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      Red Wheels Turning is set in the same timeline as Beneath Gray Skies, a few years before the events described there. This story introduces Brian Finch-Malloy, described by one reviewer of Beneath Gray Skies as “a 1920s James Bond”.

      The Netopyr actually existed much as described here. An amazing piece of Russian engineering, it never became a practical weapon put into production, for many of the reasons that Brian and Harry point out. However, it remains one of the most amazing objects in the history of warfare, seemingly more a product of the Middle Ages than the twentieth century. The Zaamurets armoured train also existed in real life. There seem to be remarkably few detailed descriptions of these vehicles, though, so I have been forced to invent some details, which I hope retain consistency with the sparse known facts. Of course, there may be more in Russian, which is a language I do not read with any fluency.

      Since no Americans (or Confederates) appear on-stage in this novel, I have used British English throughout (my native version of the language). I hope this doesn’t upset my American readers too much.

      [image: ]

      A note on units: in real life, pre-Revolutionary Russia used its own units; poods, versts, and so on, at the time that Red Wheels Turning is set, and only adopted the metric system in 1924. Since most readers will be unfamiliar with these units of measurement, I have given metric (or in some cases, Imperial) equivalents.

      As far as I am aware, all pictures and diagrams of the Netopyr used here (including the cover photos) are in the public domain.
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          The trenches, Flanders, autumn 1915

        

        “Dash it all, he’s hardly what you would call a gentleman, is he?”

      

    

    
      Lieutenant Brian Finch-Malloy stood rigidly at attention as Lieutenant-Colonel Wilkins, his commanding officer, addressed him.

      “I don’t know what you’ve been up to, young Finch-Malloy, but you seem to have attracted the attention of those secret Intelligence chappies in London. I’m ordered to release you from the delights of this pleasure garden, and to return you to the hell of Blighty, where you are to report for duty to some infernal pit in London, the existence of which I became aware for the first time today. And that, Lieutenant, leaves me with a hole in my command that’s going to be hard to fill. What have you to say to all this?”

      The news came as a shock to Brian. He hadn’t been angling for a transfer, and as far as he knew, there was no reason for London ever to have heard his name, let alone ask for him. There was nothing useful for him to say, so he remained silent.

      “Humph. Well, I don’t know what to say to you, either. This is the first time that anything like this has happened to me.”

      Not surprising, thought Brian. The Lieutenant-Colonel (“Wobbler Wilkins” to the rest of the world, when he was out of earshot, so called because of his pendulous jowls, as well as his seeming inability to come to a decision on any subject) had come straight into the muddy hell of Mons from the barracks in England, where he had been in charge of the regimental mascot and ceremonial parades, never having heard a shot fired in anger. His present elevated rank was chiefly the result of more senior officers’ retirement, rather than any military skills or his own political machinations. His family connections hadn’t hurt, either, mess gossip whispered, pointing to his wife, the daughter of a prominent member of the Cabinet. It would be good to be far away from the man and his constant ineptitude, thought Brian, remembering the times when he had had to argue forcefully, sometimes practically to the point of insubordination, against the older man’s harebrained schemes to fight the Germans in their trenches almost as if they were dressed in red coats, re-fighting the battle of Waterloo with muskets. Brian’s own battle tactics leaned towards what his superiors frowned on as “ungentlemanly”; camouflaged night raiding parties, fighting savagely and mercilessly in grimly silent battles against the German sentries and machine-gun posts. Ungentlemanly he might be, thought Brian, but he’d been effective.

      “So off you go, I suppose,” Wilkins said, shrugging his shoulders. “I can’t really argue with these Whitehall johnnies when they start to put their feet down. Who do you suggest should take your place and lead your band of thuggees in their nocturnal rambles, then?”

      “I think it’s time that Sergeant Braithwaite got his commission, sir. He has an excellent tactical sense, and he has a born gift for getting the men to follow him.”

      As expected, this produced a snort. “I can’t have a fellow called Braithwaite as an officer in my battalion. Good God, man. He may be a clever chap and all that, but dash it all, he’s hardly what you would call a gentleman, is he? I mean, can you see the fellow at the formal Mess Nights or the Regimental Ball?”

      Brian silently counted to ten, slowly and deliberately. He took a deep breath. “With all due respect, sir, he has vastly more experience than anyone else in the battalion. And something tells me that he probably wouldn’t enjoy the company of the officers’ mess that much. It seems to me that being what you call a gentleman might be a handicap rather than an advantage where we are right now. But of course, sir, if you feel that it’s more important that an officer speaks with the right accent rather than his being able to do a good job, then that‘s your decision.” After a short pause he added a “Sir”.

      Wilkins flushed. He knew that Brian was baiting him, but couldn‘t put his finger exactly on what it was that was annoying him. “Very good, Finch-Malloy,” he replied, returning tit for tat as best he could manage under the circumstances. “I will treat your thoughts on the matter with all the attention and respect that they deserve.“

      Brian flushed in his turn, but held his peace. He only had to put up with the pompous old fool for a day or so at the most. Just as long as it took to get away from this muddy hell-hole. He saluted as smartly as any Sandhurst cadet. “Permission to arrange the transport back to London, sir?“

      “Yes, damn you. Dismissed.”

      Brian saluted again, did an insolently perfect about turn and marched smartly out of the room, closing the door behind him. On his way back to the trench where his platoon was billeted, he ran into Sergeant Harry Braithwaite.
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      “Harry,” he called. “Over here.” When the two were out of earshot of others, they used Christian names. In public, they used the usual addresses of rank. In the six months they had known each other and fought together, they had developed a mutual respect and friendship that cut across the usual rigid class boundaries of the British Army. The constant shared strain of the artillery bombardments, and the danger and terror of the nerve-racking raids on the enemy trenches had removed Harry Braithwaite’s natural deference to his social superiors in Brian’s case, especially when he discovered that the other’s skill in swearing and his creative use of profanity could outclass that of even a veteran Regimental Sergeant-Major. It hadn’t hurt matters, either, that Brian had saved him from serious injury, if not death, several times. Brian, for his part, had little time for the kind of snobbery that so many of his fellow-officers displayed, preferring to judge others on, as he put it, the contents of their heads, rather than that of their fathers’ bank accounts. He’d long ago dropped the English public school habit of addressing his friends by their surname, and he expected them to call him by his Christian name.

      “You look a bit down in the mouth, Brian,” remarked Harry, accepting the cigarette that Brian offered him.

      “Do I?” replied Brian. “It must be the thought of leaving this charming holiday spot and this picturesque residence we are currently inhabiting.” He gestured to the bunker, and the ankle-deep mud leading to it.

      “Going on leave, then?” asked the sergeant. “Seems to me you’re a bit overdue for it.”

      “Wish that’s all it was,” replied Brian. “No, some bloody crowd in Whitehall has written to HQ and asked for me. Some sort of secret intelligence outfit. I’ll be out of here tomorrow or the next day. It looks like they’re in a hurry, but God knows why.”

      “Sounds exciting. Anyway, you’ll be well out of this muck,” pointing in his turn to the mud all around them. “So you’ll have a cushy little desk number all lined up, then?”

      “God, I hope not,” replied Brian. “If that’s what they have in mind for me, I’m going to demand that I come straight back here.”

      “So you’re going to be one of those spies, you think? Going behind enemy lines and counting guns and reporting back where the next offensive’s going to start? Now that sounds like something I could get into.”

      “Quite honestly, Harry, I don’t know. I’m just more than a bit peeved at having to leave you and the blokes, though.”

      “Oh, don’t talk daft. You know you’ll have forgotten us in a week or two once you’re back in Blighty. You’ll be too busy having a good time.”

      “That’s a very long way from the truth, Sergeant,” said Brian. He had just spotted one of his platoon’s corporals walking along the trench towards them.

      “Sir?” asked Harry, taking his cue from Brian.

      “Damn it, I didn’t ask for this posting. I won’t pretend we’re living the life of Riley out here, or that this is the most comfortable I’ve ever been in my life, but we’re a team, and I don’t want to leave you chaps suddenly like this with too many loose ends flapping in the breeze. I can tell you, Harry,” (the corporal was now out of sight and earshot) “I see trouble coming your way. I told old Wobbler Wilkins that you should be commissioned and take my place, and he nearly burst a blood vessel. Expect trouble from there.”

      “Just a thought,“ said Harry. “What would happen to the platoon if I was to leave at the same time as you?”

      “I suppose they could promote Hawkins to sergeant, and bring in a subaltern from the rear. But you’re not going anywhere.”

      “You’re going to need an assistant in your new job, aren’t you?”

      Brian looked at Harry, astonished, and then started to laugh. “And why the hell not? That’s a bloody good idea. You know, I’m really looking forward to seeing old Wobbler’s face when we go in and tell him you’re leaving with me.”

      “You really reckon you can make it happen?” asked Harry.

      “Trust me,” replied Brian.
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          The Imperial Weapons Testing ground, Kubinka, Russia

        

        “It is a great step forward. Time for a vodka.”

      

    

    
      Nikolai Nikolaivich Lebedenko adjusted the cable connecting the clutch lever to the engine assembly, for what he hoped was the final time.

      “Let her go!” he called to his nephew, Boris, standing by the controls. Obediently, Boris yanked on the clutch lever, only to have the cable snap.

      “You pulled it too hard, you dumb ox!” called his uncle, turning off the engine. “Your turn to fix it this time. Oh, never mind, we’ll do it together.”

      The two men swore as they picked up the broken ends of the cable. “If only we’d been given a decent grant from the Ministry, we could have had it all working properly by now,” complained Boris. His cousin, Alexander, joined them as his uncle replied.

      “Well, we weren’t, and we’re not getting it from the Ministry, even if we are allowed to work here at Kubinka. His Imperial Majesty is funding us, as and when he feels like it, and whenever he remembers us, which I have to admit isn’t that often at the moment. We’re going to have to do the best we can with what we’ve got here and now. We’re at war, remember,” said Lebedenko.

      “Which is exactly why we should be given the money by the government on a regular basis,” answered Alexander. “This will make sausage meat of the Germans, and strudel out of the Austrians if we can only persuade those Petrograd bureaucrats of how we’re going to win the war for them while they sit on their fat arses. And we’ll only do that if we get the money. There’s no way we should be relying on the goodwill of an imbecile who only has money because his father was an imbecile before him. Sausage meat and strudels,” he repeated. “That’s what this could make of them.”

      “I’ll make good Russian borscht out of you if you don’t pass me that wrench in a minute, and stop spouting that revolutionary rubbish,” his uncle retorted. “You should know better than to say things like that in public in any case.” The three men worked in silence for a while, sweating as they tightened bolts and adjusted fastenings.

      Eventually the clutch was fixed. “I think I’d better try it this time,” said Nikolai. “You two are like a couple of drunken oxen when I let you anywhere near the controls. This may be a big machine, but it needs a delicate touch.”

      Boris carefully adjusted the carburettor and the Maybach engine started with a bang and a clatter. Nikolai grasped the clutch lever. “One, two, three and...” He gently pulled on the left lever, and the motor wheel lowered itself slowly onto the driving wheel, pressed against it by a powerful leaf spring. With a wheeze, the enormous wheel started to turn, spinning the massive machine in a circle. Boris started to cheer. “And now...” said Nikolai, pushing hard against the force of the spring to disengage the motor wheel. The spinning stopped. “Whew! That was hard work,” said Nikolai. “We’re going to have to do something to make that a bit easier for the drivers.”

      “But it worked, Uncle Kolya,” pointed out Alexander. “You’re a genius.”

      “Hardly,” replied Lebedenko, shaking his head. “There’s a lot more to do. Much, much more. But at least we know we can make the thing move and that the basic idea of the driving mechanism works at full scale. On one side, anyway.” His natural Russian pessimism seemed to outweigh his nephew’s triumph, but his face cheered. “You’re right, Sasha. It is a great step forward. Time for a vodka.”

      “Or two,” said Boris.

      “Or two, Borya,” agreed Nikolai. “But let’s keep it to no more than three.”
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      The young engineer left his uncle and his cousin drinking with their colleague, Zhukovsky, celebrating the success of the test of the drive mechanism.

      When he had been living in England a few years previously, he had made contact with various Russian malcontents, including the socialist and anarchist friends of the brother of a plotter, Aleksandr Ilyich Ulyanov, who had been executed for his part in the attempted assassination of the then Tsar, Alexander III. Ulyanov’s younger brother, Vladimir, had become the leader of a small group of revolutionaries, and was now living in self-imposed exile in Switzerland, waiting for the right time to light the fire to burn away the corruption and filth of the Old Russia.

      When the engineer’s contacts from the Swiss exile group had learned of what he was working on in Kubinka, they had eagerly demanded details. At least one of the revolutionaries had interested himself in the massive machine, and saw its potential as a way of helping the revolution to come to pass. Certainly it seemed to him that if Uncle Kolya’s vision ever became a workable reality, and enough reliable machines could be constructed by the revolutionaries, it was certain that the Imperial troops would be mopped up and the revolution would succeed, wiping out the Tsar and his ministers, and ensuring the death of capitalism throughout Russia.

      He reported every major development on the machine, whether the design or the actual working machine itself, to his local revolutionary cell organiser, who passed it on through the international network until it reached Switzerland. He heard little in return, but assumed that his reports were useful, as they were still requested. At least, no-one had told him to stop sending them.

      He returned to his own room and pulled a pen and paper from his desk drawer. Frowning with concentration, he started to write his report of the day’s doings, pointing out the strengths and the weaknesses of the design as he saw them.

      He signed the report using his revolutionary pseudonym, and folded the report into an envelope. Tomorrow, on his way to the proving ground, he would leave the papers in a hollow birch tree; the agreed dead drop for the messages he exchanged with the Bolshevik leaders.
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          Whitehall, London

        

        “I seem to have acquired two of the finest potential agents I have come across in a number of years.”

      

    

    
      “You seem to have strangely multiplied, Finch-Malloy,” remarked C, the head of the British Secret Service, blinking over the top of his wire-rimmed spectacles at Brian. “There seem to be two of you, when I requested one. Sit down, for God’s sake, man, and don’t stand at attention like that. We’re not in the bloody army now. Do you know why I asked for you?”

      “No, sir,” replied Brian. The enigmatically-named C was unlike anyone Brian had ever met before. A full head and a half shorter than Brian, and with a mere fringe of hair round his otherwise completely bald head, he would have seemed like yet another senior officer with no obvious talent other than boot-licking, except that he seemed to know exactly what was going on all around him and to react to it smoothly and efficiently. In the ten minutes since Brian had entered the office, waiting for his interview to begin, C must have read through thirty pages of reports, signed several other documents, and read the Times leading articles and agony column, making notes on the latter, almost absentmindedly, while doing all this other work. Brian decided this was not a man to be underestimated.

      “Well, I’ll tell you why you’re here, Finch-Malloy. It’s because your commanding officers complained about you to their superiors.”

      “I’m sorry if I caused trouble, sir.”

      C chuckled. “Quite the reverse, Finch-Malloy. You were marked down as a trouble-maker because you thought for yourself and refused to obey the instructions of your superiors.” Brian started to protest, but C held up a hand. “Hear me out. I have standing orders that reports on people like you should arrive on my desk. Of course, most of them turn out to be nothing but the kind of idiot who can’t follow orders. But a few, like you,” C smiled, “turn out to be people who can think for themselves.” The smile left his face. “But, Finch-Malloy, tell me how on earth you have this,” glancing at a piece of paper, “Sergeant Harry Braithwaite in tow with you? I’ve never heard of the man, don’t know him from Adam, and want to know just what the hell you think you’re up to dragging him here and wasting my time. I want a good answer from you before I send him – and you – back to where you came from.”

      “Well, sir, we had a bit of a problem. When you sent those orders for me, there was no officer left to replace me as leader of the platoon, and Colonel Wilkins wasn’t that keen on giving Sergeant Braithwaite his commission. So, thinking that two heads could be better than one in your line of work, sir, I took the liberty of persuading Colonel Wilkins to let the Sergeant travel with me.” C said nothing, but cocked his head on one side, and looked at Brian curiously. “The Sergeant and I have been through a lot together and we work as a team.”

      “You’d describe your relationship with him as friendly, then?”

      “Most certainly, sir. We’ve trusted each other with our lives on many different occasions and I have great respect for his intelligence and personality. Quite frankly, sir, if Sergeant Braithwaite had been to a better school, he would be commanding me, rather than the other way round.”

      “You’re a Harrow and Brasenose man, I see. And Sergeant Braithwaite?”

      “Well, he’s certainly not a University man. And I believe he went to Nantwich Grammar School. He taught himself a lot about mechanical engineering and cars, and even went to Germany for a year or so after he’d left school to learn more there. After that, he became a chauffeur and mechanic. His German is pretty fluent, by the way.”

      “Well, I can’t really see that background recommending itself to Wilkins,” C commented. “I’ve had to meet Wilkins on a number of occasions and been slightly underwhelmed each time.” Brian smiled at C’s remark. “And you can keep that opinion of mine to yourself. If you join our little outfit, you’re going to have to get used to keeping secrets. But the Sergeant’s mechanical skills and his German could well be useful in this line of work, especially with what I have in mind for you. You’re right there.”

      “Sir?” Brian kept his tone of voice neutral.

      “So, young Finch-Malloy, apart from a set of enviable skills in underhand brawling, what do you bring to us?” He picked up a sheet of paper and perused it. “School fencing champion. Hah. Half-blue for fencing at Oxford in your first year there. Not a team player, it would seem. Hunting man, are you?”

      “Afraid not, sir. Horses and I seem to disagree with each other. Never really seen the point of dressing up in a red coat and chasing foxes, either.”

      “Don’t worry about it, Finch-Malloy. I tend to associate the hunting crowd with fools like Wilkins.” He continued reading. “School chess champion. Interesting.”

      “I was taught as a boy by a Russian, sir. A friend of my mother’s.”

      “That would be Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov, I take it? At the time he was living in London, using the Reading Room of the British Museum?”

      “Yes, sir. At least, I suppose so. He was living in London, anyway. At my age I’d never even heard of the Reading Room. I used to go to the Museum to frighten myself with the Egyptian mummies.” Brian didn’t bother to hide his surprise that C knew of Ulyanov.

      “I take it that you’ve somewhat lost touch with Vladimir Ilyich over the past few years, then?”

      “I haven’t seen or heard anything of him for over ten years now, I suppose. Since I was about ten or eleven.”

      “Well, you may be interested to know that he is now the leader of a rather noisy group of exiled Russian socialists who call themselves ‘Bolsheviks’ .”

      “The majority party, sir? Are they that important?”

      “By no means. It’s just a title they gave themselves after defeating another faction in a debate. And that other faction would be..?” C paused, testing Brian’s reaction.

      “Mensheviks, sir?”

      “Excellent. Did Ulyanov teach you your Russian, as well as teaching you chess?”

      “A little, sir. But I’ve taught myself a bit.”

      “Good with languages are you? French? German? As well as Russian?”

      “Pretty much fluent in all of those, sir.” Brian was almost apologetic. “I do seem to have a bit of a gift that way. My Dutch can pass for native as well.”

      “Any others?”

      “My Serbian is a bit rusty, but it will pass, and my Czech’s good enough for me to be taken for a Czech-speaking Austrian. Spanish and Portuguese are a bit weaker than they should be.”

      C put his hands over his ears in mock horror. “That’s enough. And you’ve certainly distinguished yourself in battle.  That VC of yours—”

      Brian interrupted him. “Please, sir. I’d rather not discuss that. I didn’t deserve the decoration, as I pointed out at the time. The credit belongs to Sergeant Braithwaite.”

      “Then I suppose that’s whom I’m going to have to talk to next. Do you want to be in the room while I ask him just what the hell he thinks he’s doing, following you around like this? Or is he big enough to wipe his own nose?”

      Brian grinned. “He’s a big boy, sir. He can take care of himself.”

      C grinned back. “Then you wait outside while I talk to him. I’ll call you in when I want you.”
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      Brian found himself a seat in the anteroom as a very nervous Harry Braithwaite was shown into C’s office.

      “It’s all right, Harry, he’s on our side,” he had whispered, with a confidence he didn’t completely feel. He had settled down with a Portuguese dictionary and a copy of The Lusiads, trying to make sense of the seventeenth-century epic to improve his Portuguese. It wasn’t easy going, and he was wondering if this was really the best way to improve his language skills, when C’s office door opened, and C himself appeared in the doorway.

      “Enter,” he invited, smiling. As Brian resumed the seat that he had occupied previously, he exchanged glances with Harry, who gave him a surreptitious wink, unnoticed by C.

      Seating himself behind the desk, C continued smiling. “Excellent,” he told Brian. “I seem to have acquired two of the finest potential agents I have come across in a number of years. Sergeant Braithwaite has acquainted me with some of the details of the past six months that you omitted to tell me, young Finch-Malloy, and I can fill in some of the remaining gaps regarding the Sergeant for myself. So I am happy to tell you both that if you agree, and I assume you do, or you wouldn’t be here, you will from now on be reporting here, rather than to your regiment. For the record, you will remain on the roster of the Guards, but you will not be required to wear uniform. Indeed, for many of the duties you will be performing, a uniform would be a positive disadvantage. However, it is only fair to warn you that if you are captured by the enemy while you are out of uniform, you will almost certainly be shot or hanged as spies. Hmm.” He sat back and sucked his pen, regarding the other two for their reaction. There was none. “In due course, I will require your signatures on various pieces of paper, but for now, I just require your word that what I am about to tell you will be going no further. I have your words on this?” Both men nodded. “Good. Then I will be introducing you to Colonel Petrov.” He pressed a button on his desk, and a secretary entered. “Harris, please send a message to Colonel Alex Petrov and ask him to come over here as soon as possible – say two this afternoon.” He turned back to the other two. “Colonel Alexei Dimitrovich Petrov is, as you have probably guessed, a Russian. He is currently here as a liaison officer to co-operate with the Service. He has some English, but it may be easier for you to speak Russian or German with him if communication starts to break down. I must say, Sergeant, that your knowledge of German and technical matters you picked up when you lived and worked in Germany makes you an ideal candidate for this mission that we will be discussing later.”

      “Can you tell us more now, sir?” asked Harry.

      “In very brief and sketchy terms, I am afraid, Sergeant. I don’t know if you are aware, but I come from a naval rather than an army background, and my technical knowledge of dry land is limited. Let me start by asking you a question, Sergeant. What is the biggest obstacle facing you chaps in the trenches? Other than the obvious answer of the Boche, that is.”

      “That’s an easy one, sir. It’s the blooming mud. Those artillery bombardments may soften up the enemy, but they don’t do a bloody thing about the wire – begging your pardon for the language, sir, and they churn up the mud like you wouldn’t believe. Up to your knees or worse after the rain’s come down overnight.”

      “That confirms my understanding of the situation. Now, suppose there was a way to get the artillery right up to the German trenches and blast away at the machine-gun nests point-blank, so that the infantry could follow?”

      Harry shook his head. “Couldn’t be done, sir. One, the Jerries would just blow the guns and limbers to bits as they crossed No Man’s Land. Two, that is if they could cross at all. What with the mud and the wire and all, there’s no bloody way a gun team could make it, even if no-one was shooting at them.” In his animation, Harry seemed to have forgotten that he was addressing a high-ranking officer.

      “Not afraid to speak your mind, are you, Sergeant? No, don’t apologise, I like it. Shows you’ve got brains and spirit. Unlike some I could mention. Well, I think that Colonel Petrov may have something to tell you that will make you think again.”
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          Zurich, Switzerland

        

        “I’d hate to be the man who crossed you,” said Zinoviev.
        “Then you’d better make sure that you’re not,” replied Kolinski, grinning his terrifying smile.

      

    

    
      Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov yawned and stretched, contorting his strangely Asiatic face, as he reached for his pen.

      “If only those fools would turn their guns in the right direction,” he grumbled to the notepad where he was writing the draft of an article on the revolution. “The Russian people should be struggling together with the German proletariat to throw off the capitalist yoke and seize power.”

      “It will only happen with us at the helm, Vladimir Ilyich,” pointed out his companion, Grigory Zinoviev, reaching for his tea. “There is a lack of political consciousness there that will never be fully remedied unless we go over there ourselves and seize the initiative to lead the masses.” He sipped, wincing. “When will these damned Swiss learn to make decent tea? I want to be in Russia again.”

      Ulyanov turned his deep-set eyes on his colleague. “Comrade Zinoviev, you seem to be forgetting that while we work tirelessly for the advancement of the Revolution here in Switzer­land where, although there may not be decent tea or vodka, there is at least a modicum of peace, and a minimum of capitalist interference. Between us and Petrograd lie several thousand kilometres of hellish war between two enemies, either of which would gladly turn their guns away from the other to point at us, and would make common cause to seize any opportunity to imprison and silence us. We must continue our work here, Comrade. We must continue to work from afar for the comrades still in Russia. But when the time comes—” his eyes glittered. “When the time comes,”  he repeated, “we will strike. Strike mercilessly and smash them in the teeth. Never fear, Comrade, that time will come. In the meantime we must make ready.” He bent again to his writing.

      “Comrade,” interrupted Zinoviev, before the pen had written even a couple of words more. “I had news today from one of our comrades in Russia. I truly believe that it would be in our best interests if at least one of us could make his way there soon. If the report I received today is true, then we have the Revolution as good as won as soon as we reach Russia.” Ulyanov cocked his head. “This is the monstrous war machine I mentioned earlier that can annihilate all that stands in its path. One or two of these on our side, and the Tsar could send his whole army against us and fail. Or, should the Tsar have one or two of these machines, all the spirit of the Revolution would break against it like waves on a rocky shore, and with as little effect. Vladimir Ilyich, it is essential that we secure control of this machine, or at the very least, ensure that the Tsar never gets control of it.”

      “I would remind you, Comrade, that revolutions come through the spirit of the proletariat. Not through machines alone. Though machines may have their uses,” he admitted. “Remind me again. How does this comrade know about this infernal engine?”

      “He’s a nephew of the inventor, who is developing the machine for the Tsar. He is devoted to our cause. Apparently he has been in contact with Dzhugashvili and his group.”

      “This development of the machine for the Tsarist reactionaries is being undertaken in exchange for money, I take it? That is the way that things are done in a capitalist society, after all.”

      “Yes, the inventor, Lebedenko, seems to be driven chiefly by a lust for gold. Which, in this particular case, seems to be provided directly from the Tsar’s own pocket.”

      “So, Comrade Zinoviev, your suggestion on how we should proceed with this matter?”

      “We send one of our – shall we say more muscular? –  comrades to Moscow, armed with several thousand roubles. And a revolver.”

      “You would give the inventor a choice? Gold or lead?”

      “Indeed I would. From what I understand, we may need the services of the inventor to perfect the machine, as it is not at a fully working stage at the moment, and it would be advisable to have at least the semblance of co-operation from him.”

      “Very well. And your suggestion for the choice of this muscular comrade?”

      “I would strongly suggest Comrade Kolinski. He is dedicated to the cause, and he has remarkable powers of persuasion.”

      “And he lacks the intelligence or imagination to run away with the gold. His loyalty is not in question, I agree.” Ulyanov chuckled. “Very good. How do you suggest that he makes his way to Russia, though? Even if he is not as well-known to the police forces of Europe and the Okhrana as you or I may be, is this a risk that we and the Party should be taking?”

      “He speaks some German. If he travelled with a Swiss passport through Germany, crossing to Sweden and then entering Russia through Finland, I think there would be few problems there.”

      “That sounds as though it will fit the bill well enough.” Ul­yanov chuckled. Maybe the irony of the ferocious revolutionary posing as a defiantly neutral Swiss appealed to him. “Not that I believe in the power of any machine to win the Revolution – these scientists and engineers are only too willing to ascribe magical powers to their inventions. But as you say, it would be as well not to be faced with such a potential disaster if the Tsarist reactionaries start to use it against our people. Kolinski is to try to obtain the use of the machine for us and the revolutionary cause, if this Lebedenko can be persuaded by any means possible. If that proves impossible, he is to steal the machine—”

      Zinoviev interrupted. “Vladimir Ilyich, from what I understand, this may not be possible. We are talking about a massive machine that requires a large trained crew. We both know of Comrade Kolinski’s strength and prowess, but I think that even he would find it difficult to make off with this monster.”

      Ulyanov frowned. “I hear what you say. Very good. In that case, if the inventor is unwilling to go ahead, he must be stopped from making any further developments or inventions, and his machine and plans must be destroyed along with him. I want you to type out the orders to that effect and give them to Kolinski together with the money for the journey and to make things happen at the other end.”

      Zinoviev understood very well what Ulyanov was saying. If Kolinski were captured, no papers bearing Ulyanov’s handwriting would be discovered, and the leader could disown all knowledge of the operation. “Very well. How much money, and which name shall I use?”

      “Five thousand roubles should cover things, I think. Get a receipt from Kolinski when you hand them over and make sure he obtains and keeps receipts for all his expenses. He’s intelligent enough to manage that, I assume. And sign the letter with my usual revolutionary name. Lenin.”

      [image: ]

      Kolinski grunted as Zinoviev explained his mission to him, sitting on the edge of the bed in Kolinski’s lodgings. Kolinski himself sat on a wooden chair, which, though of normal size, appeared like a piece of schoolroom furniture beneath Kolinski’s massive frame. Zinoviev wondered how long it could continue to bear Kolinski’s weight as he rocked back and forth, absorbing the details that Zinoviev explained to him.

      “So the Chief wants me to go back there? Does he remember that the bastards are still looking for me after that bank job?”

      “That was in Tiflis,” Zinoviev soothed him. “There’s no way anyone’s going to be looking for you in Moscow, let alone in the woodland fifty kilometres from the city.”

      Kolinski shrugged. “Show,” he demanded, holding out his hand for the sheets of paper that were sticking out of Zinoviev’s pocket. Wordlessly, Zinoviev handed them over, and Kolinski bent his huge shaggy head over the orders, mouthing the letters to himself as he read, a little slowly and painfully. “It’s not the Chief’s writing,” he complained. “It’s been done on one of those machines. Are these really the Chief’s words? And that’s not his signature. I know his signature. I see it when I take his cheques to the bank.”

      “Don’t worry about it. The Chief knows all about this and this is exactly what he wants to happen. The reason he hasn’t signed it is for your good, and the Chief’s good,” Zinoviev told him. He held out his hand for the papers.

      “What?”

      “I want those back,” said Zinoviev. “I have your copy here.”

      “Here you are,” passing the papers back, and receiving another set in return. Kolinski looked at what he’d just been given. “This is rubbish! What sort of joke are you playing on me here? I may not have your brains and your education, but that’s no reason to pass off this nonsense on me. I can’t read a damned thing here.”

      Zinoviev flinched instinctively as the giant leaned forward. “Please listen to me. This is for your safety. This is the same as what I gave you just now, but it’s in code, so that if anyone picks up these papers, they’re not going to see anything useful. Just nonsense, as you said.”

      “I told you, I don’t have your brains. How do I start to make sense of it?”

      “It’s easy. Just add two to the letter on the paper to get the real letter.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “All right, you know your alphabet?”

      “Of course. As, buki, vedi, glagol, dobro, yest—”

      Zinoviev interrupted him. “Fine. So you now take this first letter.”

      “Buki.”

      “Right. And move on two in the alphabet.”

      “Glagol?”

      Zinoviev nodded. “Carry on with the other letters.”

      “Got a pencil and some paper?”

      Zinoviev passed over a pencil and a notebook open at a blank page. The giant man clumsily traced out his letters, sucking the tip of the pencil in concentration from time to time. After a minute or so he looked up, an enormous grin on his face. “It’s magic, isn’t it? The way you can hide words like this?”

      Zinoviev had to smile a little at Kolinski’s naivety. “It is useful, yes,” he agreed. “Can I have my paper and pencil back, please? You can remember how to do this? Just in case you forget the details of what you’re meant to be doing, or how to go about things.”

      The big man nodded. He scratched his head. “How much money should I give this man with the machine?”

      “As little as you can to get him on our side. And try to leave him in one piece if the money doesn’t work, if possible. He’s no use to us as damaged goods. But if there’s no way at all that he can be persuaded, then he must be stopped completely. Understand?”

      Kolinski grinned. “I can persuade him with my little finger, and I wouldn’t even leave a mark on him. I don’t think anyone’s going to argue with me. Don’t worry about it.” He looked again at the paper, and started to count on his fingers. “Are you going to give me enough to live on?” he asked. “It’s not that I want the money, but I’ve got to eat. And when I eat, I eat a lot.” He slapped his belly, which resounded like a drum.

      “Don’t worry about that,” Zinoviev assured him. “The Chief and I have a real interest in you carrying out this mission successfully, and we know how you need to eat.”

      “And drink.” The bearded face broke into a smile, and Zinoviev was faced with an uneven row of blackened and broken teeth.

      “And drink,” Zinoviev agreed. “I really wish that you would see a dentist, Comrade. Those teeth are really frightening.”

      “That’s the way I like them,” replied Kolinski. “As long as they don’t hurt me, that’s fine by me.”

      “So here’s the money.” Zinoviev pulled a leather bag from an inside pocket, and spilled the contents onto the table.

      A few minutes later “…one hundred and eighty, one hundred and ninety, two hundred. That’s two thousand roubles in gold tens. And,” pulling out another bag, “three hundred gold German marks. Easily enough to buy your tickets to Moscow, to get to the site, and to pay off Lebedenko. And to buy you enough vodka to keep you happy.”

      The giant grinned. “It will be in good hands, believe me.”

      “And here are your passport and papers. You’re Swiss, remember. No Russian here or in Germany or Sweden. You can start speaking Russian again when you get to Finland, but you’d better stick to German when you’re talking to the guards or the police. And try to speak with a Swiss accent, if you can manage that.”

      “Jawohl,” grinned Kolinski. “I think I can manage that.” He looked through the papers and came to the Swiss passport and identity documents. “I’m not too good at reading this German lettering. Just tell me who I am and what I’m doing.”

      “You’re Peter Helling. You’re a farm labourer living in Liestal, outside Basel. You’re unmarried.”

      “Why am I travelling?”

      “Because you had a school-friend who went to Russia a long time ago, and you want to see him again. He’s ill, and he sent you this letter.” Zinoviev pointed to an envelope in the papers he had just handed over.

      “Suppose they check the address on this letter to see where he lives?”

      “They’ll find a sewage works outside Moscow. And by the time they’ve discovered that, you will be far away, and using a different name. One of our comrades will meet you here in Petrograd on the 27th and give you your new papers, and any news and details of any changes to your instructions. Remember this date and time and place written here.”

      Kolinski took the proffered paper. “It says the 29th here, at 2 o’clock. You just told me the 27th. And why isn’t this in that code you showed me just now?”

      “Actually, it is in a sort of code,” explained Zinoviev. “Listen carefully. Take away the hour of the time from the date.”

      “Oh, the 27th. I see, I think. So if the time was 3 o’clock, it would be on the 26th?”

      “That’s right. Well done. So if the police see this somehow, and want to meet you and the other comrade, they’ll turn up two days late, and you’ll have had your meeting and you’ll be out of town by the time they get there.”

      “That’s pretty clever,” said Kolinski. “I like that.” He scratched his head and thought. “That gives me three weeks – plenty of time if I start today or tomorrow.” Zinoviev nodded.

      “That’s fine, then,” said Kolinski. “I’ll start packing my things.” He stuck out a massive paw to be shaken. It was clearly a signal for Zinoviev to leave, and Zinoviev took the hint. He wasn’t about to start an argument with Kolinski. Though he was not a small man, Zinoviev’s hand was lost in the great palm that enfolded his.

      “I’d hate to be the man who crossed you,” said Zinoviev, releasing his hand from the painful grip.

      “Then you’d better make sure that you’re not,” replied Kolinski, grinning his terrifying smile.

      As Zinoviev left, Kolinski moved swiftly with surprising silence to the door, where he listened, standing completely motionless. When he was satisfied that Zinoviev had reached the bottom of the stairs and had let himself out of the front door, he moved again, locking the door of his room. He took three paces to the window and stood to one side, observing the street below. He could see Zinoviev moving off, back towards the area where he knew Lenin was living, and watched until the other moved out of sight round the corner.

      He moved back to the bed and picked up the leather bags into which Zinoviev had replaced the gold coins, tossing them lightly in his hand. He felt the weight of the coins inside with pleasure. His next move was to undo the broad leather belt holding up his shabby trousers and remove it. His large fingers felt the inside of the belt and pulled at a place where two strips of leather adjoined, to reveal a slot into which he carefully threaded about half the gold pieces. When he had done this, he picked up the belt, and hefted it in his hands. He grinned to himself as he re-fastened it round his waist. Next, sitting on the creaking bed, he removed both boots. He removed the heels from them, using a large sheath-knife, which he retrieved from its hiding-place under the pillow. The heels were hollow, and Kolinski packed the cavities with the remaining coins, distributing them between the two boots. Before hammering the heels firmly back into place, he stuffed some old newspaper, which had been acting as a tablecloth, around the coins. After he’d put the heels back on the boots, he held up each in turn  and held it to his ear, shaking it. Satisfied that the noise of the coins was now completely muffled, he replaced the boots on his feet.

      His next move was to the wardrobe. With his great height and long arms, it was easy for him to reach the heavy Nagant revolver, resting behind the decorative carvings on the top of the wardrobe. He grunted a little as he reached somewhat further back, and produced a box of 7.62-millimetre cartridges. Though his fingers were large, they moved with deceptive delicacy as he disassembled the unloaded pistol and wiped the parts with an oily rag from his back pocket.
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