The shadow of its wings raced past them. Stefanov leaned back until he almost tipped over, catching a glimpse of the black crosses on the undersides of its wings before the machine continued on towards the north.


Only now did Stefanov let go of the trigger.


Ragozin was busy reloading the gun, trying not to burn his fingers on the hot metal of the breech.


Stefanov turned to Barkat. ‘Did I really hit it?’


‘Yes!’ Barkat replied excitedly. ‘Right in the engine. The wing, too, I think.’


As the two men spoke, a strange odour filtered down from above. To Stefanov, it smelled like burnt sugar.


Ragozin stopped what he was doing. ‘That’s glycol,’ he said. ‘Engine coolant. He won’t get far now.’


‘I said you hit it in the engine!’ Barkat slapped Stefanov on the arm.


Stefanov stood up from the crouch of his firing position. His hands were trembling. Then, without another word, he turned and started running through the woods, heading in the direction of the plane.


Barkat and Ragozin were too startled even to speak. They just watched him go, his stocky legs pumping, until he had vanished among the trees.


‘What was that about?’ asked Ragozin.


‘I think,’ replied Barkat, ‘he has gone to finish the job.’


Ragozin did not reply to this. Something had caught his attention. He stepped out into the open expanse of the Alexander Park and stood with his hands on his hips, gazing into the distance.


‘What is it?’ asked Barkat.


Ragozin turned around, a look of astonishment on his face. ‘I knew he hit the plane a couple of times, but I wondered where the rest of those bullets were going.’


‘What are you saying?’ demanded Barkat.


‘Stefanov just shot the windows out of the Catherine Palace!’


Barkat walked out and stood by Ragozin. At the far end of the park, he could see the gaps of shattered windows. Jagged shards remaining in the frames winked at him as they caught the sun. ‘Well,’ said Barkat, ‘he didn’t break all of them‚ anyway.’


At a flat-out run, Stefanov cleared the grounds of the estate. A few soldiers from the battery, concealed in their leafy, camouflaged hideouts‚ had seen the plane take fire as it flew over the park, but had been unable to join in the attack due to the positioning of their guns. Now, as they watched him sprinting by, the soldiers made no move to stop him‚ knowing that a man moving at that pace must be bound upon some vital task.


But Rifleman Stefanov did not even know where he was going. The only clear thought in the shambles of his brain was to find the plane he’d just shot down. He wasn’t even certain that he had shot it down. Perhaps it had only been damaged and would still be able to return to the German lines. Could a plane continue flying without engine coolant? Stefanov had no idea.


After leaving the grounds of the estate, Stefanov continued down the long road leading north. He was no longer sprinting now, but still moving as quickly as he could, searching the fields which stretched out on either side of the road for any sign of a forced landing. At the same time, he scanned the horizon for any telltale signs of smoke, in the event that the plane had crashed and burned.


It was twenty minutes later that Stefanov spotted the Stork, pulled up beside a small hangar at the edge of a grass strip runway.


Gasping for breath, he stepped off the road, clambered through a ditch choked with wildflowers, and stumbled out on to the runway.


Several soldiers were gathered in a circle.


Stefanov walked straight towards them. For the first time, he wondered what had become of the pilot and suddenly imagined himself meeting the man, perhaps even shaking his hand and introducing himself as the one who had brought him down. No, Stefanov reconsidered. He couldn’t shake the hand of a Fascist. The commissar might hear about that.


Stefanov walked past the Stork, which stood between him and the cluster of men. He was impressed that the pilot had managed to land it safely. Bare metal showed along the cowling where rounds had hit their target. Stefanov counted only three holes and felt momentarily ashamed at such a small number, considering that he had fired off a belt of 120 bullets. It does not matter, he consoled himself. One hit or a hundred hits is all the same, as long as the plane is brought down.


The soldiers, noticing Stefanov’s approach, all turned to stare at him.


It was only now that Stefanov caught his first glimpse of two bodies stretched out on the ground.


The breath caught in his throat.


‘Where did you come from?’ asked one of the soldiers.


Stefanov did not reply. He pushed his way through until he was standing right over the dead men. Both had been shot in the head. Their faces were disfigured in a way that reminded Stefanov of two broken earthenware pots. He stared at the uniforms of the two men, the grey-blue tunic of the Luftwaffe officer and the field-grey tunic of the man who, by the silver lightning bolts at his collar, Stefanov recognised as SS. Lying on the chest of the SS man was a leather briefcase, spattered with blood. ‘Why did you do it?’ asked Stefanov. He looked at the men who stood around him. ‘Did they refuse to surrender?’


‘We didn’t kill them,’ said one. ‘That SS officer took one look at us and then he shot the pilot of his plane.’


‘He did what?’ The sweat was starting to cool on Stefanov’s back. He felt numb and dazed, as if he had been sleepwalking and had woken up in an unfamiliar place. ‘Why would he do such a thing?’


‘That’s what we’d like to know,’ replied the soldier, ‘especially since, right afterwards, he blew his own brains out. Our officer thinks it has something to do with whatever’s in that briefcase. He’s gone to find a commissar who can take charge of it.’


The mention of the commissar seemed to snap Stefanov out of his trance.


‘Who are you, anyway?’ asked the soldier.


‘Nobody,’ replied Stefanov. ‘I’m nobody.’ He walked out of the circle of men and back across the airfield. After clambering back over the ditch, he reached the road and started retracing his steps towards the Catherine Palace. At first he only walked, but after a minute, Stefanov began to run again.


 
















As the Emka rolled beneath the archway





The Emka rolled beneath the archway of the Kremlin’s Spassky Gate‚ with its ornamental battlements and gold and black clock tower looming from the misty night. Arriving at a dead end on the far side of Ivanovsky Square‚ Kirov parked the car and turned to Pekkala.


‘I’ll wait here for you, Inspector.’


‘Get some sleep,’ replied Pekkala as he climbed out of the Emka. He made his way to an unmarked door, which was guarded by a soldier. As Pekkala approached, the soldier slammed his heels together with a sound that echoed around the high brick walls and gave the traditional greeting of ‘Good health to you, Comrade Pekkala!’


This was not only a greeting, but also a sign that he had been recognised by the soldier and did not need to present his identity book.


Unlike the glittering emerald which had guaranteed Pekkala’s authority during the time of the Tsar, his ranking in the Soviet State consisted of a single piece of paper contained within his pass book. This book was the size of a man’s outstretched hand, dull red in colour, with an outer cover made from fabric-covered cardboard in the manner of an old school text book. The Soviet State seal, cradled in its two bound sheaves of wheat, had been emblazoned on the front. Inside, in the top left-hand corner, a photograph of Pekkala had been attached with a heat seal, cracking the emulsion of the photograph. Beneath that, in pale bluish-green letters, were the letters NKVD and a second stamp indicating that Pekkala was on Special Assignment for the government. The particulars of his birth, his blood group and his State identification number filled up the right-hand page.


Most government pass books contained only those two pages, but in Pekkala’s, a third page had been inserted. Printed on canary-yellow paper with a red border around the edge, were the following words: 




the person identified in this document is acting under the direct orders of comrade stalin.


do not question or detain him.


he is authorised to wear civilian clothes, to carry weapons, to transport prohibited items, including poison, explosives and foreign currency. he may pass into restricted areas and may requisition equipment of all types, including weapons and vehicles.


if he is killed or injured, immediately notify the bureau of special operations. 





Although this special insert was known officially as a Classified Operations Permit, it was more commonly referred to as a Shadow Pass. With it, a man could appear and disappear at will within the wilderness of regulations that controlled the State. Fewer than a dozen of these Shadow Passes were known to exist. Even within the ranks of the NKVD, most people had never seen one.


After passing through the unmarked door, he climbed a set of narrow stairs up to the second floor, emerging on to a long, wide corridor with tall ceilings. The floors were covered with a brownish-red carpeting, so that his footsteps made no sound. Tall doors lined the walls of this corridor on either side. By day, these doors would all be open and the hallway filled with people coming and going. But at this hour of the night, all the doors were closed as Pekkala walked towards a set of large double doors at the far end‚ beyond which lay Stalin’s reception room. It was a huge space, with eggshell-white walls and wooden slatted floors. In the centre of the room stood three desks. Only one was occupied, by a man wearing a collarless olive-green tunic in the same style as that worn by Stalin himself. The man stood as they entered. ‘Inspector.’


‘Poskrebychev.’


Advancing across the room to Stalin’s office, Poskrebychev knocked once and did not wait for a reply. He swung the door open, nodded for Pekkala to enter. As soon as Pekkala had walked into the room, Poskrebychev shut the door behind him.


Pekkala found himself in a large room with red velvet curtains and a red carpet which lined only the outer third of the floor. The centre was the same mosaic of wood as in the waiting room. The walls had been papered dark red, with caramel-coloured wooden dividers separating each panel. Hanging on these walls were portraits of Marx, Engels and Lenin, each one the same size and apparently done by the same artist.


Close to one wall stood Stalin’s desk, which had eight legs, two at each corner. On the desk lay several manila files, each one lying perfectly beside the other‚ as well as a leather briefcase which Pekkala had never seen before. Stalin’s chair had a wide back, padded with burgundy-coloured leather brass-tacked against the frame.


Apart from Stalin’s desk, and a table covered with a green cloth, the space was sparsely furnished. With the exception of a large eighteenth-century grandfather clock, made by the English clockmaker John Ellicott, which had been allowed to wind down and was silent now, the full yellow moon of its pendulum at rest behind the rippled glass window of its case.


The red curtains were drawn and the light in the room came from a three-bulbed fixture fitted to the ceiling. A thread of smoke rose from a cigarette which Stalin had recently stubbed out in a brass ashtray on his desk.


Stalin himself stood in the centre of the room, his back to Pekkala, staring at the wall.


It took Pekkala a moment to realise what Stalin was looking at.


Between the portraits of Lenin and Engels hung another painting, much smaller than the ones on either side of it.


‘Perhaps it would look better over there, Comrade Stalin.’


Stalin turned and squinted at Pekkala, his eyes red-rimmed with fatigue. ‘What did you say?’


‘Over there,’ repeated Pekkala, gesturing towards the blank wall behind Stalin’s desk.


‘Do you know what this is?’ demanded Stalin, aiming a finger at the painting.


Pekkala stepped forward and peered at the painting.  ‘A cecropia moth.’


Stalin shook his head in amazement. ‘How is it, Inspector,’ he began, ‘that you can neither feed nor barely dress yourself except in clothing so long out of fashion that people regularly mistake you for a ghost, and yet you can tell me the name of that insect?’


‘I used to see them around the house where I grew up,’ explained Pekkala. He remembered the long path through the woods to the place where his father, an undertaker in the town of Lappeenranta in eastern Finland, had built a crematory oven. Pekkala’s mother had once given him a sandwich and a thermos of hot milk to take to his father, who was working all night at the oven. Four bodies were to be cremated that night, which meant eight hours of tending the fire. Carrying a lantern, Pekkala had set out along the path, staring straight ahead, convinced that the pine trees on either side were closing in on him. Arriving at the oven, he found his father stripped to the waist and sitting on the stump of a log. At first, Pekkala had thought the man was reading a book, but then he realised that his father was just staring at his hands. Behind him, the crematory oven roared like distant thunder. The iron door to the oven was so hot it had begun to glow a poppy-red. Reaching up into the darkness, the tall chimney belched black smoke, which spread across the sky as if the smoke itself had spawned the night. Fluttering around his father’s head, Pekkala saw three moths, each one larger than a man’s palm. His father took no notice of them, even when one landed on his naked shoulder, which glistened with sweat from the heat of the oven. At last his father looked up from studying the wrinkles in his palm.


‘I see you’re not alone,’ said Pekkala.


His father smiled. Gently he slid his fingers beneath the moth which had landed on his shoulder and lifted it into the air. Then he blew on the insect, as if blowing out the flame on a candle, and set the insect fluttering once more about his head. ‘Hyalophora cecropia,’ he told Pekkala. ‘They are an ancient breed, unchanged for thousands of years.’


‘Why have they not changed?’ asked Pekkala.


‘Because they are already perfectly adapted to the world in which they live. These moths keep me company out here, and remind me of the many imperfections of the human race.’ 


Although it had been many years since then, Pekkala had never forgotten the distinctive pattern on their wings; the two eyes at each wing tip and the four reddish-white splashes and the scalloped line which trailed along the edges, its colours fading from reddish-brown to white like ink which had bled through soft paper. The painting was not an exact representation. The artist appeared to have taken liberties with colours and the symmetry of the design, but there was no mistaking the cecropia.


‘If you have brought me here to admire your painting, Comrade Stalin,’ said Pekkala, ‘I think you could have chosen someone better qualified.’


Stalin glared at him. ‘If all you had to offer me was your love of the finer things in life, I would have left you to rot in Siberia.’


‘Then why am I here, Comrade Stalin?’


‘You are here,’ Stalin explained, ‘because I believe that the value of this painting does not lie in its artistic merits. Two days ago a German scout plane got lost in the clouds and landed at an airfield behind our lines. Of the two men aboard, one was a Luftwaffe pilot and the other an officer in the SS. The SS man was carrying a briefcase that contained this painting. If he had been transporting money, or jewellery or gold, I wouldn’t have thought twice about it. But why would that officer be flying around with this painting in his briefcase?’


‘Did anybody ask them?’


‘They never had the chance. The SS man murdered the pilot and then took his own life. Given what he had just witnessed, the Red Army officer on the scene realised that the painting must be of some importance, so he handed it over to NKVD. They considered it worthless‚ but filed a report all the same. When news of this painting reached my office I ordered it to be sent here right away. There’s something about it‚ Pekkala. Something that troubles me. I just can’t figure out why. For that‚ I am relying on you.’ Stalin walked over to the painting, removed it from the wall and replaced it in the German officer’s briefcase in which the painting had been delivered to Stalin. He handed the briefcase to Pekkala. ‘Bring me some answers, Inspector.’


By the time Pekkala and Kirov departed from the Kremlin, it was growing light.


Pekkala studied the painting, which rested on his lap. His attention was drawn to the tree in which the moth was resting. The leafless branches looked gnarled and crooked, like those of a magnolia in winter. He didn’t know enough about moths to be certain whether they would be out in the winter, but he doubted it.


Turning the painting over, he noticed something written in pencil on the untreated back of the canvas.


‘What does it say?’ asked Kirov, glancing over as he manoeuvred the Emka out of the Kremlin gates.


‘Ost-u-baf-engel,’ replied Pekkala, carefully deciphering the unfamiliar syllables. ‘I assume it is German, although I’ve never seen the word before. “Ost” means “east”. “Engel” is the word for “angel”. The whole middle section makes no sense to me.’ Turning the painting over again, Pekkala brought his face close to the canvas, as if the delicate creature might whisper to him the meaning of its existence.


‘Where do we even begin?’ Kirov wondered aloud.


‘The Lubyanka,’ replied Pekkala.


‘The prison? Why would we be going there?’


‘To speak with a man who can tell us if this painting is worth anything at all.’


‘And if it isn’t?’


‘Then he will tell us why.’


‘What’s a man like this doing in prison?’


‘Paying the price for his genius.’


‘Look, Inspector,’ Kirov tried to reason with him. ‘What about the Museum of the Kremlin? The director is Fabian Golyakovsky, the most famous art curator in the whole country. Perhaps we should speak with him instead.’


For a moment, Pekkala considered Kirov’s suggestion. ‘Very well!’ he announced. ‘Turn us around, Kirov. The museum will be our first stop.’


‘But the museum isn’t open yet‚’ protested Kirov. ‘I don’t know what the hours are now that Moscow is on alert for air raids. We might have to make a special appointment . . .’


‘We’ll find a way in‚’ Pekkala told him. ‘I already know what I need in that museum. I don’t need an expert to tell me where it is. Now take us back to the Kremlin.’


‘Yes, Inspector,’ sighed Kirov. Then he jammed on the brakes and performed a sharp U-turn, tyres squealing as he cornered.
















Although the Museum of the Kremlin





Although the Museum of the Kremlin was indeed closed at that hour, Fabian Golyakovsky himself came to see who was pounding on the doors.


Golyakovsky was a tall, stooped man with an unkempt mop of curly reddish hair. He wore a dark blue suit and a cream-coloured shirt with a rumpled collar and no tie.


‘Who on earth are you?’ demanded Golyakovsky. ‘Do you have any idea what time it is?’


Pekkala held up his Shadow Pass. ‘We need a few minutes of your time.’


Golyakovsky glanced at the text‚ his lips moving as he silently pronounced the words. ‘Very well‚’ he replied suspiciously. ‘Anything to oblige the Bureau of Special Operations‚ whom I had not realised until this moment were lovers of great art.’


‘Why are you here so early?’ asked Kirov.


‘I’ve been here all night,’ explained Golyakovsky as he stood back to let them enter, ‘cataloguing items which may soon have to be evacuated from the museum and transported to safety further east.’


Followed by a nervous Golyakovsky‚ Pekkala and Kirov strolled through the cold and musty-smelling halls and soon found themselves in a room whose walls were festooned with Russian icons.


With his hands clasped behind his back, Pekkala walked past the icons, studying each one intently.


‘Inspector, what does this moth painting have to do with ancient icons?’ Kirov asked in a low voice.


‘Nothing, as far as I know,’ replied Pekkala.


‘Then what are you looking for, Inspector?’


‘I will know it when I see it. Ah!’ Pekkala halted sharply in front of a small wooden panel on which had been painted the head and shoulders of a bearded, long-haired and angry-looking man. His skin was a greenish-yellow, as if illuminated by the light of a candle. The white background had been chipped in many places. ‘This one!’ he whispered, and proceeded to remove the icon from its hanging place.


‘Inspector!’ hissed Kirov. ‘You’re not supposed to touch them!’


‘Stop!’ shouted Golyakovsky, his voice echoing through the museum. ‘Are you out of your mind?’ He advanced upon Pekkala, waving his arms. ‘Have you no respect for the treasures of this country?’


It was Kirov who answered the question. ‘Believe me, Comrade Golyakovsky, he does not.’


By now, Golyakovsky had reached the place where the two men were standing. ‘Please.’ Golyakovsky reached out towards Pekkala, using a tone of voice reserved normally for people about to leap to their deaths from the tops of tall buildings or bridges. Gently, he removed the icon from Pekkala’s grasp. Golyakovsky cradled the panel in his arms, as if Pekkala had somehow awoken the man in the painting and now he meant to lull the angry Saviour back into his sleep of centuries. ‘Do you have any idea what this is?’


‘No,’ admitted Pekkala.


‘It is a priceless fourteenth-century icon from the Balkans, originally located in the Cathedral of the Assumption. It is known as The Saviour of the Fiery Eye. What could you possibly want with this?’


‘Major Kirov may be right about my regard for the treasures of Russia,’ replied Pekkala, ‘but I have seen what he has not, namely what becomes of those who covet them. I will soon require the help of someone whose knowledge of these works of art is matched only by his hatred of this country. I must persuade this man that there is still something sacred left in the world –’ Pekkala pointed at the icon – ‘and the face of that man may convince him.’


‘Couldn’t you just bring him here to see the icon?’ pleaded Golyakovsky. ‘I will give him a personal tour!’


‘I’m certain that he would like nothing more,’ replied Pekkala, ‘but the laws of Lubyanka don’t allow it.’


‘Lubyanka?’ whispered Golyakovsky.


‘No harm will come to it,’ Pekkala assured him. ‘In his hands, your icon will be safer than in any of the vaults of your museum.’
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‘Who is this man, Inspector?’ asked Kirov, as they stepped out of the building a few minutes later, the icon wrapped in three layers of brown archival  paper and safely tucked under Pekkala’s arm.


‘His name is Valery Semykin and he is an expert at identifying works of art and, in particular, whether a piece is genuine or a forgery. Before you see him, Kirov, we have one more stop to make. This is not a man you’ll want to deal with on an empty stomach, and neither are the isolation cells of Lubyanka.’


‘I suppose this means we’re going to the Café Tilsit?’ asked Kirov in a long-suffering voice.


Noting Kirov’s tone, Pekkala glanced at him out of the corner of his eye. ‘I don’t know what you have against that place.’


‘It’s not a café,’ he replied indignantly. ‘It is a feeding trough.’


‘Nevertheless,’ Pekkala told him, ‘they make the kind of art I can appreciate.’


 
















Years ago, when Pekkala first started





Years ago, when Pekkala first started coming to the Café Tilsit, it was mainly for the reason that the place never closed and he ate when he was hungry‚ without regard to mealtimes‚ which sometimes meant in the middle of the night. Before the war, its customers had been mostly taxi drivers or night watchmen or insomniacs who could not find their way into the catacombs of sleep. Now, almost all the men were in the military, forming a mottled brown-green horde that smelled of boot grease, machorka tobacco and the particular earthy mustiness of Soviet Army wool. The women, too, wore uniforms of one kind of another. Some were military, with black berets and dark blue skirts beneath their tunics. Others wore the khaki overalls of factory workers, their heads bundled in blue scarves, under which the hair, for those employed in munitions factories, had turned a rancid yellow.


In spite of the way things had changed, Pekkala still found himself drawn to the condensation-misted windows and the long, bare wood tables where strangers sat elbow to elbow. It was the strange communion of being alone and not being alone which suited him.


Pekkala had found a seat at the back, facing the door. Kirov sat across from Pekkala. Between them, on the table, lay the leather briefcase, which now contained both the painting of the moth and The Saviour of the Fiery Eye.


Valentina, the woman who ran the Café Tilsit after her husband had been gunned down in the street two years before, approached them with a wooden mug of kvass, a half-fermented drink which looked like dirty dishwater and tasted like burned toast. Valentina was slender and narrow-shouldered, with thick, blonde hair combed straight back on her head and tied with a length of blue yarn. Her feet were buried up to the knees in a worn-out pair of felt boots called valenki, in which she shuffled silently between the rows of customers.


Valentina set the mug down before Pekkala. ‘There you go, my handsome Finn.’


‘What about me?’ asked Kirov.


Valentina stared at him, narrowing her eyes ‘You are handsome, too, but in a different way.’


‘That’s not what I mean,’ replied Kirov. ‘I mean, I would like some, too. And I wouldn’t mind breakfast, as well.’


‘Well, what do you want?’


Kirov gestured at Pekkala. ‘I’ll have whatever he’s having.’


‘Good,’ she turned to leave, ‘because there is no menu, only what I choose to serve.’


‘She thinks I’m handsome,’ whispered Pekkala‚ as he watched Valentina heading back into the kitchen.


‘Well, don’t let it go to your head,’ grumbled Kirov.


Pekkala sipped at his drink. ‘You are handsome, but “in a different way”.’





OEBPS/faberandfaber.png
fi

faber and faber





OEBPS/9780571278497_cover_epub.jpg
THE

MOTH

WHO WILL DISCOVER THE TSAR'S
GREATEST MYSTERY?

SAM EASTLAND






